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I have been given a great deal of advice, mostly from anxious family members, about how I should behave today. I am told, for example, that it is a bad idea to tell a joke at the start of my speech because the audience may not be in a laughing mood.  But I did come across a piece of amusing advice about how to behave as the speaker at a convocation.

The advice is from Father Flynn, former President of St. John’s University in New York. According to the good Father, convocation speakers should think of themselves as the body at an Irish wake. “They need you to have the party”, he said, “but (like the dearly departed) they don’t really expect you to say very much.”

I extend my warmest congratulations to all graduating students on your great achievement. It is a proud day for you, your parents, and all those who care about you.

It is a proud day for me too. I am honoured to receive the degree of Doctor of Laws from Carleton University. I am grateful to the Senate of the University, to the honorary degrees committee, and to those who nominated me. Today, I find myself in the unusual position of being talked about as someone who has achieved something noteworthy. I assure you that no one familiar with my early years could have predicted this. The fact that I stand here today, as Winston Churchill said in similar circumstances, it is a good argument for not being discouraged by the failures or shortcomings of youth but to persevere and go on trying to learn all your life. Most experienced people would agree with Churchill that if you are to succeed in the future you will need to know more than you do today. 

Lane Kirklane, former President of the AFL-CIO, told a story which touches on this point at a commencement ceremony at Georgetown University. The story comes from the movie “Missouri Breaks”. There is a scene where two cowboys are sitting by the campfire and one is singing “Life is Like a Mountain Railroad.” At the end of the song the other cowboy asks, “Is life really like a mountain railroad?”. “No”, the singer replies, “life ain’t nothing like I ever heard before”. That pretty much sums up the message I want to leave with you ; that is, the shape of future events in far from certain. If you are like most people, you will discover as you go on in life that it is a constant challenge to cope in a world none of us imagines very clearly.

When I was going to school, Canada had a relatively uniform population drawn from descendents of European ancestors who spoke either English or French. In those days, we Canadians were the indisputable hockey champions of the world; we won every major international tournament. No one worried about the quality of our water supply. The most advanced piece of office equipment back then was a device called, “the Gestetner”, a copying machine familiar to your elders as having purple ink, shiny paper, and a distinct and irresistible aroma. Once, when I was a student, the President of one of those new computer firms said that he could not imagine why anyone would want a computer in their home. I believed him. 

What a different world I live in today.  In many important ways my life today is quite unlike the one I imagined when I was a student. Almost none of the predictions and assumptions I relied upon to forecast the future have worked out exactly as foreseen by the experts.  I am not alone. 

The patent for the telephone is considered by many to be the most valuable patent ever granted. Yet it is one of the well-known bad prediction stories that when Alexander Graham Bell offered to sell his invention to Western Union Telegraph, the company rejected the device as useless.  Sir William Preece, chief engineer of the British Post Office, was a little more charitable about Bell’s invention. He said, “The Americans may have need of the telephone – but we do not. We have plenty of messenger boys.”

In 1972, the esteemed think tank, the Club of Rome, published a paper predicting that at current growth rates, the world would run out of gold by 1981, tin by 1987, petroleum by 1992 and natural gas by 1993.

Even Abraham Lincoln, wise as he was, got it wrong when he said in his Gettysburg Address, “The world will little note nor long remember what we say here”. Despite Lincoln’s misgivings, the Gettysburg address was widely acclaimed and many people think of his effort that day as the greatest speech ever given.

I am not suggesting that everything the experts say is wrong, although you are probably wise to be wary when they start to agree. Even when the experts are right about the course of events, they are often wrong about the consequences.

It is because of the uncertainty of future events and their unforeseen consequences, large and small, that I began my remarks with a thought about the need for us to learn all our lives. In time, vast areas of the information we acquire as students become obsolete. Some of your assumptions about life will be wrong, others will be seriously challenged. You may live a life you cannot imagine and in the course of your life you may start to doubt many of the attitudes and beliefs you now hold as self-evident truths. This active questioning fosters wisdom. It follows that if you are to retain one unalterable thing from your days at Carleton, you should continue to practice the skill you have developed for learning. 

Jacob Neusner, a Judiac scholar, gave the best description of the life of learning. He said that imagination and an open and active mind are the nation’s greatest natural resources. Carleton’s founder, Henry Marshall Tory, shared this opinion. Developing the resources of your imagination is what your teachers have tried to do for you since your earliest days at school. If they have done their job well, you know by now how to teach yourself. This ability to learn –more than what you have learned – is the most important gift of education. It is your best protection in an uncertain world. It will be your shield against adversity. It will give you the confidence to persevere when the tide runs against you.

 Continuing to apply this ability to learn is your gift back to those who taught you. It is also your gift to your community and especially to those who support our universities through their taxes. These hard-working, often forgotten Canadians paid to make sure you received a superior education. Few of them will ever hold a university degree. Their financial commitment is a statement of faith in what you can accomplish. When you look at your degree and you think about all you have done to get here today, think for a moment about the generosity of your fellow citizens. In time, it is my hope you will find ways to help others in the community as you have been helped.

Finally, this is a happy and nostalgic day for me. It takes me back to my graduation day in 1969.  I was fortunate then to be among a handful of students to receive a degree with the special notation “with distinction”. Our former Prime Minister, the Right Honourable Lester B. Pearson , was the Chancellor back then. I was excited to learn that I was to be handed my degree by Mr. Pearson - whom I greatly admired - and, following the established procedure, the Dean of Arts was to call out to the whole assembly that my diploma was granted “with distinction”. Regrettably, the Dean forgot to do this in my case although he recovered quickly enough and called out “with distinction” in a clear and impressive voice for every other graduate so honoured that day.  I have persuaded myself after many years of mature reflection that the Dean did not really mean to drop me from the roll call.  In fact, being close to the age now that he was back then I have come to sympathize with an occasional lapse of memory. I have long since forgiven him. 

Besides, all that is behind me now that I am a Doctor of Laws from Carleton University. I am thankful beyond words to my alma mater. Most important of all, the fact my achievement has been properly called out to the whole assembly here today.  At long last I am vindicated!

And my family might reply that no one could have predicted that.

