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Good afternoon President Neuhasser, distinguished faculty, esteemed trustees and all of the many proud parents, families and friends.  And, as for you soon-to-be recent graduates -- thank you for asking me to be a part of one of the most important days of your lives.

You are about to become something that I already have the honor of being: a proud alumnus of this fine institution.  As I have, you will carry your experience at St. Michaels with you always.  And, as was true for me, on this day of graduation, you are hardly the same person you were when you first arrived.

Life can change fast on a college campus.  I was in a class over in what used to be called just “Science Hall,” during the middle of my first semester of freshman year on November 22, 1963, the day President Kennedy was assassinated.  Many have said that this was the day that the Sixties began.  Perhaps some of you English majors who’ve read “Midnight’s Children” by Salman Rushdie may recall that the protagonist of that novel is born on the exact day that the nation of India gained its independence.  Well, I experienced my own novelistic twist of fate on that terrible day, too, as it was also the day I turned eighteen.  What a day to become an adult, the day the tumultuous 60s began.  Plus I became eligible to vote, eligible for the draft and eligible, importantly, to drink...but back then, only on the other side of Lake Champlain. 
Four fast and furious years later, my Class of 1967 graduated into a “real world” that was a little too real for our liking.  Our choices limited by the harsh realities of our time. Most of us felt we only had three options: hurry to go to graduate school, rush to find a career and someone to marry.  Or stand still only to find ourselves drafted and sent to Vietnam.

From what I understand, today you face options that are only slightly better. Many of you are deep in debt with student loans, while only a few have a job lined up.  Instead of Vietnam you’re faced with a tough job market that is especially unkind to recent college grads.  Some of you, I’d wager, will be moving back to your old room in your parents’ house for a little while until you gain your own footing.  This is the “real world” of 2012 that you are about to be born into, where you are less likely to work on Wall Street than you are to occupy it.

I am familiar with the post-graduation plans of one member of this graduating class.  His name is Dylan Walsh and he is the son of my great late friend, Thomas “Dilly” Walsh, class of 1969 and it is a special and meaningful privilege for me address a graduating class that includes this young man whom I've watched grow up.  Dylan tells me that his post-graduation plan is to head first to Martha’s Vineyard to paint houses for the summer and then head to New York City in the fall in search of a job and a career in commercial real estate.   Dylan, I applaud your sense of adventure and your optimism and, knowing your dad as well as I did, I know that you came by it honestly.  And I feel certain that he would be bursting with pride today, as is your mom Barbara and the rest of your family. 
Dylan, like the rest of your classmates, I am confident you are equal to the challenges and choices ahead.  Without a doubt, this class of 2012 is fully prepared to take this world that awaits you because you went to a liberal arts college that not only nourished your intellectual curiosity, but also taught you how to learn.  And here on this campus, you learned first-hand the value of social progress.  One of the things that has really inspired me about your St. Mike’s, in having spoken to some of you in recent weeks, is your continued and unflinching optimism.  Time and time again the conversations revolved around the idea of Community Service.  This leads me to believe that many of you may choose to combine your hard-earned knowledge with your social consciousness in the new field of social innovation, which in many ways is a clarion call of the future.  More on that later.

I’ve got to say, I’m a bit jealous of you guys, if only because St. Mike’s seems to have become a lot more intellectually stimulating and socially engaged than when I attended so many years ago.  Smarter students, a more sophisticated Vermont and – maybe the best improvement of all – the undergrads with the long hair and funky jewelry are almost exclusively female.  In my time here it was all male and Vermont had many more cows than people.  And just so you know, the St. Mike’s you attended was not nearly as freezing cold as the one I went to.  I knew there would be some winners on the global warming front and I am glad it was you.  We’d have weeks straight of sub-zero weather.  But really, it is just another reminder that our world is changing faster than ever, and whatever trend line we happen to be on today, it will not continue ad infinitum.  Just trust me on that one. 

The career I’ve staked out since I left this campus is further testament to the idea that nothing goes quite as planned.  What I’ve done with my life so far was by no means a straight shot -- it was crooked as crooked can be, full of twists and turns, great successes, a few astoundingly dumb mistakes, and some things that were just plain odd.  It was here in Winooski where I first got in touch with my inner entrepreneurial self and discovered that hard work did not scare me.  I only say that because, if one or two of you have gotten this far in life without experiencing “hard work,” it’s still not too late.  There is great value and sustaining dignity in good old-fashioned hard work, whether that means crunching numbers or cleaning bathrooms.  While I was studying here, I balanced a few jobs to pay my way.  I washed dishes in the cafeteria known then as “The Pit,” which I ended up running for my last two years here.  Also, I worked nights for a place up the street called Frosty Stein, where I delivered sandwiches late into the evening.  I swept the floors across the street at what was Fanny Allen hospital.  And because I loved music, in my “spare time,” I managed a few bands over at UVM.  

