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INTRODUCTION

Chairman Sanders and members of the Spartanburg County
Commission for TechnicaL Education, President Gault, members of
the faculty, distinguished guests and visitors, and members of
the graduating class.

It is a privilege and an honor for me to be with you on this
special occasion, and I thank you for permitting me to do so.

In his autobiography, Go East, Young Man, United States
Supreme Court Justice William 0. Douglas described an incident
which occurred when Justice Douglas’ father, a Presbyterian
minister, appeared for his first worship service before his new
parish in Cleveland, Washington. Only one man was present.
Reverend Douglas waited awhile, but no one else showed up, so he
opened the service with a prayer and a hymn. Then, addressing
the lone man in the audience, Reverend Douglas said: “Since
there are only two of us present, I wonder if I should continue
the service or wait another week until word of my arrival gets
around.” The man arose and said: “Reverend Douglas, I’m not a
preacher, I’m only a cowboy. All I know is this. If I had forty
horses and a load of hay and went out to feed them and should
find only one horse, I don’t think I would let that one horse go
hungry.”

Justice Douglas’ father- got the message-, and he settled down
to an hour long sermon. When the service was over and he shook
hands with the lone member of the audience at the front door, he
asked: “How did it go?” The man replied: “Reverend Douglas, as
I said, I’m not a preacher. I’m only a cowboy. But if I had
forty horses to feed and went out looking for them with a load of
hay, and-found only one horse, I don’t think I’d give the whole
load of hay to that one horse.”

There is a temptation for a commencement speaker to want to
tell a group of bright young graduates everything he knows, or
thinks he knows. After all, although this is clearly a happy
occasion, it is certainly not a frivolous occasion, and it is
appropriate for someone, presumably the commencement speaker, to
make an effort to express some of the serious feelings and
perceptions of this hour. I want to promise, however, to try to



remember this evening that although you would graciously

acknowledge that it is appropriate forrn me to say a few things,

you do not want the whole load of hay. Accordingly, I shall

limit our discussion to three things, the three things, which I

judge to be the most appropriate matters for us to address on

this occasion.

CONGRATULATIONS

The first of those things that it is clearly appropriate for

us to say tonight is “congratulations.” On behalf of everyone in

this audience, and on behalf of many of your friends and family

members who could not be here tonight,and on behalf of the

citizens of the State of South Carolina, I want to say a hearty

and richly deserved congratulations to each one of you.

By securing the education and training which you have

obtained in order to be entitled to participate in this ceremony

tonight, you have taken a very significant step toward insuring

that you will be in a position effectively to use your energies

and your talents and your time in the industrial and business

world of the last part of the 20th century and the first part of

the 21st century for the benefit of yourselves, your families,

your community and your state and nation. That is very, very

important stuff indeed, and we all share in the pride that you

and your families justly feel this evening for the wisdom which

we believe you have shown in seeking and securing this education

and training.

Moreover, in addition to being proud of your having chosen

to seek the education which you have obtained, we are proud on

this occasion of the character and persistence which you have

demonstrated in securing that education. Many of you have

reached this ceremony tonight in spite of significant obstacles.

Many of you already have families. Many of you have worked

full—time throughout the years of your study here. Many of you

have taken ‘the very difficult step of coming back to college

after having been out of school for several years. You have

persisted and reached this graduation when many of your friends

and acquaintances have not done so. You have demonstrated

tremendous maturity and commitment, and that is a big part of our

joy and pride this evening and our reason for wanting to offer

you our congratulations.

So we do congratulate you and thank you for giving all of us

reason and opportunity to share your pride tonight.
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GRATITUDE

The second thing that must be expressed this evening is

something of the gratitude and appreciation that we feel on this

occasion. No one of you comes to this hour simply by reason of

your effort and persistence alone, and it is important and

appropriate that- you and we recognize the contributions of many

others to your achievement and express your and our gratitude for

those contributions.

Many of you come to this hour in significant part because of

the contributions- of family members — parents — spouses —

siblings — children. Many of you simply could not be here

tonight except for the contributions of those people, and I want

to say from this platform your very special thank you to those

people.

