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Good Morning!  
 
I cannot believe I am back on the campus of St. Anne’s-Belfield School!   
 
This for me is a journey that has come full circle and I have to tell you that when your Head of School David Lourie 
called and asked me to share a few words with you all this morning I felt incredibly humbled.  
 
David – thank you for your invitation to be here today and congratulations to everyone on the faculty and staff who 
work so tirelessly to continue the great legacy of this school. Members of the Board of Trustees – you all should be 
very proud of this institution. It is a pillar of the Charlottesville community and a pillar in the lives of those who walk 
these halls.  
 
When I look around the room today I see so many familiar faces. Faces of people who had immense impact on my 
childhood and the journey that I have been on these last 15 years. I give a special bow to Robert Bogley, Laura 
Robertson, and Beth Miller – I was looking through the faculty directory recently and I cannot come to this campus 
and not pay my respect to an entire faculty that have an enduring impression on the lives of every student they teach:  
 
Blake Ware – every time St. Anne’s-Belfield School comes up – your name comes up as someone everyone seems to 
universally love around here! After working with you on various projects these last few years I can certainly see why.  
 
I want to acknowledge John Blake for recognizing that a truly well-rounded young man or woman is one most set up 
for success – I remember coming back to my office one day and my assistant left me a post-it note on my desk telling 
me to call John Blake – I was thinking to myself – John Blake – the football coach?? I’m the least athletic man alive – 
what is he calling me for.  
 
A big thank you also to Warren Buford whose time is spent dedicated to ensuring this institution is around forever. I 
am just glad I can be here to prep these soon to be graduates so you can make sure they get those annual fund notices.  
 
To the parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles, and aunts – congratulations for what is an incredible 
achievement not just for the graduating class of 2018 but for you – your love, support, encouragement all contributed 
to each and every young man and woman on these risers today – and especially you – the parents - lord knows you all 
paid the big bills to get them here today. I would say congrats – you are done – they are off the payroll – but not quite 
– for most that moment will come in 4 years maybe 6 if you were me maybe a little longer – my mother is here – and 
I don’t think she has recovered yet from those bills. But no – thank you to my amazing mother, Teri for coming today 
– you always made sure that each and every day that I was set up for success.  
 
And finally – graduates – it was not easy for any of you to get to this day – Well done!!!!!!!  
 



 

 

Good morning to you all.  
  
I come here today living a life that seems to represent what I always intended it to be but also somehow living a life I 
never imagined it to be. How is that possible and what are a few things I have learned along the way? 
 
I wake up every morning, go to work with a group of young, entrepreneurial minds who believe that we can do anything 
and who are motivated by purpose and a drive to have a positive impact on the world. Concordia, the organization I 
founded with my best friend Nick, is an entity whose purpose is to challenge the status quo, to drive positive change 
and to serve as an important translator between governments, corporations and non-profits. Nick and I were angry 
that we saw such inefficiency and such unnecessary inadequacies in societies around the world and the relationships 
between its institutions.  
 
While an undergraduate student, I came across a student led auction that included two items that peaked my interest 
– one was lunch with the former prime minister of Spain and the other was lunch with the former president of Poland. 
Now what did Nick and I have in mind when I went and secured both of these auction items for less than $100 each? – 
I have no idea – but we both went very nervously to each lunch not knowing how to even act around people who had 
run countries and quickly realized that not only were there huge problems in the world that needed a different 
approach – but that regardless of our age or our academic ability – very powerful people yearned for a safe place to 
come together and think about these issues.  
 
With a staff all under the age of 35, we at Concordia believe that we can indeed have an impact by both convening 
important groups of leaders and elevating those often unheard and unrecognized but whose experiences are critical to 
understand. We also help serve as an independent force of pressure on institutions to come together and work 
together. We also are staffed throughout the year by an amazing group of interns over the last seven years, four of 
which were all students from St. Anne’s-Belfield. Austin Park, a recent graduate who is here today – still has some of 
the scars of working for a team of overworked, underpaid, and very over-caffeinated young professionals.  
 
One of the many elements of Concordia that I am deeply proud of is the fact that we are today one of the most non-
partisan and powerful convening platforms in the world. At our annual summits we have convened former President 
Bush and former President Clinton both addressing the successes and failures of their time as President. We have 
hosted business leaders such as T. Boone Pickens to hear his vision to eliminate America’s reliance on foreign oil but 
also George Soros where he announced his $500 million investment program into companies that hire refugees – we 
have hosted cultural leaders such as Forrest Whitaker and Yo-Yo Ma to understand the role of the arts in our lives, we 
have hosted Lilian Tintori, whose husband, as the former Mayor of Caracas has been leading a movement against a 
corrupt regime whose actions have created one of the largest humanitarian crises in the world --- and we have hosted 
Amadu Di – A – Low a young man who lived the majority of his childhood in a refugee camp as he described to an 
audience of presidents, prime ministers, CEO’s, and civil society….his experience of being locked in a bureaucratic and 
frankly inhumane system that plagues millions of people around the world today was an important message to those 
that make many of the decisions about that system. 
 



