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Charge to the Class of 2010

Leon Botstein
The tenth verse of the second book of the Book of Revelation to John, from the New Testament, reads as follows: “Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Beware, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison so that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have affliction. Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.”

We recall this passage this afternoon particularly to you, the graduating class of 2010, since you have the singular honor and privilege of receiving your degrees at the start of the celebration of the 150th anniversary of the founding of Bard College. The text from the Book of Revelation inspired John Bard to found this college. And he drew from the very last line the words that would give the college its motto. It is inscribed into the seal of Bard College, found not only on the cover of your Commencement Program but affixed within the seal on each of your diplomas. 

That, unfortunately (as is often the case), is not entirely true or, rather, the whole story. The history of Bard’s motto is ironic and instructive. When the college was founded, the entire final line was inscribed into the seal: “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.” Like many other private colleges founded on the eve of the Civil War, the impetus for creating an institution of higher education here was religious and theological. The relationship between learning and faith was intimate. The conceit was that the more literate an individual became—the more versed in history and natural philosophy as well as theology—the natural and human sciences—the more likely that modern individual would recognize how and why faith and reason might be reconciled. Nineteenth-century America was marked by two seemingly incongruous movements: a growing enthusiasm for the promise and power of the rational and at the same time a reawakening of a profoundly antirational and often apocalyptic religious fervor. For the patrician and wealthy John Bard, faith and reason were not at odds. He was an optimist: A deeper understanding of the parallel universes of the spiritual and material inhabited by humans could reconcile each individual to a life marked by faith and reason. That is why he founded this college.

But in the end, for John Bard, the reward—the crown of life—was salvation, the transcendence of the quotidian, the bliss of eternal rest. But when Bard became part of Columbia University in 1928, under the benign aegis of Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, Bard shed decisively its sectarian character. The admonition “be faithful unto death,” with which the last line of the tenth verse began, was dropped, leaving only “I will give you the crown of life” as the motto of Bard. Only that phrase is now on the seal of the college in your diplomas.

The Class of 2010 will readily recognize that the severing of the two parts of the final line of the tenth verse creates a playful and dangerous ambiguity. It not only eliminates any reasonable hint of what the crown of life might actually be, but it renders obscure the reasons that the crown of life, whatever it may be, would be given to you. And it only residually suggests that the giver— the “I”—refers to a god. The radical secularization that took place in the late 1920s and that characterized much of American political and cultural life during the 20th century—once a source of pride in human progress—has increasingly seemed inadequate and has made many in our own times uncomfortable, which is why we now in the 21st century are witnesses to such a thoroughgoing and nearly overwhelming religious revival. It is precisely the discomfort and uncertainty about what the crown of life might be and where it comes from that lends our motto its mystery. For the faithful John Bard and his colleagues who read the Book of Revelation, with its seven seals and the four horsemen of the apocalypse, it was our deliverance from suffering from the prison of one’s body and the passage of human time, and therefore of human history, that was the crown of life. Life as we live it is a severe test. John Bard’s particular ten days of affliction, his test, included death (his son’s), illness, and, ultimately, bankruptcy. But his faith inspired him to soldier on in the conviction that he would receive the crown of life, if he could remain true to his faith: passage to heaven, redemption, and the immortality of his soul. 

But does this conviction represent what this graduating class believes? The answer is, probably no. For this college today, the crown of life lies not in the afterlife, but in life itself before death. Yet the wisdom of the Book of Revelation need not be lost on us. You yourselves, and certainly your parents and your teachers, know that each of you will suffer. Life is indeed a test for each of us, filled with disappointments, defeats, loss, and pain. Each of us will encounter our own ten days of affliction, the proverbial devil in the world, and some of us will be more severely tested than others in that metaphorical prison created by our dialogue with ourselves called a sense of failure, insecurity, and envy. No one escapes this fate. Some—including students at this college—will face a not-so-metaphorical prison, one imposed by both the proper and improper use of political power and the rule of law. 

