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I want to thank the College and its leadership for this recognition.  
Upon returning to Minneapolis and Augsburg yesterday and spending the evening with old college friends, roommates and social activists, I was reminded what a powerful influence my years at Augsburg were.  Although my northwest Minnesota rural family roots were primarily responsible for my core values - a keen sense of the power of community, an indestructible agrarian political populism, and an hypertrophied sense of fairness and social justice – it was here that the intellectual and world-view aspects of my being were truly activated. 

One of the valuable products of a successful liberal arts college experience is the heightened recognition that we are students for life.  So, directing my brief remarks to those of you who are students in the audience, I’d like you to vie w them as coming from an older student to you as younger ones.  And I’d like to comment on several issues. 
First – the pursuit of knowledge: I would strongly argue that as we proceed with our lives, nothing is as important as ensuring intellectual openness and freedom to pursue knowledge and the truth, without constraints, either internally or externally imposed. 
Reflect for a moment on the pursuit of religious knowledge.  Some of the most profound contributors to mankind’s mayhem have been, sadly, religions – religions characterized by exclusive claims on truth.  Several current international conflicts bear this out.  Aldous Huxley reminded us 60 years ago in his seminal book, The Perennial Philosophy, that the central elements of spiritual life are the same and at the core of every great world religion: love, purity of heart and poverty of spirit.  Why, then, the massive presence in America of Christian fundamentalism with its aura of exclusiveness, intolerance, separation and bigotry?  I’m reminded of the words of Voltaire: “The truths of religion are never so well understood as by those who have lost the power of reasoning.”  

As an initiator of the American democratic experiment, Benjamin Franklin, stated: “Religion will be a powerful regulator of our actions, give us peace and tranquility within our minds, and render us benevolent, useful and beneficial to others.”   But “religiosity” apparently will not.  We must examine the role of religion in both our individual lives and in the nation – if it is to be a force for something beyond mind control and religious totalitarianism.  The lesson: insist on seeking the truth without fetters.

Second – social justice: It follows from my earlier observations about religious and ethical pursuits that it is absolutely incumbent on each of us to cultivate a powerful sense of social justice.  At its simplest, love made manifest is what fairness, equality and social justice are really about.  Each of us is blessed beyond reason – living in the most prosperous times in the history of mankind, without bodily want and luxuriating in opulence – relative to most of the world’s population.  The world is frought with massive inequality.  In our latent self-indulgence, it is seductively easy to shelter ourselves from the larger world – either across the street or the ocean.  As a test of our social conscience, I would argue that if you do not read the morning paper about what is happening to Black teens in Georgia, to women and children in Darfur, or to families in Iraq – and find yourself visibly upset, even outraged – you may already be failing the social justice test.  How to respond, how to play out one’s engagement in the human community to “do something” is simply the challenge of the moral man.  
Third – eliminating nuclear weapons:  In 1954 Winston Churchill said, “If you go with this nuclear arms race, all you are going to do is make the rubble bounce.”  Or, to update his perception of the folly and insanity of creating nuclear weapons as part of national defense policies, the world stockpile is STILL so large that the destruction of Hiroshima could be duplicated more than a million times.  
From a public health perspective, there is no treatment for a nuclear explosion, or certainly for a nuclear exchange.  It is morally indefensible to threaten or to destroy millions of civilian lives to “protect” ourselves while threatening life on the planet.  Even in 2007 our government operates within policies that do not preclude the use of nuclear weapons.   

It is not widely appreciated, but it was Mikhail Gorbachev’s personal physician, Dr. Chazov, who got his ear to make the case that from a public health perspective, you had to prevent nuclear weapons from being used since you could not treat the horrific consequences in any realistic manner.  At the time Dr. Chazov was the co-president of an international organization of physicians called the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, IPPNW.  I have had the opportunity to serve on the Board of Directors of the American Affiliate of IPPNW, an organization that was later awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  This physician organization demonstrates both the opportunities and the immense challenges of affecting social change.  Many of our members and leaders across the globe – in over 40 national chapters – have been involved with our time, advocacy and dollars for over a quarter of a century.  And the ultimate goal of world elimination of these weapons has not been achieved.  But hope and persistence usually prevail when the cause is right.  They will prevail here.
It is a great tribute to this college that it joins with the four other Norwegian-founded Minnesota colleges to host an annual Peace Prize Forum, under an agreement with the Nobel Prize Peace Committee in Oslo.  Norwegians have been world leaders in addressing various international conflicts and fostering peace.  In this case, Augsburg’s Norwegian roots are being effectively exploited to focus attention on the issue of a more peaceful and secure world.

Fourth  – the Arts: It’s my passionate belief that not one of you should leave college without having at least been exposed to an art history course.  What is art but the products of some of the most creative and talented people in human history?  To get on with life and not have a sense of what those creations are is a preventable condition.  JoAnn and I have a sign at the entrance to our garden and our outdoor sculpture collection that says: “Great Art teaches us to live life more alertly.”  A couple of examples.  When in Florence, Italy visiting Michelangelo’s sculpture of “The David” it is likely that you will gasp when you come around the corner and witness this larger-than-human size figure in all its power and magnificence.  Or, we’ve all been immersed in pictures and discussions of the Pyramids.  But until you stand beside the Great Pyramid, it is impossible to really appreciate that it covers 14 acres, that it rises the equivalent of 1 ½ football fields in height, and that it is composed of over 2 1/2 million blocks of stone.  Awe.  Great art is about awe.  We need more awe in our lives!  And you’re going to miss out on a major source of this emotion if you live life artistically uninformed and unengaged.
Fifth, and finally, celebrate diversity, especially through travel: One of the greatest features of our world is its endlessly fascinating diversity.  Rather than ghettoizing ourselves, we can sample this diversity by visiting another urban neighborhood or by traveling internationally.  Few things are as rewarding as wallowing around in other cultures, meeting the people, and witnessing the richness of human experiences.  
Whether hiking through the sophisticated Incan villages of the Peruvian Andes, walking the teeming, visually rich streets of Bombay, or trying to figure our how Venice continues to survive at all on all those pillars, it’s a grand world to experience.  Our local travel advocate and guru in Seattle, Rick Steves, who many of you may have seen on public television, nicely sums up the argument: “just keep on traveling.”  And I’d paraphrase that: get out of Dodge, or Mpls, or Minnesota.  Just do it.  It’s part of my perspective: live life with passion, a passion for experiences and engagement.  This life is not a warm-up!

In closing, I’d like to extend my special thanks to the person who took the initiative to put my name forward for this award – my long-time college friend, Harlan Christianson.  Thanks, Harlan, for your thoughtfulness and persistence.

And, finally, I’d like you to meet the greatest gift Augsburg gave me, a woman I met the first day she set foot on campus, my wife, JoAnn.  We were married a week after I graduated, and our 47-year relationship has been the marrow of my life. Thank you Augsburg for this grandest of gifts! 

PAGE  
5

