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Penn Baccalaureate Address given Sunday, May 13, 2012 by Nipun Mehta, founder of ServiceSpace (formerly CharityFocus). 

Paths Are Made By Walking
Thank you to my distinguished friends, President Amy Gutmann, 

Provost Vincent Price and Rev. Charles Howard for inviting me to share 
a few reflections on this joyous occasion. It is an honor and privilege to 
congratulate you—Penn’s Class of 2012. 

Right now each one of you is sitting on the runway of life primed for 
takeoff. You are some of the world’s most gifted, elite, and driven college 
graduates—and you are undeniably ready to fly. So what I’m about to say 
next may sound a bit crazy. I want to urge you, not to fly, but to—walk. Four 
years ago, you walked into this marvelous laboratory of higher learning. 
Today, heads held high, you walk to receive your diplomas. Tomorrow, you 
will walk into a world of infinite possibilities. 

But walking, in our high-speed world, has unfortunately fallen out of 
favor. The word “pedestrian” itself is used to describe something ordinary 
and commonplace. Yet, walking with intention has deep roots. Australia’s 
aboriginal youth go on walkabouts as a rite of passage; Native American 
tribes conduct vision quests in the wilderness; in Europe, for centuries, 
people have walked the Camino de Santiago, which spans the breadth of 
Spain. Such pilgrims place one foot firmly in front of the other, to fall in 
step with the rhythms of the universe and the cadence of their own hearts. 

Back in 2005, six months into our marriage, my wife and I decided 
to “step it up” ourselves and go on a walking pilgrimage. At the peak of 
our efforts with ServiceSpace, we wondered if we had the capacity to put 
aside our worldly success and seek higher truths. Have you ever thought of 
something and then just known that it had to happen? It was one of those 
things. So we sold all our major belongings, and bought a one-way ticket 
to India. Our plan was to head to Mahatma Gandhi’s ashram, since he had 
always been an inspiration to us, and then walk South. Between the two 
of us, we budgeted a dollar a day, mostly for incidentals—which meant 
that for our survival we had to depend utterly on the kindness of strangers. 
We ate whatever food was offered and slept wherever place was offered.   

Now, I do have to say, such ideas come with a warning: do not try this 
at home, because your partner might not exactly welcome this kind of 
honeymoon.  

For us, this walk was a pilgrimage—and our goal was simply to be in 
a space larger than our egos, and to allow that compassion to guide us in 
unscripted acts of service along the way. Stripped entirely of our comfort 
zone and accustomed identities, could we still “keep it real”? That was 
our challenge.

We ended up walking 1,000 kilometers over three months. In that period, 
we encountered the very best and the very worst of human nature—not just 
in others, but also within ourselves.

Soon after we ended the pilgrimage, my uncle casually popped the 
million dollar question at the dinner table: “So, Nipun, what did you learn 
from this walk?” I didn’t know where to begin. But quite spontaneously, an 
acronym—W-A-L-K—came to mind, which encompassed the key lessons 
we had learned, and continue to relearn, even to this day. As you start the 
next phase of your journey, I want to share those nuggets with the hope that 

it might illuminate your 
path in some small way too.

The W in WALK stands 
for Witness. When you 
walk, you quite literally 
see more. Your field of vi-
sion is nearly 180 degrees, 
compared to 40 degrees 
when you’re traveling at 
62 mph. Higher speeds 
smudge our peripheral 
vision, whereas walking 
actually broadens your 
canvas and dramatically 
shifts the objects of your 
attention. For instance, on 
our pilgrimage, we would 
notice the sunrise everyday, 
and how, at sunset, the 
birds would congregate for 
a little party of their own. 
Instead of adding Facebook 
friends online, we were 
actually making friends in 
person, often over a cup 
of hot chai. Life around us 
came alive in a new way. 

A walking pace is the 
speed of community. 
Where high speeds facili-
tate separation, a slower pace gives us an opportunity to commune. 

As we traversed rural India at the speed of a couple of miles per hour, 
it became clear how much we could learn simply by bearing witness to the 
villagers’ way of life. Their entire mental model is different—the multipli-
cation of wants is replaced by the basic fulfillment of human needs. When 
you are no longer preoccupied with asking for more and more stuff; then 
you just take what is given and give what is taken. Life is simple again.   A 
farmer explained it to us this way: “You cannot make the clouds rain more, 
you cannot make the sun shine less. They are just nature’s gifts—take it 
or leave it.”   

When the things around you are seen as gifts, they are no longer a means 
to an end; they are the means and the end. And thus, a cow-herder will tend 
to his animals with the compassion of a father, a village woman will wait 
three hours for a delayed bus without a trace of anger, a child will spend 
countless hours fascinated by stars in the galaxy, and finding his place in 
the vast cosmos.

Penn Baccalaureate Remarks given on Sunday, May 13, 2012 by President Amy Gutmann.

Parents, families, friends, and colleagues, welcome! We are gathered 
here to honor and congratulate the great Class of 2012.