After graduation I went to business school at NYU and hoped not to get drafted.  Believe it or not, I then found work at an ad agency selling G.I. Joe action figures...at the height of the Vietnam War.  The irony was so rich that even I realized it.  And no, advertising then was not as glamorous as Mad Men would have you think. One day, though, my superiors told me that my next account would be Charmin toilet paper, I politely and respectfully told them that I was quitting.  Then I just went for it: I took all my savings, just a few thousand dollars, and crossed the Atlantic for a year of wandering.  Eventually I end-up in Afghanistan and then India, where more often than not, there was no toilet paper.  I loved it there.  In fact, when I ran out of money, I decided to follow my heart -- which for me meant staying in Asia and starting an import-export business.  I lived and ran that business there for eight years.  Let’s just say it was not your average update in the Class of ’67 alumni newsletter.

In fact, though, I had gained something in those far-away places that was worth writing about: I gained the understanding, confidence and empathy that would help shape my work in the years to come.  But then came something akin to “business climate change” …a war in Afghanistan, a crisis in India…..and my business went under.  I returned to New York at age 34, hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt but lucky enough to land a job at a startup that was about to create and launch something called MTV. Do not ever underestimate the role that “luck” and timing will play in your lives.  At MTV I was able to combine my work ethic and my love of music to create something entirely new.  It may be hard to believe through the gauze of endless Jersey Shore reruns now , but back in its early days, MTV was a true sensation, all about music and pushing out the cutting edge.

After MTV came Nickelodeon, Nick at Night, Comedy Central, TV Land, global expansion, movies and so on.  I served as  the CEO of MTV Networks for eighteen years, and after that became CEO of Viacom, its parent company.  I took pride in being CEO of a creative company that was also an expression of all that I found to be engaging and exciting, until one day when I was surprised to learn that my services were no longer needed.  That’s often how it ends in the entertainment business. Hard as it was to take, I knew (almost) immediately that it was not the end of the world, just the end of a chapter.

These last five years have been a great new chapter. Nowadays my livelihood mostly revolves around giving people sound advice based on what I've learned in the past and anticipate in the future.  And when there is time off to be stolen, I try to make my way around the world, creating new adventures and writing about them.  So if you’d humor me for a moment and consider me your temporary personal advisor, I have a few ideas I’d like to share with you about your chapters ahead free of charge.  Because, as I now know, it’s not impossible that one day you could find yourself standing in front of a St. Michael’s class that graduates forty-five years from now, so you’d be addressing the class of 2057.  So if you were to ever find yourself in such a circumstance, I've put together a short list of things you’re going to want to be able to say you’ve done – a list so timeless that it's guaranteed to stay as fresh well into this new millennium.  Here are some things you're going to want to be able to say you've done if ever you are called upon to impart wisdom on the young. So let's start with the most basic and most important.

One.  First and foremost:  You are going to want to be able to say that you always kept your ear to the ground and heard the footsteps of the future.

With today’s great technological changes, new inventions and innovations, and constant disruption, it’s a particularly ripe time to keep your eyes in front of you.  We’ve seen how advances in information technology and communication platforms are ushering in all kinds of new thinking and opportunity.  Also at the forefront of change is the emergence of social innovation, which harnesses the spirit of entrepreneurship and the power of capitalism to take on some of the toughest problems in the world – everything from improving our schools to micro-financing business development at home and abroad to greening our planet.  More and more, young, smart, socially-conscious self-starters just like you are inventing business models that pick up where corporate initiatives and government programs leave off.  It’s a field I hope many of you will gravitate towards.
Ten years from now, some of the biggest and fastest growing companies in the world will be companies that, as we speak, do not even exist yet.  This is where jobs and potential for upward mobility will primarily be.  I know from experience because I’ve made my life’s work out of businesses that didn’t yet exist when I graduated college.  In 1967, the idea of something called air freight from Afghanistan, let alone  “Cable TV’ was still the stuff of science fiction. A little more than a decade later, the programming carried inside that wire was revolutionizing what we watched, how we watched it and what our culture would become.

The future sneaks up on most -- but not all -- of us.  Commit yourself to being in the vanguard.

