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Dear, dear seniors: Thank you for the honor of inviting me to speak tonight, on the eve 
of your graduation from Harpeth Hall.  
 
As I look out on you tonight – and on all the grades assembled here – I am filled with 
gratitude, and love, and great hope. We the faculty talk a lot about the future of 
education here – what schools will look like in ten, twenty, fifty years – what the world 
will look like. We often ask ourselves: are we preparing you well for this world ahead, a 
world that we cannot yet even imagine? 
 
Here is what I know about Harpeth Hall and about you, the class of 2017  -- which 
makes me so proud and hopeful  -- and what allows me to answer that question with a 
resounding YES:  
 
This past fall, in the rockiest November in recent memory, all of us witnessed firsthand 
the tremendous political division that exists in the U.S. and throughout the world. When 
there was no immediate and clear way forward through polarizing rhetoric, you, the 
class of 2017 remained unsinkable. We as faculty will never forget the thoughtful 
questions you asked in the hours and days following the presidential election, the 
inspiring conversations we witnessed, your desire to come together as a class and as a 
community, the speeches you gave, the essays you wrote, and the strength and 
courage you demonstrated. You led yourselves and our school community in your 
determination to be civil and to speak confidently – as well as to listen to each other.  
 
The world is changing. But what endures (as we devoted Harry Potter fans know well) 
are the qualities of kindness, compassion, honor, and love. These will never go out of 
style – these are the foundation of the Harpeth Hall experience, and that will never 
change. You will come back for your reunions and this campus will change – there will 
be new buildings, old ones may disappear – perhaps there will be the Polly Linden 
Natatorium even – but what will not change is the feeling you have when you step foot 
on Souby lawn. You will be reminded that the gift of a Harpeth Hall education is how to 
live in this world.  Honorable behavior - especially when no one else is watching. 
Approaching others from a place of love and kindness rather than from one of fear. 
These character traits learned and practiced here will serve you well in that future that is 
just beyond all our imaginations.  
 



Indeed, I would argue that there is a bit of magic in the not knowing and in the 
uncertainty that lies ahead. One of my favorite lines from the film Shakespeare in Love - 
a line lifted directly from the play Measure for Measure -  is the answer to any looming 
uncertainty -  “It’s a mystery!”  But before I address trusting the mystery that lies ahead, 
as Shakespeare encourages us to do, allow me a brief indulgence as I first circle back 
to the past.  
 
One aspect of Harpeth Hall that we celebrate and appreciate so much is tradition. 
Sitting on the lawn listening to students, colleagues, and esteemed guests deliver 
step-singing speeches over the years has been a source of joy and great wisdom for 
many of us here tonight. I feel as though there are pieces of each speech that are still a 
part of me, that have shaped my own thinking about what it means to stand on the cusp 
of a new beginning or transition. It is particularly touching when seniors ask a faculty 
member to speak, for it testifies to our close-knit community. I have loved hearing my 
colleagues speak, and I want to share with you and remember tonight their step-singing 
words of wisdom from years past, for they continue to endure:  
 
Last year Mrs. Powers encouraged the senior class to anticipate a golden future with 
W.B. Yeats and the Beatles as the best of guides.  
 
Mrs. Meltesen reminded all of us not to get sucked into the vortex (otherwise known as 
our Lenovo laptops) and to speak confidently, because as she gently reminds her 
students if they end a remark with self-doubt, “You do know.”  
 
Dr. Echerd spoke about beauty in its many forms. And he reminded us that inner 
strength, authenticity, hard work, and courage represent true beauty. 
 
Mr. Springman shared with students that if you are ever wondering what gift to give your 
parents, give them the gift of time. Spending time with loved ones is the best gift of all. 
 
Dr. Pethel, our resident historian, reminded us to forego our tweets and snapchats 
every now and then and to express ourselves via those ancient artifacts: pen and paper. 
Keep journals, write real letters. How do you expect her to write a book about you if you 
don’t leave her a paper trail?  
 
Mrs. Girgus reminded us that life is about the surprise and the delight of the journey; 
and that we might be wise to let fate and chance take the lead as it did on her journey 
from New Mexico to Nashville. 
 



Mr. Adam Ross, former colleague, shared about the importance of experiencing failure, 
because resilience, determination, and even novels are born from it. 
 
And finally, Mr. Croker celebrated in students and colleagues alike the inspiring capacity 
for wonder. He described walking out of his front door one day and seeing a magnificent 
fog, and later connecting with faculty all over campus about that magical Nashville 
morning. Part of experiencing the candy, girls, is being open to the wonder.  
 