Colleges and universities are among the oldest and most enduring 
institutions that society ever created. Before there were 13 colonies in 
America there were institutions of higher education; by the time of the 
Revolution this University was well into its third decade. So it is not 
surprising we honor and cherish our academic traditions. 

Among them is this ceremony, the baccalaureate, which derives from 
the medieval tradition of honoring Bachelor degree candidates prior to 
the awarding of their degrees. For those of you new to these proceed-
ings, there is no need to worry. We will not be observing the ancient 
tradition—which is said to date back to 1432 at Oxford University—of 
having each of our graduates deliver a sermon… in Latin. 

An Opportunity to Reflect
What this afternoon is about, really, is an opportunity to reflect. 

Our students—this remarkable Class of 2012—have grown in so many 
ways in the past four years. They are an enormous and potent force for 
good that we are about to release on the world. This is our opportunity 
to give thoughtful attention to all they are capable of achieving—and 
our heartfelt thanks for all they have meant to us in the years leading 
up to this moment.

Members of the Class of 2012, and parents, and loved ones: an end-
ing is in sight, but so too is a glorious beginning. On behalf of all of the 
University of Pennsylvania, I honor you for what you have achieved, 
and welcome you to the start of this wonderful transition. Thank you, 
and congratulations!

Nipun Mehta
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So with today’s modernized tools at your ready disposal, don’t let your-
self zoom obliviously from point A to point B on the highways of life; try 
walking the backroads of the world, where you will witness a profoundly 
inextricable connection with all living things. 

The A in WALK stands for Accept. When walking in this way, you place 
yourself in the palm of the universe, and face its realities head on. We 
walked at the peak of summer, in merciless temperatures hovering above 
120 degrees. Sometimes we were hungry, exhausted and even frustrated. 
Our bodies ached for just that extra drink of water, a few more moments 
in the shade, or just that little spark of human kindness. Many times we 
received that extra bit, and our hearts would overflow with gratitude. But 
sometimes we were abruptly refused, and we had to cultivate the capacity 
to accept the gifts hidden in even the most challenging of moments.

I remember one such day, when we approached a rest house along a 
barren highway. As heavy trucks whizzed past, we saw a sign, announcing 
that guests were hosted at no charge. “Ah, our lucky day,” we thought in 
delight. I stepped inside eagerly. The man behind the desk looked up and 
asked sharply, “Are you here to see the temple?” A simple yes from my 
lips would have instantly granted us a full meal and a room for the night.   
But it wouldn’t have been the truth. So instead, I said, “Well, technically, 
no sir. We’re on a walking pilgrimage to become better people. But we 
would be glad to visit the temple.” Rather abruptly, he retorted: “Um, sorry, 
we can’t host you.” Something about his curt arrogance triggered a slew 
of negative emotions. I wanted to make a snide remark in return and slam 
the door on my way out. Instead, I held my raging ego in check. In that 
state of physical and mental exhaustion, it felt like a Herculean task—but 
through the inner turmoil a voice surfaced within, telling me to accept the 
reality of this moment.

There was a quiet metamorphosis in me. I humbly let go of my defenses, 
accepted my fate that day, and turned to leave without a murmur. Perhaps the 
man behind the counter sensed this shift in me, because he yelled out just 
then, “So what exactly are you doing again?” After my brief explanation he 
said, “Look, I can’t feed you or host you, because rules are rules.   But there 
are restrooms out in the back. You could sleep outside the male restroom 
and your wife can sleep outside the female restroom.” Though he was being 
kind, his offer felt like salt in my wounds. We had no choice but to accept. 

That day we fasted and that night, we slept by the bathrooms. A small 
lie could’ve bought us an upgrade, but that would’ve been no pilgrimage.   
As I went to sleep with a wall separating me from my wife, I had this 
beautiful, unbidden vision of a couple climbing to the top of a mountain 
from two different sides. Midway through this difficult ascent, as the man 
contemplated giving up, a small sparrow flew by with this counsel, “Don’t 
quit now, friend. Your wife is eager to see you at the top.” He kept climb-
ing. A few days later, when the wife found herself on the brink of quitting, 
the little sparrow showed up with the same message. Step by step, their 
love sustained their journey all the way to the mountaintop. Visited by 
the timely grace of this vision, I shed a few grateful tears—and this story 
became a touchstone not only in our relationship, but many other noble 
friendships as well.

So I encourage you to cultivate equanimity and accept whatever life 
tosses into your laps—when you do that, you will be blessed with the insight 
of an inner transformation that is yours to keep for all of time.

The L in WALK stands for Love. The more we learned from nature, and 
built a kind of inner resilience to external circumstances, the more we fell 
into our natural state—which was to be loving. In our dominant paradigm, 
Hollywood has insidiously co-opted the word, but the love I’m talking 
about here is the kind of love that only knows one thing—to give with no 
strings attached. Purely. Selflessly. 