Back in the depth of so-called “American malaise” of the late 1970’s two kids named Bill Gates and Steve Jobs were holed up in garages, inventing things that would open new doors, change the world, and create millions of new jobs and new industries.  When it comes to changing the world, it helps to be a super-genius.  But to ride that change into the future, you only need to be smart enough to keep one eye on the horizon.  My advice is really to look for a career in fields that are on the ascent and bring an old-fashioned work ethic to them.

Two.  You're going to want to look at old Instagrams of your cap-and-gowned-21-year-old-self holding your St. Mike’s diploma -- and realize that you didn’t really know nearly as much as you thought you did!

You might not believe this, but in all likelihood, you are not yet a fully formed adult -- and by the way, God help you if you are!  I encourage you to keep speaking with a large degree of conviction but somewhere in the back of your mind, understand that there is plenty of time left to do a complete 180.  It’s all part of the process of finding out who you are.  When I started my intellectual journey here at St. Mikes, I thought a contrarian Libertarian conservative like William F. Buckley was pretty cool but in time that wore thin for me. By graduate school I had a picture of the anti-war senator Eugene McCarthy hanging on my wall. It takes some courage and consciousness to stay mentally flexible, and I remember how too many people from my generation locked themselves into a way of thinking around 25 or 26 and have stayed that way ever since – with some remaining in a career they chose when they were 22. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with selling life insurance for the rest of your life, but keep your options open.  Avoid getting locked into any one path or any one way of looking at things because your lives will be lived in an exciting world of accelerating change.  It would be a shame if you slept through it.

Third, you’re going to want to be able to say that along the way, you made more than a few sharp left turns.

Or better yet – an illegal U-turn at a blinking red light.  There's no shortage of people who are willing to tell you what path you should be on – and all of them mean well.  But never believe those are the only choices you have.  There is no wrong path to follow, with the possible exception of the same mindless path that many others are on.  Looking back, quitting that ad agency and going to Afghanistan was the best thing I could have ever done.  But at the time it was a huge, crazy risk that almost anyone would have thought was a terrible idea.  Maybe I had figured out that I hadn’t much to lose and so much more to gain. 

Some of you may spend this next year cleaning pools or driving cabs or selling suits.   And that’s OK.  I always found that the most interesting people in the room were the people who had gotten there in the most interesting ways.  There is no rush to be “normal.”  To make yourself indispensable, you have to be unique.  A college degree may get you in the door, but it’s your experience that’s going to keep you in the building. 

Fourth.  You can get as many tattoos as you want but, in the end, it is your passport that you are going to wish was completely covered in indelible ink.

In today’s globalized world, you’re going to want a broadened perspective with lots of solid and first hand international knowledge.  So my advice is to pack up, go out and see the world.  Your education began with a yellow school bus that came to your corner and took you to kindergarten. Another bus dropped you off right here, now with cap and diploma in hand. And yet, as well educated as you are, I imagine that many of you would find it challenging to purchase a bus ticket somewhere in the Andes.  And after you get on that bus, with the radio blasting, the engine sounding like it’s about to fall apart, the woman next to you praying vigorously, and oh yeah, it’s full of chickens, you’re going to realize that, even though you’ve developed razor-sharp thinking skills here at St. Mike’s, you’ve never really been on a bus before in your life.

Your parents might want to kill me for saying this, but, if you have no job and some money, think of dropping everything for a year and go travel.  Drop out. You’ll come back with more empathy, more confidence, and a deeper, richer understanding of the world.  So nourish your curiosity.  In Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, Ishmael the wanderer says that a whaling boat was his Harvard and Yale.  Mark Twain said the same thing about his years as a steamboat captain on the Mississippi.  And as one who’s been all over, I must admit I agree.  Somewhere out there, there just might be an Amazonian riverboat with your name on it.  

Finally, if you do what’s right and be true to yourself, you may find yourself at this very podium 45 years from now.  You may or may not have been listening to me these past few minutes, and I would understand that, because to be perfectly frank I don’t remember a word of what my commencement speaker said.  However, I imagine it sounded like this: if, in 45 years, you get invited to give a commencement speech, it probably means that you’ve been listening to yourself, which, as it turns out, is the best advice I can give.

In a few minutes you will be walking through that door over there and into the real world and the beginning of your complicated lives in it.  I encourage you all to embrace the twists and turns that await you and do not to get stuck on any one path or any one way of seeing things.  Along the way, as you are writing the story of your life, remind yourself that a great life almost always consists of many different chapters.  Be sure to have them.

So, St. Michael’s Class of 2012….congratulations on all your hard work.  You should feel very proud.  Enjoy your accomplishments today and prepare for the great ride that starts tomorrow.  And please…..relax – you're gonna be OK.  Best to you always and Godspeed!
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