
MOST PROFOUND LESSON 
I LEARNED IN COLLEGE

THE

Commencement Speech, 1998

By Julie Z. Lee, president of the graduating class

have been contemplating the theme for my commencement speech 
for quite some time now—although I have to admit that much of 
the pondering was consolidated into the past couple weeks—and 

while several ideas were tossed about, I kept returning to the same 
one: What has been the most profound lesson I have learned in college?

One day I was sitting in a classroom where a discussion had managed to 
run free of a steady topic. Eventually it landed on the issue of hypocrisy and 
how hints of it lurked on this campus. One student, obviously piqued, raised her
hand to make a heated comment. She described  how  ce rta in  p ro fesso rs  on  cam pus w ere  v e ry  hypo - 

critica l, because th e  ideas th ey  b ro u g h t up d u r in g  class w ere  q uestionab le  in re g a rd s  to  u p h o ld in g  tra d itio n a l SD A  
s tan d ard s. She fe lt th a t  th e  o ffend ing  p ro fesso rs  shou ld  be d ism issed. F o r afte r all, she said, “H ow  d are  th ey  chal- 
lenge  m y fa ith?”

O u tra g e o u s  isn ’t  it? T h a t  w e shou ld  have to  be te rrified  o f  op in ions th a t  c lash  w ith  th e  co n ven tional n o rm s 
w ith  w hich w e w ere  b ro u g h t up. I cam e to  P U C  w ith  th e  hopes th a t m y fa ith  w ould  be en riched , fulfilled, and 
s tre n g th e n e d . I ce rta in ly  d id  n o t com e here  for m y d o u b t to  be stim u la ted . N o r  for m y conv ic tion  to  be questioned . 
L ittle  did I rea lize  th a t  skep tic ism  is a prolific w eed, fed by th e  concep ts o f  h ig h e r lea rn in g .

I found th a t ce rta in  ideas, w hile  m agn ificen tly  b rillian t, w ere  often  in d irec t opposition  to  w h a t has been 
deem ed tra d itio n a l in o u r re lig ion . A nd  th e  m o re  I lea rn ed , th e  m ore  I began  to  second -guess m y se lf  N o tio n s  th a t 
had  once held  s tead fast in  m y m ind  as s ta lw a rt fact began  to  fade s lig h tly  in confidence. I began  to  ex am in e  carefu lly  
m y sp irituality , s tu n n e d  th a t  sudden ly  t ru th  w as n o t as obvious as it once was.

O ften  I d issected  ev ery  io ta  o f  m y sp irituality , th e  co m p o n en ts  o f  its  b u ild in g  p a r ts  sp read  o u t before m e for 
analysis. I have to  ad m it th a t  som e days it never fit back to g e th e r  q u ite  th e  sam e w ay it had  been taken  ap art. B ut 
w hile  th is  te rrified  m e at first, today  I am  aw are o f  th e  significance o f  th is  process.

E p istem ology , th e  search  for tru th , has been w ith  hum an  civ iliza tion  since th e  b e g in n in g  o f  tim e. C oun tless  
p h ilo so p h e rs  have a tte m p te d  to  answ er, to  reso lve  w h a t it is th a t people shou ld  believe. Som e d ic ta ted  tru th , con-
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o u r search  for w h a t is tru th .” A n o th e r  p ro fesso r said, “I f  
th e re  is one lesson  th a t I w a n t m y s tu d e n ts  to  lea rn , it is 
th a t th ey  be co n s ta n tly  seek ing .”

I applaud  th o se  p ro fesso rs  w ho  provoked  m y 
beliefs. I laud  th o se  w ho v io la ted  m y w ell-padded  zones 
o f  secu rity  by p lac in g  th o rn s  in its  cushions. I am 
g ra te fu l to  th o se  o f  you w ho have shaken  m y faith , w ho 
have caused m e to  gasp  in h o rro r  a t som e o f  th e  th in g s  I 
have read, w ho  have cha llenged  m e to  take up th e  
in itia tive  to  decide w h a t is T r u th  fo r m yself, not w h a t is 
t ru th  to  o the rs . You have decided n o t to  spoon-feed  me, 
bu t on ly  to  incite  th e  h u n g e r  in m e to  lea rn . A nd  m o st 
im portan tly , you have alw ays show n th a t  th ro u g h  a 
c o n s ta n t d ia logue be tw een  th e  e d u ca to r and  th e  s tu d en t, 
we have m uch  to  le a rn  from  each o ther.