Nonetheless, there is a crown awaiting each of us—a crown symbolic of human achievement, the creation of beauty, value, and power—that each of us can receive and each of us deserves from life and in life. In contrast to the faith of Bard’s founders, that crown we promise you is one that you can obtain within life. Like the founders of this college, we believe that the receipt of that crown is inherently and directly tied to your education and what you make of it.

But what defines the education your alma mater now stands for? What are the values that we hope you, as Bard graduates, will exhibit throughout your life, despite the tests of life and the setbacks you will face, [values] that can give you the necessary courage and optimism to engage life fully in search of that crown? What are the values and virtues that define that crown that we confidently put forward and ask you to be faithful to? What do we stand for that is sufficient for us to have no fear in restoring the first part of the original motto so that we might indeed ask you to remain faithful unto death?

The virtues and values of this institution that we hope you will carry with you into the world are, first and foremost, an abiding curiosity and a deep love of and respect for learning. The medium of learning is language. Language is, if not the mother, then the parent of thought. Through language we wish that you will carry forward a degree of skepticism and criticism for the pieties and conceits of conventional wisdom and the will to combat them and fight for human progress. We hold up to you an allegiance to the power of the human imagination in the arts, in the study of history and society, and in the natural sciences. Bard stands apart in its single-minded dedication to teaching and to scholarship. We have no incongruous bells and whistles at Bard, no fraternities, no eating clubs, no football teams and overpaid sports coaches. The pride of the institution remains its students, its faculty, and its curriculum. We are consequently nearly deadly serious, but not without an affectionate smile and a sense of joy in learning. And for us the material—particularly money and wealth—do not define our criteria of success. 

Therefore this institution is committed to using the privilege of its place and position in the public interest. How can we sit idly by, facing an American educational system that is entirely broken, not only for the poor and disadvantaged but also for the smug elites who too frequently consider themselves insulated by the semi-isolation of suburbia? How can we tolerate a nation in financial difficulty in which only 37 percent of those who enter college ever finish, and where in our urban centers more than 50 percent of our high school students drop out? To meet that crisis, this college has created schools in rural California and New York City and trains new teachers. Bard is a pioneer on behalf of the reform of the link between the secondary school and college. 

How can any institution of higher education look inward and build walls around itself with an endowment while the most rich and most powerful nation on earth fails to reach out to the rest of the world with proper measure? That is why this institution, unlike any other, has pioneered in bringing the liberal arts and fine teacher training to Russia, Palestine, Kyrgyzstan, and South Africa. And how can we at Bard go about daily life unconcerned when the arts in our culture are marginalized and threatened from both political extremes as discretionary, irrelevant, or elitist? For that reason, we train artists, curators, and scholars; maintain museums and literary journals; and sponsor music, theater, and dance festivals. 

The Bard of today draws from the inspiration of its founding the conviction that for all individuals, from the devout to the agnostic and the atheist, there is an indispensable and profound connection between learning and life. But it is up to each and every one of us—and each and every one of you—to forge that connection. Do not leave this place and segregate learning into the cul-de-sac of a mere preparation for life. Rather, extend the habits of the life of the mind and the spirit as guides for your life and for enlightened service and leadership. But beware. The linking of learning to life will lead you into the opposition. You will be forced to confront the conventions of compromise. But the rewards for challenging received wisdom and for refusing to accept the status quo are the jewels in the crown of life.

So on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of this college, I urge each and every one of you to remember the original and unabbreviated motto of your alma mater. I admonish you to be faithful unto death: faithful to the values that this college represents. Speak and act in your lives according to that motto, fighting for what is just, right, and true to the benefit of your fellow human beings. If you do so, you will indeed receive the crown of life. That crown, granted through a life of learning, is an abiding sense of gratitude for the gift of life in each of us, the gift of service, and the gift of learning. Having spent more than three decades on this campus, I can assure you that Bard has brought the crown of life closer to me. 

I therefore congratulate each and every one of you on your commencement and graduation, with a deep sense of gratitude for the privilege of serving as the president of this unique, distinguished, and innovative institution of teaching and learning. May its spirit be with you always.

Delivered on May 22, 2010, at Bard College’s 150th Commencement.