In addition, each of you feels and would have me express

sincere gratitude for the efforts of President Gault and the

faculty and administration of Spartanburg Technical College, and

those who have served and now serve on the Spartanburg County

Commission for Technical Education. Spartanburg Technical

College began serving students in Spartanburg in 1962, with

classes opening in the first hew building on this campus exactly

20 years ago in the Fall of 1963. Thanks to the contributions of

many, many people, including particularly the executive

leadership of the College and the faculty leadership, and the

leadership of members of the Commission, Spartanburg Technical

College has made an enormous and indispensable contribution to

our area for many years, and you are now a personal beneficiary

of the efforts of these people.

In addition to family and school, many of you also feel

gratitude tonight toward other people, including, in some of your

cases, employers who have been patient and supporting during the

years of your schooling. Some of you are direct beneficiaries of

the Technidal Scholars Program sponsored by some of the employers

in our area, and you and we feel particular gratitude to those

employers.

Finally, I would like to suggest that it is appropriate for

us on this occasion to express gratitude for the technical

education system in South Carolina of which Spartanburg Technical

College is a part, and to those political and industrial and

educational leaders who have lead our state through the birth and

development of that system. The technical education system in

South Carolina began slightly more than 20 years ago. In the

last fiscal year, the state appropriation for technical and
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comprehensive education was almost 57 million dollars, and total
funding for the technical education system in South Carolina was

in excess of 100 million dollars. In the fall semester last
year, the system enrolled a total of almost 38,000 students in

regular curriculum degree or diploma courses such as those from
which you are graduating, and approximately 160,000 different
individuals participated in some educational activity within the
state’s technical education system last year. And I would

venture to say that most people with even passing familiarity
with state government in South Carolina in the last 20 years
would say that the establishment and operation of the technical
education system in South Carolina is perhaps one of the most
successful projects ever undertaken by government in the history

of our state. It is flexible. It is responsive to the changes in
industry. It is, I believe, a responsible effort on the part of
the people of South Carolina to provide reasonably priced,

relevant post—secondary education to thousands of South
Carolinians, and I join you tonight in being thankful for that
system and thankful for the leadership in our state that has made
that system possible, and that has made it possible for each of

us to come to this hour tonight.

FUTURE

The third and final thing that must be addressed on this
occasion, as it is appropriate to address it at every
commencement, is the future — your future — the future of your
region and your state and nation.

I considered saying a great many different kinds of things
about your future. It - would certainly be appropriate, for
example, for us to give attention tothe likely contours of our
economy in South Carolina during the next -several decades, or to
consider the decisions facing higher education in this state
during the next few years, and the need for investing a greater
share of our higher education resources in technical education,
or to consider the fact that in spite of our joy and celebration

at your graduation tonight, you are nevertheless going to face in
your lifetimes the need continually to educate and re—educate

yourselves, and many of you will no doubt face the need to secure

additional formal education at some point in your lives, perhaps

to prepare yourselves •for careers that do not even exist at this
time.

My time this evening, however, is very limited, and I

promised not to try to give you the whole load of hay - so I want

to spend the few minutes remaining zeroing in on a matter that is

more basic for your future, more important to your future than
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the decisions facing higher education in the State of South

Carolina during the next few decades, more basic and more

important to your future than your own need for continuing

education in the future, and yes, even more important and more

basic to your future than the shape of the economy and employment

opportunities in South Carolina during the next two or three

decades.

I want to exercise the prerogative of the commencement

speaker and to presume — as only preachers and commencement

speakers would ever dare to presume to do — to talk with you

bluntly about the very purpose of your lives. I want to presume

to express on this special occasion, this new beginning for you,

some of what I believe to be the fundamental wisdom of the ages

on the matter of what human life is and how it is to be lived.

You may have seen the comic strip when Lucy asked Charlie

Brown one day what his philosophy of life was. The next two or

three frames of the comic strip showed Charlie Brown thinking.

Finally, Charlie Brown said to Lucy: “I think life is like an

ice cream cone. You are supposed to lick it.” Lucy said:

“Charlie Brown, that’s the dumbest philosophy of life I have ever

heard.” Charlie Brown responded: “Well it’s hard to think up a

good philosophy of life in five minutes.”

It is indeed hard to come up with a good philosophy of life

in five minutes, but I am afraid that it is unfortunately the

experience of too many people that they live their entire lives

without ever really perceiving any overall meaning or purpose in

their lives.

