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What is life?  

A life is not merely something we simply live; it is something we shape through our words and deeds, 

through the relationships and connections we form with others. Maybe the ideal life for you is simple 

and rooted. Maybe it’s challenging and rewarding. Maybe it is spontaneous and colorful. You may or 

may not yet have a vision of your ideal life; and that is fine, because what you envision now is probably 

different than what you will want four, 10, or 20 years from now. You are beginning your journey 

through life, and there will be ups and downs; you will question yourself; and struggle to make the right 

decisions. The only thing you can do to truly prepare for the uncertainty of the future is use the lessons 

you have learned from your teachers, the guidance of your parents, and those hard lessons of life to 

build a “you” worth listening to.  

What do I mean?  

I mean creating a trusted inner voice, able to guide you through the twists and turns that accompany 

the complex and beautiful act of living. When you ask yourself, “Am I doing the right thing?” you want a 

voice answering back that you respect and trust. 

I also mean developing a reasoned and informed perspective. Your friends and family deserve to be able 

to come to you for advice and guidance. Be worthy of this role you will play in their lives. Equally 

important: Creating a “you” worth listening to will allow you to shape the world around you in a positive 

way, lead those willing to follow, and foster new and meaningful connections. 

How do you go about this? How do you build a “you” worth listening to? For each of you, the process 

will be different, but let me offer some lessons I’ve learned: 

First, never stop learning. Do your research before forming an opinion. Read, ask questions, follow 

current events, and, most importantly, listen. Listen to your parents, friends, and family members. Listen 

to your peers, teachers, your Uber driver, or the person in line in front of you at Starbucks. Knowledge 

comes from unlikely places; the only way to ensure you have access to it is with open ears and an open 

mind.  

Surround yourself with good people – people you trust and care about, people who will support you, but 

also people who challenge you. The higher you rise in life the more important – the more precious – it is 

to have people who will be honest with you, and not just tell you what you want to hear. 



Be polite and be honest. Just as it is important to have friends and colleagues who will challenge you, it 

is important to challenge the people in your life – your boss, professor, parents, and peers. Challenge 

their ideas when they are wrong; ask for clarification when details are murky; play devil’s advocate 

when the need arises. But always do it for the right reasons – never to belittle or diminish, but to 

strengthen and illuminate the truth. 

You are well on your way to building that trusted and respected voice. In the classrooms of Spackenkill 

High School, you have all had the privilege of receiving a world-class education from one of New York’s 

best schools. Your school – from the foundation to the roof, lockers to the hallways, lesson plans to tests 

– were all purposefully designed to prepare you. Your teachers went to school for over 17 years, so they 

could educate you. The members of the school board sacrificed their time to create a safe and positive 

environment for you. And the members of your community supported the school through their charity, 

volunteerism, and tax dollars so you could have a school worth going to and a chance at a bright future. 

What will you do tomorrow to have earned today, to earn this moment so many have helped you reach? 

What do you owe yourself for all your hard work – all the nights studying for exams, all the rushed 

mornings quickly finishing homework, but also all the basketball practices, bake sales, and concerts? 

You have the power – a great and awesome power – to shape your life and the lives of those around 

you. So be a force for good: Invest in your community; love and support your friends and family; dream 

big; and plan practically. When that voice in your head tells you to take a risk, take it; when it tells you 

something is wrong, listen to it; and when it wakes you up in the night to push you toward your purpose, 

accept the challenge.  

You are well on your way.  

Class of 2019, congratulations!   

We believe in you, and I know your best is yet come.   

 

 