In one of my earliest years at Harpeth Hall, Becca Stevens, Episcopal priest and 
founder of Thistle Farms and Magdalene House, was invited to speak at Step Singing. 
And she spoke as only Becca can, delivering a searing truth that I will never forget. She 
looked at the seniors in front of her and told them that right now, life seems orderly. You 
are all in white dresses and sitting in rows, and the next step in your future is clear. But 
there will come time in the future when you will be lost, really lost.  
 
Of course the literature we have studied confirms this - from A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream to Dante to Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows to Frost’s “Stopping by Woods 
on a Snowy Evening,” we know there are woods ahead. Her speech was about not 
fearing these moments – that the very best things – things we cannot even imagine 
ahead – come from first being lost. 
 
Girls, many of us here tonight can speak from experience: it’s so true. Those moments 
of being lost - when the path onward seems only to circle back on itself - those 
moments ultimately become your guideposts.  
 
When I think about such moments, painful memories of Chemistry my sophomore year 
in college come flooding to mind. I distinctly remember receiving yet another barely 
passing grade on a test - a test for which I had studied quite a bit - and walking out of 
the science building, feeling such despair over my dwindling Pre-med aspirations that I 
could not bring myself to go to my next class: which, appropriately enough, was a class 
on Existential Philosophy. That class, too, was so hard for me that skipping it was 
unthinkable. And as a rule, I never missed class in college. But I missed that one that 
day. In that moment, I needed to allow room for some much needed self-compassion. 
As a result, I was later able to let go of pre-med and Philosophy altogether - and to 
ponder what I did love struggling with, which was, as it turned out, poetry.  
 
I can pinpoint where this productive struggle really started for me -- a Contemporary 
American Poetry seminar my senior year of college.  I remember reading poems by 
Robert Creeley, and seeing, maybe for the first time in a poem, space between lines, 



between words. The space itself was its own poem, significant for what it said and did 
not say, for what was left for me to interpret.  
 
Gradually, the inherent mystery or difficulty in poems was no longer so daunting and 
instead became a refuge and a puzzle at the same time. This freedom to luxuriate in 
and accept the unknown was later validated for me by the poet Linda Gregg in an essay 
of hers on Emily Dickinson’s poetry. I appreciated how she said that we can go up to the 
border and we can know a lot, but there is wild country on the other side of Dickinson’s 
words, and we should honor that about her writing. In Gregg’s words: “We must 
remember there is a kind of safety in trusting the unknown.” 
 
For me, trusting the unknown became an excuse to go deeper instead of skimming over 
the surface or running away from poetry. It changed everything in that it became a 
career. Helping students approach the border, experience the wild country of poetry, 
and accept its mystery are what I have tried to do. 
 
It occurs to me now that in teaching how to approach poems all these years, I’ve really 
been teaching students and reminding myself how to approach life. In the novelist 
Colum McCann’s Letters to a Young Writer, his first words of advice on writing sound an 
awful lot to me like advice on living:  
 
Do the things that don’t compute. Be earnest. Be devoted. Be subversive of ease. Read 
aloud. Risk yourself. Do not be afraid of sentiment even when others call it 
sentimentality. Be ready to get ripped to pieces: it happens. Permit yourself anger. Fail. 
Take pause. Accept the rejections. Be vivified by collapse. Practice resuscitation. Have 
wonder. Bear your portion of the world. Enjoy difficulty. Embrace mystery. Write toward 
that which you don’t yet know. There are still infinite possibilities.  
 
Robert Frost has said of a good poem: no surprise for the writer, no surprise for the 
reader. This might also be said of a life well-lived.  
 
Girls, take Frost’s advice: Surprise us. Surprise yourselves. You are the greatest poem, 
one that is still being written. I love that we don’t yet know how it unfolds, what twists 
and turns and deep woods and new paths lie just beyond our imagination.  
 
I want to leave you with a poem by Robert Creeley. He wrote this for his own daughter 
in honor of her graduation in 1973. He suggests that being open to the unknown can 
lead us toward ourselves, much like great poetry can. He is using the image of the circle 
- both as metaphor for our world and also our own personal journeys.  Listen for that.  



 
For the Graduation [Bolinas, 1973] 
Robert Creeley, 1926 - 2005 
 
The honor 
of being human 
will stay constant. 
The earth, earth, 
water wet, sun 
shine. 
The world will be 
as ever round, and 
all yourselves 
will know it, 
on it, and around 
and around. 
No one knows 
what will 
happen. That 
is the happiness 
of the circle, 
finding you.  
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 