 

 

Now my journey is not one emblematic of something that is unattainable by anyone in this graduating class – do you 
all remember this started with an auction – for lunch---for less than $100 – the meal cost more than we spent that 
day – I am under no illusion – the majority of you graduating today were 3-years-old when I was last a student on this 
campus and while that horrifies me slightly – and makes me feel very old ---it also points out to me how fast the time 
goes by – how really, we are not that far apart and how my story is not that dissimilar to your story. It really was not 
long ago I walked these halls as a young student.  
 
But – let’s take a step back first because I feel it is my obligation to talk a bit about what is going on around the world 
today – I am blessed with a job that has me traveling around the world meeting people, presenting to institutions and 
thinking about how we can all work together better – but also because the time we live in today is unprecedented. I can 
tell you with confidence that we are living through a time where 50 years from now your grandchildren will ask you 
what it was like to be alive today – to witness what is happening in our country and in our world.  
 
I come to you today bearing good news and bearing bad news… For those in the room feeling a call to service, living life 
to its absolute fullest, seizing the day…each and every day… let’s address a few things together.  
 
So... let’s start with the bad news. Let’s just get it out there ---  
 
You are graduating from high school at a time when I believe we as a country are facing a civil war for the future. This is 
not a war in the traditional sense, but we are living through a period of time that is filled with conflict, questioning 
institutions, critical decisions we as a population must make in terms of privacy and technology. We are questioning 
the news we read and watch, and we are facing a time where it is seemingly more and more acceptable to be rude, to 
be vindictive and to speak to people in a manner that years ago was simply unacceptable. We face mounting 
uncertainty and a world that for the last few decades has come together in a historic way is now at risk of becoming 
divided yet again.  
 
Now the good news ------   
My speech is almost over… 
 
Mr. Ware actually reminded me…rather pointedly the other day…. that I told him once that no speech was too 
short…well the pressure is on me now ain’t it Mr. Ware.  
 
All kidding aside – here is the good news – each and every one of you…members of the class of 2018…have the power 
to impact the world in a positive way – whether a small impact or a large one – each of you have in you the skills, the 
intelligence, the drive, the focus and the determination to add value and make a difference.  In fact, I would go as far to 
say that each of you do not have a choice ---- the experiences and education you have received require you to 
become a person of values, integrity and to be centered by a moral compass that will lead us into the next decades.  
 
When you look at the trajectory you are on, you will quickly realize that so much comes from just showing up. That was 
a lesson I so quickly learned from the faculty of St. Anne’s-Belfield School. You see I was a terrible student…let me 



 

 

emphasize this again for the teachers here who are scarred from having me as a student…I was really a bad student. 
Had the faculty of this school not showed up…I would not be where I am today.  
 
It may seem hard to fully appreciate the impact this institution has had on your life, but I can tell you whether this 
school was just the perfect place for you or it constantly felt like the wrong place for you – the impact is immense and 
will stay with you for the rest of your lives.  
 
For me – what has stuck with me everywhere I go are the teachers who always showed up. They tutored me, mentored 
me and always took their own personal time to invest in a young guy who just did not know where he was going or even 
how to get there.  
 
Had they not shown up – had they not been there for me – I never would have been put on the trajectory to 
experience the opportunities and choices I have been blessed with. Had they not taught me that showing up will help 
establish that core foundation for everything you do – I would not have experienced what I have experienced. Put in 
more practical terms – when you are invited to meet someone new, learn something different or experience a new part 
of the world, a new faith or even encounter someone who thinks differently from you – SHOW UP. When you are at 
college and have the urge to make it to every party -- make sure to also take the time to show up for those moments 
that make you a well-rounded and thoughtful person – that remind you that kindness is easy, and reputation is 
everything.  
 
You see as a society we have been on an arc towards something better – as a world, things had to change and advance. 
Through transparency, good governance, technology and innovation – this arc has steadily bent towards the direction 
of opportunity and advancement for all of us– but we also have learned that sometimes our society must take a step 
back to take a giant step forward.  
 
How did we get to this place where everything we trust – that trust in one another and that trust in our institutions has 
somehow gotten lost? How did we get to a place where dialogue, collaboration and a united will to get things done and 
get them done right has become a thing of the past?  
 