Most of us believe that to give, we first need to have something to give. 
The trouble with that is, that when we are taking stock of what we have, 
we almost always make accounting errors. Oscar Wilde once quipped, 
“Nowadays, people know the price of everything, but the value of nothing.” 
We have forgotten how to value things without a price tag. Hence, when we 
get to our most abundant gifts—like attention, insight, compassion—we 
confuse their worth because they’re, well, priceless.   

On our walking pilgrimage, we noticed that those who had the least were 
most readily equipped to honor the priceless. In urban cities, the people 
we encountered began with an unspoken wariness: “Why are you doing 
this? What do you want from me?” In the countryside, on the other hand, 
villagers almost always met us with an open-hearted curiosity launching 
straight in with: “Hey buddy, you don’t look local. What’s your story?”   

In the villages, your worth wasn’t assessed by your business card, 
professional network or your salary. That innate simplicity allowed them 

to love life and cherish all its connections.   
Extremely poor villagers, who couldn’t even afford their own meals, 

would often borrow food from their neighbors to feed us.   When we tried 
to refuse, they would simply explain: “To us, the guest is God. This is 
our offering to the divine in you that connects us to each other.” Now, 
how could one refuse that? Street vendors often gifted us vegetables; in a 
very touching moment, an armless fruit-seller once insisted on giving us 
a slice of watermelon. Everyone, no matter how old, would be overjoyed 
to give us directions, even when they weren’t fully sure of them. And I 
still remember the woman who generously gave us water when we were 
extremely thirsty—only to later discover that she had to walk 10 kilometers 
at 4 a.m. to get that one bucket of water. These people knew how to give, 
not because they had a lot, but because they knew how to love life. They 
didn’t need any credit or assurance that you would ever return to pay them 
back. Rather, they just trusted in the pay-it-forward circle of giving.

When you come alive in this way, you’ll realize that true generosity 
doesn’t start when you have some thing to give, but rather when there’s 
nothing in you that’s trying to take. So I hope that you will make all your 
precious moments an expression of loving life.

And lastly, the K in WALK stands for Know Thyself. 
Sages have long informed us that when we serve others unconditionally, 

we shift from the me-to-the-we and connect more deeply with the other. 
That matrix of inter-connections allows for a profound quality of mental 
quietude. Like a still lake undisturbed by waves or ripples, we are then able 
to see clearly into who we are and how we can live in deep harmony with 
the environment around us.

When one foot walks, the other rests. Doing and being have to be in 
balance. 

Our rational mind wants to rightfully ensure progress, but our intuitive 
mind also needs space for the emergent, unknown and unplanned to arise.    
Doing is certainly important, but when we aren’t aware of our internal 
ecosystem, we get so vested in our plans and actions, that we don’t notice 
the buildup of mental residue. Over time, that unconscious internal noise 
starts polluting our motivations, our ethics and our spirit. And so, it is 
critical to still the mind. A melody, after all, can only be created with the 
silence in between the notes. 

As we walked—witnessed, accepted, loved—our vision of the world 
indeed grew clearer. That clarity, paradoxically enough, blurred our previous 
distinctions between me versus we, inner transformation versus external 
impact, and selfishness versus selflessness. They were inextricably con-
nected. When a poor farmer gave me a tomato as a parting gift, with tears 
rolling down his eyes, was I receiving or giving? When we sat for hours 
in silent meditation, was the benefit solely mine or would it ripple out into 
the world? When I lifted the haystack off an old man’s head and carried it 
for a kilometer, was I serving him or serving myself?

Which is to say, don’t just go through life—grow through life. It will 
be easy and tempting for you to arrive at reflexive answers—but make it 
a point, instead, to acknowledge mystery and welcome rich questions— 
questions that nudge you towards a greater understanding of this world 
and your place in it.

That’s W-A-L-K.  And today, at this momentous milestone of your life, 
you came in walking and you will go out walking. As you walk on into a 
world that is increasingly aiming to move beyond the speed of thought, I 
hope you will each remember the importance of traveling at the speed of 
thoughtfulness. I hope that you will take time to witness our magnificent 
interconnections. That you will accept the beautiful gifts of life even when 
they aren’t pretty, that you will practice loving selflessly and strive to know 
your deepest nature. 

I want to close with a story about my great grandfather. He was a man 
of little wealth who still managed to give every single day of his life.   Each 
morning, he had a ritual of going on a walk—and as he walked, he diligently 
fed the ant hills along his path with small pinches of wheat flour.   Now that 
is an act of micro generosity so small that it might seem utterly negligible, 
in the grand scheme of the universe. How does it matter? It matters in that it 
changed him inside. And my great grandfather’s goodness shaped the world-
view of my grandparents who in turn influenced that of their children—my 
parents. Today those ants and the ant hills are gone, but my great grandpa’s 
spirit is very much embedded in all my actions and their future ripples. It is 
precisely these small, often invisible, acts of inner transformation that mold 
the stuff of our being, and bend the arc of our shared destiny. 

On your walk, today and always, I wish you the eyes to see the anthills 
and the heart to feed them with joy. 

