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Thank you, Lee, for that wonderful and very generous introduction.  I once heard someone say, after a similarly glowing introduction, that it was one that would have made his father very, very proud…but only his mother would have actually believed.   Nonetheless, I am deeply touched by your kind words.

I cannot adequately convey what a special moment this is for me. As President Todd noted, the University of Kentucky has played an extraordinary role in my family’s life.  When I was born, my father was the university’s football coach.  He later became a history professor and the 7th president of the university.  We actually lived in a Bowman Hall apartment for seven years while I was growing up.  The campus was my playground.  I even broke my neck as a kid in a snow sledding accident in the Botanical Gardens.  Some of you may have lived in a residence hall complex named after my dad and we honor a faculty member today who is receiving a prize named in memory of my parents.  My wife of 49 years, Patty, and I fell in love and got engaged while students at the university.  And, of course, we are both proud graduates of this institution.   “On, on U of K, we are right for the fight today…” is indelibly imprinted in my brain, but I won’t embarrass myself today by actually singing it in front of you.  At Patty’s insistence, I restrict my singing to the shower stall.  

I owe this institution such a debt of gratitude.  As I noted, it was the focus of my family’s life and it gave me a great education.  I had the chance to learn from some extraordinary professors.  One of them is here today, Wimberly Royster, who inspired me to pursue a career in mathematics and who I will always remember as the best teacher I ever had.  Hopefully, this gives you some sense of why this is such a special occasion for me.  In a real sense, it is a closing of a circle in my life.

It is also a privilege to share this occasion with two other highly deserving honorary degree recipients: 

· Legendary journalist Helen Thomas, who over her distinguished career:

· Has become the nation’s favorite White House correspondent;

· Served as Washington bureau chief for UPI for four decades; and

· Been a true trailblazer for women in so many ways.

· And, engineering scholar Mark Davis, who is

· Schlinger Professor of Chemical Engineering at the California Institute of Technology;

· Holder of three chemical engineering degrees from UK; and

· A UK outstanding scholar-athlete award-winner.

Let me also take a moment to commend the University of Kentucky and President Lee Todd as well.

A UK alumnus himself, President Todd has set an ambitious goal for UK, namely, to become one of the nation's Top 20 public research universities.  And there can be no doubt that he is moving the institution toward that goal.  The University of Kentucky is regularly listed in many "top" or "best of" categories by national publications and organizations. 

For example:

· The university’s Center for Rural Health, was cited as the nation’s outstanding such program by the National Rural Health Association; and

· The College of Pharmacy, has been ranked among the Top 10 in U.S. News & World Report’s "America’s Best Graduate Schools." 

I could easily devote my entire remarks today to listing such accolades.   But I won’t do so, for two reasons.  First of all, you all know this . . . you chose to be a student at UK because of its quality.  And, just as Patty and I were, you’ve been taught by professors who are bringing such impressive national distinction to the university.

So, let me turn my attention to you, the soon-to-be graduates of UK.  After all, you are the real focus of today’s commencement.  

I want you to know that Patty has been working behind the scenes on your behalf. Just before we parted this morning, she said to me, “Honey, please remember the Three Bs…Be brief, be brilliant and be seated!” I said, “I can handle the first and last of these Bs, but the brilliant part is a challenge.”

Actually, I feel I should begin my comments to you with an apology of sorts…from my generation to yours.  We are leaving you with quite a mess and I’m not just talking about the financial meltdown, which has created such a monstrous and global economic crisis. 

Take, for example, our educational system.  Obviously, it has worked for you. That’s why we are here today celebrating your impressive academic achievements and your attainment of one of our society’s most prized credentials…a college degree.  But, for too many young people today, the system is not working as it should, and as it once did. When Patty and I graduated from UK in the spring of 1960, the U.S. was the world’s unquestioned education leader. We were the nation with the highest high- school and college-completion rates.  

Today, among the world’s industrialized nations, we rank 23rd in high-school completion rates and 10th in the percentage of our young adults who earn a college degree. If we want to maintain our global leadership in this knowledge era, then surely we must recapture our position as the world leader in the educational attainment of our youth.