During our lifetimes we have seen incredible prosperity for our country as well as other countries around the world. I 
understand that this graduating class today is in fact the most international class in the school’s history. But focusing 
on the United States for a min - For decades we as Americans took advantage of economic booms, more buying power 
than any time in history and a system that seemed to grow and grow and grow but that was okay – we were still headed 
in the right direction and that was all that mattered. We survived wars where the burden did not rest with the majority 
– it rested with the minority of men and women that serve in our Armed Forces and this allowed us to not truly feel 
the impact of that moment. We watched as hurricanes ravaged an entire coastline and destroyed most of one of our 
largest cities – but to us watching on television – that was just miles away. We cycled through economic downturns – 
but until 2008 most people were able to get through those times unscathed…the impact of our decisions as a country 
were not affecting the majority of Americans – and something was brewing.  
 



 

 

There is an irony to a New York based CEO of a non-profit organization talking about that disenfranchised 
population…and the irony is not lost on me --- but in my role at Concordia and in my day to day experiences I have 
seen firsthand that somewhere along the way we forgot about people – we forgot about communities and we forgot 
about people who were not only promised better…they deserved better. From their governments to their employers to 
their fellow citizens – we as a society forgot to pay attention to those where the status quo was simply not good 
enough. And boy have we seen what happens when that population of justifiably disenfranchised people show up.  
 
I think you as a graduating class should sit back and recognize that there is merit and even value in times like this – for 
people of all political persuasions. I also think that each of you, regardless of your grades, your athleticism, your ability 
to hit that perfect pitch – you all can be a part of the process and be involved. There is nothing that will stop YOU 
from having a seat at the table because if you had told me 15 years ago I would be doing what I am doing – I would have 
thought you were crazy.  
 
As a result of not paying attention we have seen remarkable change in our country and even outside of the United 
States we have seen a wave of change – from Brexit in the UK, the vote against a peace agreement in Colombia, the 
recent elections in Austria and Italy -  this change is not unique to the United States.  
 
BUT…. here is why this change, this movement, this seismic shift of the world order needs to be better understood. 
First, you need to understand where we have been and how we got here --- from there you need to understand the 
perspective of others – even those that you vehemently disagree with you.  
 
As you embark on this next chapter of your life, I want you to remember this point. Engage in those you do not agree 
with, recognize that simply surrounding yourself with likeminded people will never serve you well and begin to have 
empathy and compassion for the other side. As I watch politics descend into such a state of dysfunction here, I think 
of a few things:  
 
One – politics here is not nearly as dysfunctional as it is in other parts of the world – I have seen it with my own eyes – 
respect and appreciate what we do have in this country and never forget that living here demands participation – be 
involved, be engaged – if you do not like something, do something about it as a citizen.  
 
Two – we are only but a chapter in this long arc of history – and while to some this might feel like a time of total 
disarray – I see this as a time for opportunity, reflection and yes – a change in style and approach can be quite useful.  
 
Three – It will be okay – let me say this again – IT WILL BE OKAY. This third point is not just a comment on the state 
of our nation and our world – it is a comment directed to each and every one of you graduates – it will be okay. Life 
will throw vicious curveballs at you... and it may leave you frustrated, confused, and hopeless. It will be okay. Trust 
yourself and the skills that St. Anne’s-Belfield has ingrained in you and fight forward.  
 
Coming here today – having met many of you three years ago – I feel this sense of optimism. Your experiences – 
where you have been – where you are right now – where you are all going – I feel good…I feel confident…. I feel 



 

 

energized…because it is times like these…when we all have that sinking uncertainty about the future – that we rise to 
the occasion and put our best foot forward.  
 
I look at graduates like Lucia Hoerr – and the remarkable work she has done with Backpack Buddies – it is amazing to 
me that someone at the age of 9-years-old would launch a non-profit organization that arms underprivileged kids with 
much needed school supplies that they cannot afford. A big bow to Lucia – well done.  
 
I look at young men like Sam McNamara – who recently received the Virginia State golf Association scholarship – 
something bestowed each year on only 37 students in the commonwealth – and the resilience it takes to become such 
a good player of a sport like golf – I also understand he has SNL worthy political impersonations – not bad Sam – and I 
want to tell Rob and Carrie – and I am sure they say this in Kentucky all the time – but you done well with that, boy.  
 
I also look at the incredible work done on Doug’s Trip – I was a classmate of Doug’s sister and I can think of no better 
way to honor someone’s life than that yearly service trip.  
 
The international students – the boarding students – you all have done something really admirable in coming to 
Charlottesville, boarding here, often times learning a new language in the process – well done.  
 
I also want to especially acknowledge the graduates who developed the Greenway Symposium – I’m proud of you – 
Yuelin Dang, Max Krupnick, and Jerry Yao – advancing dialogue and discussion is important and to add that to the 
many great offerings of St. Anne’s-Belfield School is an important legacy.   
 
Graduates – as you accept these diplomas, leave this campus for one last time as a student and take that next step in 
your journey – remember to be in the moment, show up, be an honest broker and never forget that you have in you 
the power to have an impact. Congratulations – and good luck. 
 