May you be blessed. Change yourself—change the world.
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Graduating students assembled in Ham-
ilton Village (at left) prior to Commence-
ment. Some students chose to wear rain 
gear over their academic regalia. The 
student procession—through campus, 
along Locust Walk, to Franklin Field—
was watched by those who lined the route 
as well as those who viewed from their 
seats in the stadium or those around the 
world who viewed the live webcast. 

A bagpiper prepared for action.
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President Amy Gutmann, along with Penn Trustee Andrea Mitchell and Vice Chair of the Trustees George A. Weiss, gathered with the honorary degree re-
cipients indoors near Franklin Field due to the prediction of rain in the forecast. Standing (left to right): John R. Lewis, Ms. Mitchell, Anna Deavere Smith, 
Geoffrey Canada, Dr. Gutmann, David H. Petraeus, Mr. Weiss and Akira Endo; seated: Peter D. Lax and Ruzena Bajcsy. 

http://www.upenn.edu/almanac/volumes/v58/n34/pdf_n34/052212.pdf
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PENN COMMENCEMENT 2012

Penn Commencement Address given on Monday, May 14, 2012 by President Amy Gutmann at Franklin Field.

Collaboration, Cooperation and Change

Vice-Chairman Weiss, Trustees, honored guests, families, friends 
and alumni: welcome to the 256th commencement of the University of 
Pennsylvania!

Graduates: You are an exceptional class, and you do nothing by half 
measures—including your celebrating. I’m impressed that you were able 
to make it for our 8:30 start this morning. I’m more impressed that our 
seniors beat all records of participation in their gift drive, exceeding 1740, 
in honor of our founding. And I’m most impressed by the collaborative 
spirit that distinguishes so many of our student leaders. 

Jibran Khan soldiered on through the tragic loss of his beloved father 
sophomore year, with classmates at his side every step of the way, to 
continue on, serving as junior and senior class president. A Penn Civic 
Scholar, Katie McCabe, has given of her gift and passion for teaching to 
countless children in need in our West Philadelphia community while also 
coordinating six service trips across the country with her fellow students 
for Alternate Spring Break. When Triston Francis was struggling in a 
crowded inner-city school in Jamaica, Queens, his single mother enabled 
and inspired him to overcome adversity. He has soared at Penn, becoming 
President of the Onyx Senior Honor Society and serving as an inspiring 
peer mentor to his fellow students. 

I have been touched by so many remarkable members of this graduat-
ing class, but let me mention just one more by name: Ivy League Player 
of the Year, Zack Rosen. Rosen’s record for assists and minutes played on 
the basketball court is a perfect metaphor for the theme of my remarks to 
each of you today. Our society and our world desperately need leaders who 
are less like Napoleon and more like Rosen, Khan, McCabe and Francis. 

Let me explain. Penn graduates: You have lived through exceptional 
times during your years at Penn. Think about it: A new era in Presidential 
politics began and the Harry Potter saga came to an end. You witnessed the 
world economy plummeting, and the Phillies soaring. 

Here on campus, you celebrated Penn Park when it grandly opened—and 
you rejoiced during a record blizzard when the University closed. Osama bin 
Laden ignominiously left this world just as the Apple Corporation seemed 
poised to rule it. Together we have seen so much.

True to the Penn spirit, you have not only seen so much, you also have 
done so much. From the Class of 2012 came bright new collaborative 
resources like Skillhub, which matches people online who need to learn 
specific skills with those who can teach them. You created TutorChatLive, 
a nonprofit that employs innovative technology to tutor students. You cre-
ated SMS PersonFinder—an app designed “not to make a million dollars, 
but to help people” in disaster areas find missing persons through their cell 
phones. And you created Dorm Room Diplomacy, which directly connects 
Middle Eastern and American students to promote open-minded dialogue 
and greater understanding.

A common thread runs through all of these efforts. Forged in the embers 
of a sputtering world economy, hardened by the disappointment of poison-

ous partisan politics, you have found your creative freedom in the power 
of how you lead by connecting to others. 

To no small extent, we are all the product of our times—and the technol-
ogy that defines our times. The Europe of 1500, when the invention of the 
printing press was taking hold, was not the old Europe plus the printing 
press. It was a new Europe. America of 1960, when I was a child and nine 
out of ten households suddenly had television, was not the old America 
plus television. It was a new America. 

So, too, our world today—where a quarter of the population is con-
nected by the Internet, where Facebook has almost a billion users, and 
where by the end of this year more people on our planet will have access 
to a cell phone than to adequate sanitation—our world is no longer the old 
world, plus connectivity. This is a new world—and you are its first fully 
connected citizens. 

What a difference! As you moved from movies and TV to interactive 
games and social networking, suddenly you weren’t just consuming culture; 
you were co-creating it. 

So, too, with knowledge: Instead of pulling out the Encyclopedia Britan-
nica (as I did, on occasion), you consult Wikipedia—and you help create its 
content. This sets you apart. You are truly the collaboration generation. You 
will solve problems and make discoveries and promote solutions in ways 
that those mired in the old world cannot even begin to imagine.

