
Freshman Convocation

In ancient Greece there was an oracle at Delphi where people could go and ask a question to the god Apollo. Once a question was submitted the oracle would descend into a cavern under the temple, and meditate beside an underground mineral spring. Fumes rising from the waters would put the oracle into a trance and, possessed by Apollo, she would respond to whatever question had been put to her. Now Apollo was the god of wisdom, and so the oracle always responded with the truth. However Greek literature and Greek history is littered with tragedies about people who misunderstood the truth in the oracle(s words, leading  them to make catastrophic errors.  For you see truth is a dangerous thing. Its abuse can destroy you, and not only you, but everything and everyone around you. 

Not everyone can (handle the truth.( Many spend most of their lives running away from the truth, convincing themselves that the truth can(t be true, or bullying others into identifying the truth with what they want it to be. A particularly tricky way to avoid  the truth is to pretend that you already have it, as if  truth were a possession and that your task is only to protect and defend it. But truth is not a possession, it is an ideal, ultimately it is God. And not even the Catholic Church possesses God. God does not belong to anyone, it is we who belong to God. So too we do not own the truth, which is why the only way to learn the truth is to dialogue with others, asking others for what they believe the truth to be, and opening our own beliefs to their questioning and challenges.

There was an inscription above the doorway into the temple at Delphi. (Gnothi seauton(((Know yourself.( For the Greeks were convinced that in order to be able to handle the truth you must know yourself. They believed that unless you know yourself you will be apt to misunderstand the truth, you will more often than not mistake the truth for your own fantasies or fears. That(s how the oracle ended up being a curse rather than a blessing for many. People would hear in the oracle only what they wanted to hear, or what they were afraid to hear, and they would end up hopelessly entangled in their own fantasies and destroyed by their own fears.

Philosophy began with one Greek who learned who he was from the oracle at Delphi.  Socrates was a man who longed for the truth. He would spend his entire day asking whoever he would meet to teach him the truth, the truth about what was important in life, the truth about courage, piety, justice, the truth about what life was all about, what made it worthwhile, what gave life its meaning.  But Socrates never found what he was looking for. Sure, he met many who thought that they already possessed the truth, but once he would start asking them further questions about what they said they would inevitably end up not knowing what they were talking about. 

Not surprisingly, as someone who was so passionately devoted to finding the truth, Socrates made the journey to Delphi to ask for the truth from the oracle of Apollo. But the truth the oracle spoke to Socrates only left him more confused than ever. For what the oracle told Socrates was that he was already the wisest man in Greece. 

Philosophy began with how Socrates handled that truth. Now you might think that such a truth would stop Socrates’ questioning(why ask others for the truth when he was already the wisest man in Greece? You might think that it would give him a big head at least. But rather than resting content, or being flattered at the oracle(s words, Socrates only redoubled his quest. (How could I be the wisest man in Greece?( he asked himself. (I don(t know anything!( Then it came to him that if  he were the wisest man in Greece, it could not be because of how much he knew, but because of how much he knew he didn(t know.  So despite the words of the oracle, Socrates did not adopt the title of a wise man, a sophos, but rather referred to himself as a seeker after wisdom, indeed he would refer to himself as an unrequited lover of truth, a  philo-sophos.
You have come here to learn the truth. What you will discover though is that the more you learn the more you realize how much you don(t know. So when you graduate from here a few years from now knowing even less that you think you know today(don(t sue us(we will have done our job(and more importantly, you will have achieved a measure of wisdom.

You have come here to learn the truth. But to be able to handle the truth you must come to know yourself, that you might recognize the truth when you run across it, and not mistake it for your own fantasies and fears. Now what does it mean to come to know yourself? How could you not know yourself ? Don(t you get to decide who you are? Or is that once more turning truth into fantasy? Or fear?

I have got good news and bad news for you. Let me start with the bad news. You are not whatever you want to be. But here is the good news. You are what you most want to be(for you see learning who you are is really a matter of learning what you really want.

To learn who you are you first have to learn where you(ve come from. And not just where you have come from as an individual, but where we all have come from, as a society, a culture, as  a church,  a species, ultimately as finite, transient beings existing in the starry night of the cosmos. Much of the core curriculum that you will be studying over the next couple of years is designed to  teach you  where you and we all have come from. 

Now you might think that all this past history, is well, past history. You might ask how is this past history going to make me a better doctor? Or a better lawyer? A better engineer? Even a better teacher? Here(s how--It will make you a better businessman or a better  athlete or whatever because it will make you a better person, and learning where you have come from will make you a better person because it will teach you what made you who you are. 

