It's no secret that I struggled to write this speech. The version you're getting today is my fourth. Not the fourth revision of the speech, but the fourth different speech I wrote during this entire process of trying to find the perfect words to say in the perfect way. Then something one of you told me a week ago hit home, “Be yourself. That's why we chose you.” What you have before you is a culmination of that idea, a gathering of quotes from some of the novels that have shaped me throughout my life.

One of the greatest series of books I've ever read is The Dark Tower series by Stephen King. I know, imediately some of you are judging based on your perceptions of King, but what many don't realize is that most of you enjoy something he wrote or that was filmed from something he wrote. We'll get to superficial judgment later on. For now, I want to start where the series starts: With the opening line.

“The man in black fled across the desert, and the gunslinger followed.”
Such a simple sentence yet hidden within is a rich complexity that speaks volumes. Who is this man in black? Why is he running from the gunslinger? Where are they going? What happened between them?

To me, that line sets the tone and the mystery for the entire series, but also perfectly describes life. After all, at its biological base, isn't the concept very simple? We're born, we die. So it goes. Across the planet, we're physically similar to every other in our species. Our basic needs are identical: Food, shelter, love. But deep down, think of the complexity within. Our hopes, dreams, desires, goals. What do you really know about the person beside you? A name? Sure. A few stories based on experience? Possibly. But hidden within your group are engineers, doctors, teachers, fathers, mothers, dreamers, etc. You all walk the same direction to reach, as the gunslinger did, your mysterious dark tower at the end, but your paths are vastly different from here on out. It was easy going from elementary school to middle school then high school. Sure, you had your fears, your concerns, your worries, but you survived. Now, you stand on the edge of tomorrow watching a mist of uncertainty roll in. That mysterious stranger fleeing before you is your future. How you get to it is up to you. 

I know. You all want to know how to catch this entity. What's the easiest, quickest way, and are you doing it correctly? The answer is: Check my website. No, the answer is, “I don't know.” There are an infinite number of paths and I have not personally been down them all. Also, not being inside your heads, not knowing everything about you (despite my apparent ability to read minds), I can't tell you what's going to work for you and what won't.

Continue chasing the man in black across this vast wasteland of a desert. Never give up until it is firmly within your grasp and you are satisfied by the results. But keep in mind, the journey is a long and difficult one.

Which brings me to the next quote. Mary Shelley wrote a book warning many of the dangers of the Industrial Revolution. But if you look past that and dig deeper into the characters, Frankenstein is a story about wanting to fit in and society's superficial judgment and eventual rejection. Her story focused on a man brought into this world, a man who sought knowledge and companionship, but was rejected because of the way he looked. 

He said, “I am alone and miserable: man will not associate with me; but one as deformed and horrible as myself would not deny herself to me. My companion must be of the same species and have the same defects. This being you must create.”
Again, the quote is seemingly simple. A man shunned desires a partner who understands him. But go beneath the surface and realize that society turned him into the monster he identifies with and all he wants is someone to love him for who he is as seen by society's standards. It's a mindblowingly complex description of humanity.

We search the planet for a place we belong. But what happens when people make us feel like we don't belong? What happens to us when society says we're not as good as we know we are? In the novel's case, he embraced society's faulty claims that he was a monster and became the very thing he never wanted to be. Are we going to be so quick to give in to these superficial judgments and labels? If so, what happens to the real person within, the one who stared into the stars and dreamed of a better tomorrow? Are we denying that person their chance in this world by becoming the monster?

What about those of us who are the ones doing the judging? We see a person and identify a piece of them to poke fun at. What are we really doing? What monsters are we creating because of the hatred we have? Do we judge the book by the cover or read through it and find the hidden wonders within? Why not do that with people as well? Won't we help create a better world if we put out more kindness and positivity than negativity? Some of you are very quick to judge others and label people based on society's superficial tags. Just remember, in the novel, the real monster was Victor, the man who created the innocent that society molded into a demon.

Stephen King was a huge inspiration to me growing up so it's no wonder I'm selecting another of his novels for my next quote. Possibly my favorite book of all time, The Stand, is a classic tale of good vs. evil in a world that's moved on from what we know. It's your typical Beowulf/Grendel or the holy light of King Edward vs. the darkness of Macbeth.