But—there is always a ‘but’ in such bold predictions—collaboration 
doesn’t just happen. Someone has to lead these efforts. Yet our inherited 
theories and practices of leadership are outdated and inadequate. For more 
than two hundred years, the West has been in thrall to a Napoleonic model 
of leadership. We think of ideal leaders as being bold and visionary, single-
minded in their determination, and ruthless in their execution. 

Napoleon had a very simple management theory. “I have only one 
counsel for you,” he said. “Be master.” 

The trouble is, the ability to seize the crown and become master of all 
around you no longer works. This is your challenge: You must create a new 
paradigm of leadership to advance in a fragmented world that cries out for 
cross-cultural collaboration. Dare I say it: collaborative leadership is sorely 
lacking in our world today. Will better leadership models emerge from your 
keen appreciation of the powers of collaboration? Only you can make that call.

As luck would have it, you are graduating from the very university 
best equipped by history and inclination to support this new approach to 
leadership. Two hundred and eighty-five years ago, Ben Franklin was 21 
years old. At that age—at your age—he determined that a brain trust of 
different people with different backgrounds would solve problems faster, 
and come to an understanding, better than any number of brilliant individu-
als working alone. 

So he established the Junto Club, a Friday evening discussion group 
made up of a dozen citizens of Philadelphia.

Ben was the youngest by far, yet already respected enough around town 
that—had he wanted—he could have composed his group from among the 
most exalted elements of Philadelphia society. He chose instead to favor 
breadth of experience and scope of vision, extending membership to a mer-
chant and scrivener, a glazier and mathematician, a cobbler, a cabinetmaker, 
a clerk and a shoemaker—and one lone gentleman who didn’t need to work. 
What they all shared was a keen spirit of inquiry, an avid desire to improve 
themselves and their community, and a firm commitment to helping others. 

Over the years, the Junto Club developed a style of free-ranging col-
laboration and cooperation that remains an admirable model to this day. 
From their meetings came ideas that shaped this nation for the public good, 
including volunteer fire-fighting clubs and a public hospital. 

The secret of their success as a group was to give attention to all, pre-
cedence to none—the ideal of true collaboration.

And so I conclude by paraphrasing Ben Franklin, who, as always, said it 
best: “If you are all wrapped up in yourself, you make a very small bundle.” 
Looking out upon our Penn graduates—all 5,858 of you—this morning, I 
could not be more pleased than to say that I see no small bundles. Class of 
2012: Everyone here today joins me in applauding your amazing achieve-
ments and your powers of leadership through collaboration. Know that 
this University is immensely proud to call you our newest alums. We will 
always delight in welcoming you back. 

Not only is today your day. This is your new world. Go forth. Collaborate. 
Change it for the better.  And rejoice in doing so. As we rejoice in you! 

Godspeed! May you succeed!

Amy Gutmann

http://www.upenn.edu/almanac/volumes/v58/n34/pdf_n34/052212.pdf
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School of Engineering and Applied Science and Incoming Chair of the Faculty Senate.
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It’s About the Possibilities

As Chair of the University of Pennsylvania Faculty Senate, I am honored 
to represent over 4,200 members of the faculty and share with you our 
congratulations on your accomplishments, and a few pieces of sage advice.

First, I will share a personal secret with you—I cry at graduations. 
Not just because I have known two of you since you were in diapers, and 
over 200 of you as undergraduate and graduate students at Penn. Actually, 
I even cry when I watch graduations in movies, so it’s not about you, it’s 
about the possibilities. 

A graduation is a moment in your life when many doors are open, and 
your life is filled with possibilities. You are pluripotent. Like stem cells, 
given the right environment and stimuli you have what it takes to be any-
thing. As your professors, advisors, and mentors, we have trained you for 
this moment. Our goal was not just for you to know things, but to be able 
to apply that knowledge as you embark on uncharted paths in your future.  

Most importantly we have taught you that learning is a life-long activity— 
even when there are no more courses and no more teachers in your lives, 
we know you have the tools, fortitude and intelligence to teach yourselves.  
You have worked hard at Penn, but we have helped you learn that when 
fall, you know how to get up and move forward. This graduation day is 
like the moment you probably had when you learned to ride a bike. This is 
the moment when we as your teachers stop running alongside you, gently 
guiding and stabilizing your seat, and instead watch you wobble off, chin 
up and face bright with your future ahead, gaining speed and self-assurance.  
We are so proud of you and all you have accomplished, and wish you all 
the best in your adventures ahead.

Which road will you take? When I was in elementary school, I system-
atically made my way through every biography in our little library. I loved 
reading about Thomas Edison, Florence Nightingale, even Benjamin Frank-
lin.  I was most inspired by those individuals who reinvented themselves 
multiple times in their lives, who were able to see solutions to problems, 
and who made an impact on their world. They were my role models. I 
urge you to find your role models who motivate you to set high goals for 
yourselves and to achieve beyond your own expectations.