The basic idea that I want to suggest for your consideration

tonight is that there is indeed purpose to life, and that you can

to some significant degree discover that purpose, and that the

degree to which you can glimpse that purpose and order your life

according to it, and make your decisions with due regard for it,

to that degree your life will tend to be integrated and balanced

and make sense — and conversely, the degree to which you fail to

glimpse that purpose, and the degree to which you make your

decisions without due regard for it, to that degree your life

will tend to be fragmented, nonsensical, wasteful of opportunity

and thereby tragic.

But what is that ordering purpose that produces health and

understanding and meaningful human life? And how can you

discover it for yourself? What, in other words, is life all

about?
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Some years ago, theologian Dr. George Buttrick described

both the question, or the mystery, if you will, and the responses

or answers or conclusions of intelligent people through the ages

in this way. He said that it is as if we were on a lonely

voyage. It is as if our planet, the earth, were a solitary ship

moving through an endless ocean with no discernible point of

origin and no apparent destination. We ate born on the ship, we

live.on the ship, we die on the ship and our bodies are committed

to the deep, and all of it occurs without us ever seeing a shore

of any kind, much less the shore from which the ship departed or

the shore to which the ship is directed. And so we wonder why

we are here — where the ship came from — where it’s going — and

whether there is meaning in life?

Dr. Buttrick suggests that through the ages men and women

have responded to the mystery in one of three or four basic ways.

First, some of us have always been tempted to try to ignore the

mystery. Those persons, as Dr. Buttrick described it, refuse to

walk on the deck of the ship and contemplate the mystery, and

they paint out the portholes, and try to act as if the ship, our

planet, is actually solid ground and is not a ship at all.

Second, there are those people who do walk on the deck, who do

confront the mystery of the meaning of life, but who reach the

judgment that there is no answer to the mystery, that life is

therefore meaningless, and that there really is no good reason to

continue to live life. Third, there are those people who do

confront the mystery but who, like the writer of Ecciesiastes,

conclude that although it is good for man to enjoy life as it is

given to him from hour to hour, life is nevertheless meaningless,

all is vanity, and it would have been better not to have been

born at all. -

But finally, there have always been those who, in the midst

of the mystery, and with due regard for the mystery, nevertheless

emerge with some kind of faith that there is meaning in it all.

And the really interesting thing is that those persons, across

the ages and across the various religions and cultures, have come

to their judgment that there is meaning in life primarily on the

basis that there is a perceptible moral order about things.

Some, as we know, have talked in terms of a god. Others have

described some kind of universal mind that is in us all, or of

which we are all a part. But the point is that the men and women

who, throughout human history, have conscientiously confronted

the mystery and who, without regard to which if any religion they

might practice, have come even to a tentative judgment that life

has some meaning, have done so, in the main, because there seems

to be built into all men some kind of a sense of right and wrong

a sense of right and wrong that defines right and defines wrong
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with reference to whether a given thing promotes or contributes

to life on board the ship, or whether it subtracts from and

detracts from life on board the ship. Such persons, from almost

every religion and culture, have perceived this moral order in

the universe, and they have reached the judgment that human life

makes sense to the degree to which it serves that moral order,

and does not -make sense to the degree to which it disserves that

moral order.

And whether it is expressed in the language of Emerson with

the idea that there is a universal mind to which I belong and

that the purpose of my life is to use my time and my talents and

my energies in the. recognition of the existence of that universal

mind and in an effort to serve the interests of the people on

board the ship as a whole, rather than my own narrow personal

interests, — or whether it is expressed in the language of Jesus:

“Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, with all

thy soul and with all thy mind, and thou shalt love thy neighbor

as thyself.” — the message is in many respects the same. There

is purpose to life. There is meaning to life. And I can find

and fulfill my purpose by using all of my limited time and

talents and energies in ways that promote life on board the ship

and maximize my contribution to that life.

That’s it. As Emerson said, that is the reason for things.