The quote is as follows: “People who try hard to do the right thing always seem mad.”

Think about it. Doing the right thing often requires doing something that goes against the crowd. When the masses mob around a telescreen and chant hatred, aren't you obligated to join in? When a group circles about a small boy chanting and poking him with sticks, aren't you going to get caught up in the bloodlust? How do you avoid that when the pull of conformity is so great? 

You stand alone. You may be the only juror who believes the person innocent, but you stand for what is right. You may be the only lawyer in town capable of talking an innocent man out of a death sentence already given by his racist community, but you fight that battle even if it was lost before you began. 

Fear is a great manipulator. Look at all the propaganda throughout history that drove people into bouts of insanity. A simple chant, a slogan, an image, an idea seeded into the subconscious mind. And if you don't partake in the madness, you're ostracized and banished from your town to never see the ones you love again. Or you're killed. So it goes.

It's a frightening proposition standing against the masses while holding true to your beliefs. But you do it because it's right. You do it because of the strength of belief you have inside you. You do it because, well, who else is going to?

My final quotes come from another of my favorite series of books: The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy. For those who appreciate good witty observations about humanity, Douglas Adams is at the top of the list.
The first observation is one you're all involved with now: The search for meaning in this world. No, I'm not tossing about “the meaning of life is 42” quote. Trying to avoid too many cliches here.

He says, "There is a theory which states that if ever anyone discovers exactly what the Universe is for and why it is here, it will instantly disappear and be replaced by something even more bizarre and inexplicable.

There is another theory mentioned, which states that this has already happened"
Here's the thing: The world is madness. Ages ago, a being labeled as wise tried to contain insanity in a giant barrel and bury it underground in the hopes that it would disappear forever. Never did this entity consider leakage. That ooze evolved into the beings you see before you and the world you are now a part of. Splash on a dash of madness to mask the scent and we prowl about this world looking for our next conquest. 

If that's the case, what does it all mean? Why are we here? What's our purpose? Some believe there's a plan, one they can never understand but will accept as it unfolds before them. Others believe they write their stories one step at a time while still others ride the wave whereever it takes them and make the best out of whereever they go.

But meaning? I guess the easiest answer is that it means something different for each person. 

My job, as defined by you, is to guide you further forward on your journey and help you figure out who you are. If you're going to college, you don't need to have everything planned out right now. There's a reason they give you until the end of sophomore year to choose a major. Plans are nice, much like outlines for stories, but sometimes they get in the way of where life wants us to go. Don't be afraid to try something new if that's where the moment takes you. Just because it's your current plan, doesn't mean it's the blueprint to your life.

If you're going into the military or the working world, find yourself. Learn as much as you can and be the best that you can be in whatever field you end up in. There's a priceless education that you're going to get with these options that college folks won't have until much later. Embrace that and find your purpose. 

The final quote from Adams summarizes everything beautifully:

“It is an important and popular fact that things are not always what they seem. For instance, on the planet Earth, man had always assumed that he was more intelligent than dolphins because he had achieved so much, the wheel, New York, wars and so on - whilst all the dolphins had ever done was muck about in the water having a good time. But conversely, the dolphins had always believed that they were far more intelligent than man for precisely the same reasons…” 

We see the world through a narrow lens. We make assumptions and judgments without seeing the full picture. Are we doing the right thing? Are we the best that we can be? Are we just following tradition because that's what others before us have done or are we carving out a new path for future generations to travel? Do we treat others the way they deserve or the way we feel we should be treated?

My final advice to you comes not from a novel, but from me. Be true to who you are, find that which makes you happy, stand up for what's right not out of obligation, but because it's what you believe, and leave the world a better place than it was left for you. 

If you remember nothing else from what I've taught you over the years, remember this: Question everything. 

As you reach your dark tower of a future and finally capture the mysterious entity you've been chasing, I wish you nothing but the best and a peaceful, happy existence. Remember me, remember those around you, and remember to raise your heads from those infernal devices you have glued to your hands and read a damn book.

Thank you.