Now, for three pieces of sage advice as we launch you into the world. 
First, engage with your community. I don’t mean on Twitter, Facebook, 
Gchat or blogs. I mean live life face-to-face, and in real time. Connect with 
your local and global community—they need you and you need them. There 
is no substitute for actually being there. Second, find your purpose. What 
are you good at, what gives you satisfaction? Don’t be afraid to take risks, 
be persistent, and use your life-long learning skills to reinvent yourself 
multiple times. Third, have an impact—on your children, your field of 
study, or your world. One person can make a difference.

In closure, you have worked hard to earn this moment.  As your profes-
sors, we know you are prepared for your exciting journey ahead. Remember 
to engage, find your purpose, and have an impact. Finally, keep in touch 
with your Penn family—we want you to succeed on your adventure ahead. 
Our role as your mentors never ends. We wish you all the best.
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Susan Margulies
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PENN COMMENCEMENT 2012

Penn Commencement Address given Monday, May 14, 2012 by Geoffrey Canada, President and Chief Executive Officer for Harlem Children’s Zone.

The Common Good

President Gutmann; Provost Price, Board of Trustees fellow honorees; 
and today’s graduates:

I’m honored and grateful for the invitation today.  
I want to address my talk to the class of 2012. I want to acknowledge 

that this is a great moment for you, and it could be a great moment for our 
country.  It is a great moment for you because you are graduating from Penn, 
one of the most prestigious institutions of higher learning in the country, 
having demonstrated by your hard work and perseverance, the mastery 
of a chosen field of study, qualifying you for a baccalaureate or graduate 
degree. It could be a great moment for our country if you decide to continue 
your pursuit of truth and enlightenment for the betterment of our society 
and not solely for the betterment of yourselves. For you are graduating at 
a time when our country is desperate for highly educated women and men 
who will fight to see through the veils of pure self-interest and half-truths, 
to search for what is truly moral and just.  

You have spent your years here preparing and being prepared for the 
next set of challenges you will face. Indeed it is time to get into the game.  
What game? The game of life. A most serious game where the stakes are 
high. There are important choices to be made, and some people who choose 
wrong or make the wrong decisions, pay penalties that cripple their chances 
to succeed and reach their full potential. Some from the very moment of 
birth have the odds stacked so high against them that they are for all intents 
and purposes out of the game before they ever get in. But not you. You 
have met the challenges, overcome the obstacles, played the right hand, 
and now you are prepared to enter the game.  

While you have been preparing here in Philadelphia, our country 
continues to grapple unsuccessfully with some very complex issues. And 
these complex issues hang over our heads today like a giant leaden weight, 
suspended by poor logic, faulty reasoning, and a degraded sense of ethics 
and morality.  And I fear this leaden weight will in short order come crash-
ing down on us, crushing all who can’t get out of the way.  

What are these complex issues? One is poverty. As our country has 
achieved the status of the only remaining superpower on the face of the 
earth; as we are the richest country by far; we have accelerating rates of 
poverty in America which shames us as a nation. Today there are almost 
45 million Americans on food stamps. There are 46 million Americans 
living in poverty and, even more frightening, there are there are over 20 
million people living in extreme poverty. And poverty is not some benign 
condition that simply means you live a little worse off. Poverty is a killer.  
Researchers at the University of Michigan reported in the Journal of the 
American Medical Association that people who earn $10,000 per year or 
less die prematurely at three times the rate of those who earn more.  

Another big issue we face is violence. America is a violent nation. We 
lead the western world in killing one another. None of our cherished institu-
tions are sacrosanct. Today you hear of killings taking place in middle class 
schools, and even colleges and universities. But the brunt of the violence 
happens in our poorest inner-cities. A black man in America is six times 
more likely to be killed than a white. We have more black men and boys 
killed in America today than all the lynching that happened in the South 
during slavery.   

There is also the issue I work on every day, education. The only way 
we can have real equality in America is if we have equal access to quality 
education. A poor education guarantees that you will be trapped in a life of 
poverty. And what a trap. The poor fill our jails and prisons. They stumble 
into our emergency rooms, wheezing, limping, with blood leaking from 
holes never intended by God or nature. They sit in waiting rooms hoping 
for a sympathetic ear, which can stave off homelessness, for another month, 
another week, another night. They stand on lines for food, or clothes, or 
whatever is being given away for free. Those who are poor in this country 
have the weight of poverty, violence, and lack of education hanging over 
their heads, straining to break free and crush them, maybe kill them. And 
when this weight crashes down, you will not be under it. You have been 
guaranteed, by the virtue of your education, safe passage. That is not to say 
that life will be easy, it won’t. Or you won’t have to struggle, you will. It 
is simply to acknowledge the obvious: those of you sitting here represent 
some of the best and brightest that our country has to offer. You have proven 
that you have what it takes to make it. My question to you is, do you care 
about those who won’t make it without real help?