The purpose of your life is to serve that moral order or that

universal mind, or God, if you will, by using all of your limited

time and energies and efforts in ways that will promote life on

board the ship and maximize your contribution to that life. That

is, I believe, the fundamental wisdom of the ages about the

purpose of human life. -

nt it’s more::than just the wisdom of the ages. The truth

of that wisdom or that perspective is, I believe, confirmed by

20th century experience — mine and yours and the experience of

the people whom we have known. I believe the people whom I have

known who have genuinely “gotten it together” and who have found

real meaning in life have been those people who have made their

decisions in life from the perspective of what was best for life

on board the ship. As Dr. David Matthews of Greenville, South

Carolina, expressed it in a sermon some years ago, there seems to

be a kind of cosmic economy in which you tend to get what you pay

for. In the language of the Old Testament, if you sow the wind,

you are likely to reap the whirlwind. If you pay in

irresponsibility and dishonesty and concern primarily with your

own interests and needs, you tend to be paid back with a loss of

integrity, a loss of an integrated personality, loss of a self

that hangs together and functions and makes sense, loss of soul,

if you will. As historian Charles Beard has said: “The mills of
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God grind slowly, but they grind exceeding fine.” On the other

hand, if you live responsibly and in fidelity and faithfulness to

the perspective of what is best for the people on the ship as a

whole, you will tend to reap an integrated and balanced and

purposeful life.

I am persuaded, from my observation •of men and women during

my lifetime, that the perspective which we have discussed

tonight, whether you understand it and express it in sectarian

religious terms or otherwise, is absolutely essential to your

future. The perspective must of course not be applied

simplisticly, but responsibly and with wisdom and understanding

of how you can indeed maximize your contribution to life on board

the ship. No one. would suggest that application of the

perspective makes •decisions easy. The decisions about how to

spend your limited time and energies will always be difficult.

But that perspective can, I believe, give your life integrity and

meaning and unity that you cannot get any other way. That

perspective puts us in our place. It centers us. It

concentrates us. It energizes us.

And it is, I believe, the appropriate basis for your

decisions about whether to work at a particular job, whether to

keep your body strong and healthy, whether faithfully to fulfill

your responsibilities to the members of your family, whether to

seek additional education, whether to concern yourself about the

activities of your city and county and state and federal

governments, whether to be a part of efforts to bring justice and

health and opportunity to those that will come after you, whether

to enter upon or walk away from given relationships with others,

whether to tell the truth, whether to.. encourage others in their

efforts, whether to give a full day’s work for a full day’s pay.

You may have heard the classic story about the employee of

the construction company. One day the president called him in

and handed him the plans to a new house. The president told the

employee that the president was going to be out of the country

for awhile, and he asked the employee to complete construction of

the house during the president1s absence. During the course of

construction, the employee realized that there were some short

cuts that he could take. There were some kcays that he could

spend less on materials and nevertheless build the house in a

fashion so that no one would be able to tell that he had spent

less. He would be able to make some money on the transaction

himself, and he rationalized, that, after all, he had been a good

and faithful employee of the company for many years, and he was

nearing retirement, and it was nothing but fair that he should be

entitled to make a little something on the deal himself.
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When the president of the construction company returned, the

house was completed, whereupon the president presented the keys

of the house to the employee. He told the employee that the

employee had been a good and faithful employee for many years,

that the company had tried to figure out a way to honor and

reward him, and that they had decided that the best thing they

could possibly do for him was to let him build his own house.

The employee lived in that house for the rest of his days.

Before very long, the cheap materials began to show through. For

the balance of his life, the house literally mocked the employee

and almost seemed to shout: “You cheated yourself!”

Each one of us ultimately has to live in the house that we

have built. Each one of us ultimately has to be who we are. We

have to be who we have become over the years. The definitive

word on the future for each one of you is that you will

ultimately have to be who you will have become and have to live

with the self that you will have become as a result of countless

decisions regarding the use of your limited time and talents and

energies. We do live in a moral order, and you do tend to get

what you pay for.

So get a glimpse of the perspective that we have described

tonight. Make a habit of ordering your lives by it. Thats the

genesis of character. Don’t be mislead by those merely clever

people who tell you that it’s too idealistic. It is real. It is

the real reason for things.

The price of the truly good life is ordering your life

everyday — and all day — in all decisions — -both major and minor—

with reference to whether your investment of your limited time

and energy and influence in a given project or activity or

relationship or enterprise is the investment of that limited time

and energy and influence which best promotes life on board the

ship and your contribution to that life. Pay the price. It’s

worth it.

Robert L. Wynn, III
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