H ow  dare  you cha llen g e  m y faith? P lease, do  so. 
In m ore colloquial te rm s, I double  d o g  d a re  you. I t is 
th ro u g h  th is  c o n tin u in g  p rocess o f  q u e s tio n in g  th a t  we 
g ro w  s tro n g e r  sp iritually . I f  w e n ever q u estio n  w h a t it 
is th a t w e believe, th en  w e w ill n ever com ple te ly  u n d e r- 
s tan d  why w e believe.

M y  room m ate , L au ra  A. W illiam s, took  th e  
defin ition  o f  w ings from  the  d ic tio n a ry  and  tra n sfo rm e d  
it in to  a beau tifu l poem  titled  “T h e  C apacity  o f  F l ig h t” 
th a t perfec tly  illu s tra te s  w h a t I w ou ld  like to  leave m y 
fellow  g ra d u a te s  w ith:

T h e  C apacity  o f  F lig h t

M y fellow  g rad u a te s , ju s t  m o m en ts  from  now  
we w ill leave th is  nest, th is  haven. E n te r in g  in to  a 
p le th o ra  o f  in fo rm ation  in th is  w orld , le t us n o t be 
fooled in to  b lind ly  accep tin g  th e  sup p o sitio n s o f  o th e rs  
on th e  basis th a t it is sim ply  easie r to  be a passive 
p a rtic ip a n t in life th a n  an active one. L e t us be petrified  
a t th e  th o u g h t o f  ignorance. L e t us c o n s ta n tly  seek. A nd  
find. A nd no t, I repea t, n o t be b low n away.

v inced th a t  th e y  them selves had found th e  r ig h t  and 
h igh  p a th  d irec tly  to w ard s  it. Yet I have n o t been 
seduced  by th e ir  ways. In stead  I have found a lik ing  
to w ard s  th e  m ethod  o f  one S ocrates, la s t nam e un - 
know n. S ocra tes c rea ted  th e  d ialectic— th e  idea th a t 
thesis  p lu s an tith e s is  equals syn thesis . O ne concep t plus 
its opposite  re su lts  in a new  and  ideally  p ro g ressed  
concep t.

H ere  a t P U C , I have found th a t th e  m o st p ro - 
found lesson  in education  is th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  a dia- 
logue  be tw een  th e  ed u ca to r and th e  s tu d en t. I t has been 
in th e  classes w h ere  c e rta in  t ru th  w as n o t know n, w here  
w e as a room  o f s tu d e n ts  had  to  co n tem p la te  upon the  
n o tio n s  th ro w n  upon us, th a t I le a rn ed  th e  m ost, ex - 
p lo red  th e  m o st p ro fo u n d  recesses o f  life. In  these  
classes, w h ere  th e  d ialectical approach  th rived , I becam e 
h u n g ry  for tru th . N ev er did m y in s tru c to rs  im pose th e ir  
ideas upon  us; n ever d id  th e y  loom  over o u r still unde- 
veloped in te llec ts  w ith  th e  ad v an tag eo u s pow er o f  
h av in g  au tho rity . M y  p ro fesso rs  w ere  n o t afraid  to  
v e n tu re  in to  p recario u s sub jec t m a tte rs  th a t had the  
p o te n tia l to  d e s tro y  m e spiritually . T h e y  never to ld  m e 
th a t th is  w as th e  w ay I had to  believe, b u t ra th e r  th a t 
th ese  w ere  th e  w ays I could.