You have been at Penn preparing to enter the big game of life and I 
have a most wondrous proposition for you. Come join our team. We’re 
losing. Yes, that’s right, we’re losing. There was a time when our team was 
winning. In the early seventies when I was at Bowdoin College, we were 
engaged in a “War on Poverty.” We fought for civil rights. The women’s 
liberation movement was the right thing to be involved with. The gay and 
lesbian rights movement was just beginning. We cared about the “other”: 
the scorned, the repressed, and the victimized. We were taught regardless 
if you were rich or poor, black or white, straight or gay, we owed it to our 
community, indeed our country, to strive to improve the life chances for 
all Americans “In order to form a more perfect union.”  

Today, America is at a scary inflection point. Fear for the self is every-
where. We find it hard to care for the homeless when our mortgages are 
underwater. Seniors fear they can’t afford to retire, the middle class worry 
about going on food stamps. The poor have no job security, and too often 
no job. We divide ourselves by being part of the one percent, or the ninety-
nine percent. The poor feel under attack, the middle class feel under attack, 
even the wealthy feel under attack.  

Our team, the team that rallies us around the common good, that em-
phasizes self sacrifice and altruism, is losing. Their team, the team that says 
“every man for himself,” that makes us turn our back on the poor, feel no 
empathy, that feeds off of our vulnerabilities, our insecurities, our personal 
demons and prejudices, is winning. Their team is winning, our team is los-
ing, and yet I offer you a wondrous opportunity, to join the losing team.   

Now wait a minute, don’t all rush up here at once to sign up. I know this 
opportunity sounds too good to be true. Yes, you can join the losing team, 
but not quite yet. You might need more seasoning. You see, it’s not easy 
to be on the losing team, you have to be careful. If you are not properly 
prepared, you will become a loser. We don’t want losers. We want winners 
who aren’t afraid to play on the losing team. I dare say that your prepara-
tion here is a good beginning, but you need more experience. It’s tougher 
than you think out here. There is evil out here. I’m not talking about some 
mystical, theoretical, hypothetical construct. I’m talking about the real 
thing: pain and suffering, despair and death.  

So our team needs you. The other team offers you money, power, luxury 
cars, vacation homes and stock options. Our team offers you challenge and 
struggle, a rich intellectual life, honesty as a guiding beacon and a good 
night’s sleep. Well to be honest their team offers a good night’s sleep also, 
but I just wanted to put it on our side. We seemed a little light on benefits.  

But do you know why I offer you this opportunity to play on the losing 
side? Because in the end we are going to win. Because we are right. There 
is no way that our great democracy will continue to be a beacon to the free 
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world if the rich hate the poor and the poor hate the rich. If our middle class 
becomes a thing that your children will read about in their history books 
because it no longer exists, our country will decline. If we continue to have 
neighborhoods that the affluent are dying to get into, and the poor live in 
neighborhoods where they are just dying, we will have lost the promise of 
America. So you see, I know an enlightened, educated group of men and 
women would not tolerate their country drifting towards this calamity. So 

in the end we will win.  
I invite you to get in some practice and some seasoning, then come join our 

team. And please hurry because some of us have been in the game too long 
and we are weary. And yes, I must admit, even I get a little tired sometimes. 
After 30 years I’ve seen real progress in Harlem. We have over 700 of our 
students in college, and we are sending more than 350 high school seniors 
off to college this year.  But in our own high school, Promise Academy, 
three of our students were shot. Thank God none of them were killed and 
they are all on their way to college, but still, why should any child in our 
country have to dodge bullets to get an education?

Yes, even I get weary. I have shed too many tears at too many funerals 
over the years. As my career winds down, I often look in the mirror and 
say “Why are my children so vulnerable? What more could I have done?” 
And in my most private times I must admit, once or twice I felt a little sorry 
for myself, but it passed. You know why? Because of you. I believe in you.  
In the end I believe when you see the truth, you will know it and act on it.  
You are a wiser, a better generation.  

Let me share something with you. I have this fantasy that plays out in 
my head. It’s based on something that occasionally happened when I was a 
young boy in the South Bronx. I loved playing basketball and I was fearless. 
I just wasn’t very good. However, I would convince my team that we could 
win no matter how talented the opponents were. And we would travel all 
over the South Bronx challenging other teams, invariably losing.  But I had 
a brother named John, who was a great basketball player. John was just a 
year older than me but his skills in basketball put him in a class by himself.  
At 13 he was so good that he always played with the adults. Every now 
and then I would be playing and sweating under the sun on some blacktop 
court in some strange neighborhood in the South Bronx, my team would 
be losing, and lo and behold, I would see a most glorious sight; this tall, 
thin figure loping towards the court, coming from a game somewhere else 
where the competition was stiffer. And my heart would soar. And I would 
yell “Time out! Time out!”  

This was always a tricky thing to do in a pickup game in the South 
Bronx. We didn’t have many rules and no one ever called time out. When 
questioned why I wanted a time out, I would answer, “I want to make a 
substitution.” This was unheard of, and there would always be arguing back 
and forth. What usually convinced the other team to allow the substitution 
was their finding out that I wanted to put my brother in. After seeing the 
way I played they figured, “Sure let his brother play, who cares.” And there 
would be jokes at my expense, and smirks and smiles.  And John would come 
in, take over the game, and the smiles would disappear, and we would win.  