And then there is the environment and climate change. My generation is leaving you a world that is far too dependent on fossil fuel, with an ever-accelerating rate of carbon dioxide emissions into the atmosphere.  I must quickly add that I am very impressed with this university’s Big Blue Goes Green initiative, which—I understand—students had a major role in creating.  But, too much of the rest of the world is not so enlightened.  In his book, Flat, Hot and Crowded, Tom Friedman, notes that because of the climate change and increased carbon dioxide, we are robbing the world of precious, and beautiful, bio­diversity, destroying a unique species every 20 minutes.  Now, I think you’ll agree that’s pretty alarming.

And, if the problems with our economy, education system and the environment weren’t bad enough, there is our healthcare system. According to a recent report from the Commonwealth Fund, the U.S. health care system is already – by far -- the most expensive in the world. Yet, in virtually every international ranking of health quality, the United States lags behind other developed nations. 

Taken all together, I think you’ll have to agree with me that this is a pretty miserable record of performance.  And, so you can understand why I say my generation owes yours a sincere apology.  But, rather than feeling totally depressed about the world you are inheriting, I have a genuine sense of hope and optimism for the future.  And it is all because of you and your generation.

The fact is, your graduation today is not just a critical point in your lives . . . it also comes at a critical point in the life of our nation.  

There’s an old litmus test to which pivotal historical figures are subject in retrospect:  “Did the person make the moment, or did the moment make the person?”  This, I believe, will be remembered as a time when there was a fortuitous convergence of BOTH the moment AND the people.

Andy Grove, the founder of Intel, describes this type of moment as an inflection point . . . a point in time when significant change in the way we think and act is possible.  I am convinced that you and your generation are ideally—even uniquely—suited to capture this moment and take on the challenges I just described.

In 1998, Tom Brokaw wrote a book titled The Greatest Generation, which focuses on the men and women who fought and won World War II.  This was my parents’ generation.  He points to their willingness to sacrifice, to their sense of duty, and to their recognition that there were larger national goals bigger and more important than their personal needs and wants.  

In 2000, William Strauss and Neil Howe wrote a book that focused on a different generation—those born between the early 1980s and late 1990s.  The authors dubbed this generation “The Millennials,” and they envisioned them as the “Next Great Generation.”  You are at the heart of this generation. 

As Strauss and Howe point out -- and my own observations confirm -- yours is a generation that values teamwork and civic purpose.  You embrace the ideals of tolerance and inclusion.  You are superb at communication and multi-tasking.  In fact, I bet some of you are even text messaging or twittering right now. You are community-minded, with a focus on the common good.   Just look at how you and your generation have served as the catalyst for recent action on environmental matters and have flocked in extraordinary numbers to national service through programs like Teach for America.

Our nation and our world are in disparate need of your leadership—leadership in politics, business, the professions, and the arts.  We need educators to teach the next generation and re-establish the U.S. as the world’s best-educated nation.  We need leaders who see their success as inextricably tied to the well being of their fellow citizens.  

I see in you and your generation the seeds of a renaissance of community consciousness.  Your demonstrated commitment to public service, your spirit of volunteerism, your concern for the common good, offer great hope—our best hope—for the future of our nation and the planet.  

It seems almost seems divine intervention that just when our nation’s and the globe’s problems seem so immense and intractable, along comes a generations with the values and the potential to make things right.

Winston Churchill once said, “America always does the right thing…but only after exhausting all other possibilities.” Well, my generation has exhausted all of the other possibilities; now it is time for your generation to do the “right thing.” 

But to do so, you must set your sights high and restore American leadership in education, in economic and environmental matters, and in healthcare.  Let me conclude with one of my favorite quotes, which captures my hopes for you and our nation. It comes from a great educator, Benjamin Mays, who among other things was president of Morehouse College. He said:

“It must be borne in mind that the tragedy of life doesn’t lie in not reaching your goal. It lies in having no goal to reach. It is not a calamity to die with dreams unfulfilled, but it is a calamity not to dream. It is not a disgrace not to reach the stars, but it is a disgrace not to have any stars to reach. Not failure, but low aim, is a sin.”

Aim high graduates…our planet, and my comfort in retirement, depend upon it!   

Congratulations to each and everyone one of you, Godspeed, and Go Big Blue!