M y  m o st p ro found  m o m en ts  w ere  n o t d u r in g  
lec tu res, b u t ra th e r  d u r in g  class d iscussions, w here  
voices in te rm in g le d  in a jo in t  a tte m p t 
to  find answ ers. I t  is th is  c o n s ta n t 
in te r tw in in g  o f  ideas, th o u g h t bounced 
o ff th e  in te llec ts  o f  o th e rs , th a t w ill 
lead  fo rw ard , one s tep  c loser to  w h a t we 
m u s t individually g ra sp  as T ru th . T h is,
I firm ly  believe, is th e  essence o f 
education , o f  an  elevated  education—  
th a t  by p a rtic ip a tin g  in a d ia logue w ith  
each o ther, w e le a rn  to  th in k  for o u r- 
selves. A nd  this, th is  am az in g  ab ility  to  
th in k  for ou rse lves th a t  G od  has 
p rov ided  us w ith , can on ly  com e abou t 
th ro u g h  a collision  o f  thesis  vs. a n tith -  
esis, c u s to m a ry  vs. u n o rth o d o x , com - 
for tab le  vs. d o w n rig h t offensive. A nd 
yes, tra v e lin g  th is  perilous road  laden  w ith  b in a ry  
oppositions w ill undeniab ly  lead som e dow n p a th s  m ore 
w ell tro d d e n  and  d ev ian t in te rm s  o f  C hristian ity . B ut 
th is  is an  inescapable p ossib ility  d u r in g  an ind iv idual’s 
ex p lo ra tio n  o f  th e  w orld . Yet, h o rr ify in g  as th is  m ay 
seem , tw o  th in g s  th a t m y p ro fesso rs  to ld  m e stan d  o u t 
in m y  m ind . O ne  p ro fesso r to ld  m e th a t “w e shou ld  be 
te rrif ied  o f  igno rance , n o t o f  know ledge. T h e  fear th a t 
we w ill uncover co n tro v e rs ia l ideas shou ld  n o t h in d e r

Such an appendage even though rudimentary i f  possessed by an animal 
belonging to a group characterized by the power of flight.
Any of various organic structures esp. of a flying fish or flying lemur 
providing means of limited flight.
Capacity of flight
Size and length must be proportional 
But not overpowering to the weight of the body 

~ To fly . . . Tes.
But not to be blown away.



TESTING YOUR ABILITY TO SWIM

skJ
the reality of this that allows me to stand behind what I 
said at my graduation.

Knowledge is frightening. As much as we tout 
enlightenment, I think education can be terrifying when 
placed in the context of spirituality. I was born into 
Adventism; my faith was given without choice. So when 
I was confronted with conflicting ideas later in college, I 
hardly knew where to tuck them away. It was then that I 
realized I couldn’t. When there are questions, it is not 
enough to ignore them under the fear of heresy. I would 
rather answer these doubts than have them linger in the 
background. Furthermore, I would like to explore them 
in a surrounding I regard as spiritually secure.

The spiritual journey is a perpetual one. I don’t 
know when I will fully comprehend all that I need to 
know. But for now, I am seeking. I am actively seeking. 
People may wag their fingers at the proponents of 
higher learning, but they are not aware of a person’s 
genuine desire to learn about what is true. Today I may 
wear the muck of hazy waters, but tomorrow I hope to 
find a new spring. This is my celebration. I am exalting 
my mental capacity to seek. Knowledge can destroy, but 
the wonderful fact is that knowledge can also rebuild. 
And the second time around, with the weaknesses 
detected and remedied, the structures are usually more 
sound.

I often reflect on that conversation with the 
pastor. For the most part, I know he was playing to the 
extreme just to keep me on my toes. But I couldn’t have 
been more grateful. In my speech I applauded those 
professors who had dared challenge my faith. Now 
someone had chosen to challenge my doubt. Granted, 
some trials push a little harder than others. But a 
journey towards Truth would be trifling without the 
occasional stumble. Besides, dusting your knees and 
getting back up—or rather swimming and not drown- 
ing—is a only a matter of willpower. And faith.

everal months after I delivered my graduation 
speech, someone who had been present at the 
ceremony asked if my speech was a “celebration 

of doubt.” Flustered, considering that the person 
questioning me was a professor of philosophy and a 
well-respected pastor, I stammered a series of no’s and I 
don’t think so’s, all the while running my speech

Julie Z. Lee is an intern writer at the Pacific Union College 
office of public relations. She graduated from PUC in 
1998 with degrees in English and psychology. 
jzlee@puc.edu

through my head for evidence of a “doubt jubilee.” He 
prodded me further, and asked, “After you’ve hit rock 
bottom, do you ever swim out of the swamps? Or do you 
stay there?”

The conversation left me stunned and horrified 
to think that maybe I had misspoken in praising the 
process of questioning your faith. After all, was I not 
still treading the murky waters of ecclesiastical rock 
bottom?

It was another epiphanic moment in my spiritual
journey.

There are theories on the reason as to why God 
allowed humans to be subject to sin. One is called the 
fortunate fall, arguing that without sin, we would not 
fully appreciate the awesome love of the Divine. It is 
just an idea passed along during a philosophy lecture, 
but in some respects it applies to my personal experi- 
ence.

I don’t consider it fortunate that I have grown 
skeptical of religion and faith. Mental anguish is not 
something I readily welcome (well not on most occa- 
sions). Yet falling is something we are all prone to. It is
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