My brother died in 1972 at the age of 21 during my sophomore year 
at Bowdoin College. There have been many times in my life that I have 
fought for the right cause, but a losing cause, and I have seen the smirks, 
and heard the snickers, and oh how I wished I could look up and see that 
tall, thin, frame walking to my rescue.  

So I have been at this since 1975 and I’ve given as well as I’ve taken.  
But I can’t help but notice that the accumulated pain that I’ve experienced 
in this work has taken its toll on me. I’m not the man I was 20 years ago. I 
don’t know how long I can last on the front lines, but I know I won’t give 
up. I don’t feel sorry for myself, with my team, we’ve made real progress.  
But I’m a realist. One day, my time will have passed. I’ll go down fighting 
with my team because that is what we have decided to do.  

But here’s my fantasy. One day, not too long from now, my team and 
I will be doing battle with the forces of darkness. They will be trying to 
reverse our progress, hurt our children, and destroy their souls. And it will 
suddenly hit me that I can do no more. The forces arrayed against us are 
too powerful, too mighty, defeat is at hand. I will not be afraid. I won’t 
bow my head. I’ll look my team right in the eye and say “If this be the last 
time, let’s go down fighting!” And suddenly from behind me, I will hear 
a mighty roar. I’ll turn around and see a most glorious sight; an army of 
better prepared, smarter, more powerful young warriors. They swarm past 
me headlong into the battle. The enemies of truth, of fairness, of liberty 
and equality, are overmatched and begin to retreat. And I grab several of 
those young warriors and I ask “Who are you?  Where did you come from?”  
And they say, “Don’t you remember us, we are from Penn, Class of 2012.”  
And as I move to the back to let the next generation do what I could not, 
I realize that all is not lost. We will win. God bless the Penn graduating 
Class of 2012, and Godspeed.
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In introducing the Commencement Speaker, Provost Vincent Price 
(above) commented that, “Our speaker today, Geoffrey Canada, might 
urge you to take a look around. Surrounding you is a community of 
supporters: family members, who raised you; friends, who listened, and 
laughed; classmates who pushed you to work harder. And, of course, 
your professors: I hope they helped a little bit, too. 

Like you, Mr. Canada understands the capacity for educational 
achievement. His life’s work has been building the supportive com-
munities that enable it. 

As President of the Harlem Children’s Zone, Mr. Canada is one of 
the nation’s most forceful advocates for a holistic approach to education. 
For children to do well, he has noted, their families have to do well. And 
for families to thrive, their communities must prosper. It’s a lesson he 
learned first-hand. 

Geoffrey Canada was born in the South Bronx, a shattered com-
munity struggling to break the cycle of poverty. When he was in his 
mid-teens—his destiny seemingly assured—his mother made a change. 
She sent her son to live with his grandparents, on Long Island. The move 
altered the trajectory of his life.

He began to thrive academically, earning a scholarship to college, 
then a master’s degree in education, from Harvard, in 1975. He worked 
as a teacher, then for a Harlem non-profit offering truancy prevention 
programs. Yet, he grew frustrated. 

What was the point in seeing one child succeed in school, while nine 
more continue to fail? Why give a hundred kids access to social programs, 
while thousands languish on a waiting list? He became convinced that 
Harlem had to try something different. Not simply its public education 
system but its entire communal fabric demanded re-imagining. 

In 1990, he founded the Harlem Children’s Zone. 
The organization builds a supportive community from birth. A work-

shop series for parents of children younger than three is called, quite 
pointedly, Baby College. 

The pipeline goes on to encompass schools and initiatives for children 
of every age through college, including in-school, after-school, social-
service, health, and community-building programs. When it began, 
Harlem Children’s Zone encompassed one city block.  Today, it covers 
nearly one hundred blocks, and serves eighteen thousand people—ten 
thousand of them children.

When you leave Penn tomorrow, you will begin constructing those 
communities of support, so that others may succeed as you have. I 
cannot imagine a better source of inspiration for that journey than our 
speaker: Geoffrey Canada.
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PENN COMMENCEMENT 2012

Penn Design graduates proudly displayed their buildings for the future.
The jumbotron provided closed captioning of speeches, and close-ups of the 
student leaders and other outstanding members of Penn’s Class of 2012.

Hannah Beren Platt, C’12, (above) sang the National Anthem, after George 
Weiss, vice chair of the University of Pennsylvania Board of Trustees, gave 
the Opening Proclamation for the 256th Commencement Ceremony to begin.

When a shark suddenly emerged above the sea of graduates, it was as if 
one heard the late Maurice Sendak’s Max proclaim, “let the wild rumpus 
start.” Mr. Sendak received an honorary degree from Penn in 1998 
(Almanac March 31, 1998).
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