To learn who you are, you also have to learn where you are. To learn who you are, you have to learn who you are with(you have to learn about the rest of us. For you see, your identity is not so much a choice, as it is a calling and you are called to be who you are  through your relationships with others,  ultimately through your relationship with God. For ultimately it is God who calls you to be who you are. But hearing God(s call is very difficult. The stereotype is that to hear God(s call you have to climb very high. Today we picture our Delphic oracle not in the bowels of the earth but on a mountaintop usually a mountaintop in the highest mountain range on earth--the Himalayas. However I am convinced that the Greeks were closer to the truth here, to hear God(s call you have to descend into the bowels of your soul, as well as the souls of those around you. As a preacher I heard once put it, to hear God you have stoop down low, very low. God speaks to us in the voices of others and to hear their voices we have to recognize that they have something to teach us. In fact those who have the most to teach us, those who are most our own Delphic oracles, are those who we know the least about already, those who are least like us. Think about it, how can I, a man, learn the truth that only a woman can know? I have to curb my own pride and, and admit to myself that I don(t already know all there is to know about the truth about life. I have to recognize in all humility that women may have something to teach me. So too, how else can I learn the truth known by those from other ethnic groups, those from other cultures, those from other religions, even those of other sexual orientations? Indeed how else can I ever learn anything that I do not already know but by having the humility of Socrates, the humility to stoop low enough to recognize just how much I don(t know, and to ask others to teach me.

Much of the core will also expose you to the voices of others. As you listen to these different voices though, don(t fall into the fantasy of thinking that you are learning about people who live far away and who you will only meet on vacation. As you listen to their voices, recognize that they may well be speaking for someone in your own family, or from your own circle of friends, from your neighborhood at home, or your roomates here at college.  As we were reminded  from 9/11 those Muslim religious fanatics also killed hundreds of their own brother and sister Muslims working in the World Trade Center and flying in those planes that morning. So  while you may want to dismiss some of the others that you will study, dismiss them as having nothing to teach you, remember that you may be dismissing a friend, or an aunt,  maybe even yourself, for if we are where we have come from, then they are us. 

Finally, to learn who you are you also have to know where you are going, where you are headed, again, not merely as an individual but as a society, as a culture, as a church, as a species, as finite and fragile living beings. For to learn who you are, is to learn how you are going to make a difference, how you will contribute to that future that lies before us all. Here it is less the core curriculum than your own chosen major that has the most to teach you. However no two of us are alike, and even college professors can only teach you so much. Ultimately our callings are each unique, and ultimately it will be up to you to weave together from all that you have learned, what God is calling you to, who God is calling you to be. You will have to find your own voice, craft your own distinctive style and tone and figure out what you have to say to those who will come after you.  It is in finding your own voice that you not only learn who you are, but that you become who you truly are, who you are meant to be. And the you, you discover you will find to be what you have really been wanting most all along.

There is a small book that has become very popular the last couple years that talks about asking God to get what we want. Most of you have probably heard, if not already read the Prayer of Jabez. Jabez, was until now, a very obscure biblical figure who prayed to God to increase his estate that he might give God all the more glory. Well, God granted his request and Jabez became very prosperous. I would like to juxtapose this current bestseller with another biblical story, this one about one of the most prominent figures in the scriptures, King Solomon.

Many of you are already familiar with his story as well. God appears to Solomon in a dream and tells him that he will grant him one wish((Ask anything of me and I will give it to you.( Now Solomon does not ask God to increase his estate. Rather he asks God for the gift of wisdom, for the light to know what to do with the estate he already has, and for the humility to live well the life he has already been given.

Are you more like Jabez or Solomon? Are you here primarily to increase your estate or to learn a measure of  wisdom? Now of course Solomon was already King of Israel. He did not need to increase his estate. You on the other hand, you are not kings. But you do live like kings in the eyes of the majority of the human race, the millions of young adults like yourself who will die this year of malnutrition, the billions for whom the opportunity for the kind of education you are embarking on would be like dying and going to heaven. In fact I rather suspect that were Solomon himself  to peer into a crystal ball and observe our lives, he would think we are far better off than he. We have heat in the winter and air conditioning in the summer. We can talk to virtually anyone we know anytime we want at a moment(s notice. We can eat the cuisine of a dozen exotic cultures. And we have more servants, and certainly more skilled, more hard working, longer working and more trustworthy servants, who rarely talk back, and do not need to be fed anything but a little electricity.

But of course we take all this for granted. Just as Solomon could well have taken his being King of Israel for granted. But rather than overlooking who he was, and wanting to be someone he was not(wanting his estate to grow to rival say, Pharaoh of Egypt, or the King of Assyria, Solomon chose rather to ask for the wisdom to be himself. 

Some worry that to be yourself is selfish. But this is due to a misunderstanding of who we are. For we are not our own, rather, we are constituted by our relations to friend and family, neighbor and co-worker, our selves even includes the beggar and the stranger, for we are not separate atoms, but knots, knots of interwoven strands knitted together into a fabric that is beautiful and sublime.

Nor is our true self for ourselves alone. Our true self involves not merely in living our life, but in our life generating new life all around us. Our calling, while unique to each one of us, is not meant for you and I alone. We are called to make a difference in this world. How you will make a difference is for you to come to learn over the next few years. In the office of the dean the college of arts and sciences here at Gonzaga I found posted over the copy machine the other day, the following truth from Albert Schweitzer, a nineteenth century Protestant theologian, philosopher and missionary. Let me leave you with this oracle, addressed to you all, but with a different meaning for each one of you, a truth for you to decipher during your time here at Gonzaga: 

I don(t know what your destiny will be, but one thing I do know: 

the only ones among you who will be truly happy are those of you 

who have sought and found how to serve.

