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While driving to a cross country meet last Novembéeard an advertisement announce
that, “choosing the right college is one of the tmgportant decisions of your life.”
Naturally, the ad went on to provide some advicéhimmost important of life’s
decisions. The right college was, of course, the maying for the ad. But | don’t want
to quibble with the ad’s conclusion (that a schzalled “Goldey Beacom College” is the
best). Although US News and World Report descrthesinstitution as one of the “least
selective” in admissions, and gives it no overatik, | have no real reason to question
the claim that Goldey Beacom College is the indbeddeal place to embark on a
successful life. But, like | said, | don’t wantftacus on which colleges are best. |
suspect many of you have already considered thastoun far too much. Instead, tonight
| want to address a belief that | consider morgecisthan the preeminence of Goldey

Beacom College.

This more suspect claim is that it matters a gileat where you go to college-- that
choosing a college (or being chosen by one) isrgooitant life event. | suspect some of
you subscribe to this view. As one commentatorh@nAmerican college admissions
process put it: “Winning admission to an elitesahs imagined to be a golden passport

to success; . . . failing to do so is seen as amtifg setback”.

Tonight, (with juniors just beginning the “collegeocess”, with SATs coming on
Saturday, and with seniors concerned about peragiptications) seems a good time to
examine this idea. After looking at the collegespion, | hope to interest you in a
broader question: What are the most important aessn life?

Back in the year 1986, after opening the dreadiedethvelope from, my first choice
college (Williams College) | weighed, my second #mdd choices: on one hand there
was Haverford College-- a small, selective, privaberal arts college founded in 1833



by Quakers in a Philadelphia suburb. And on tihewnbhand, Swarthmore College—a
small, selective, liberal arts college founded 887 by Quakers in a Philadelphia suburb.
If only | had heeded the warning of our radio achimanight have agonized over the
decision. | might have poured over rankings andtsteed every last sentence on each
schools web page. But, of course, in 1986 there we web pages, and | don’t

remember any agony.

Instead, | analyzed the matter like this: one gfatder brothers, Mike, was then a
freshman at one of the colleges. So | chose therotOh, how could | have been so
fickle and irresponsible! Imagine how much bettsrlife would be today if only | had
chosen the more selective of these two collegeswy ebuld | have let this most
important of life’s decisions depend on somethiadrevial as not wanting to be know as
“Mike’s little brother.”

And so, as | listen to the refrain of the radichjtyou can imagine the depths of my

despair. | had blown the call on this most impairZecision of life.

Or had 1?

When | ask student’s why they think it is importémit they go to an elite college, they
invariably respond that if they do not get intoddite college they won't get a great job.
From there, | am told, you will be just a few shstep from being thrown (like the third
servant in tonight gospel reading) into the darknesere there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth. We will come back to the tlsevants in Matthew’s Parable of the
Talents [Matthew 25: 14-30] near the end of torigytdlk.

Let's stay with the college question for a whilerso Will there be weeping and

gnashing of teeth if you do not attend an elitdegy?

There are several ways to approach this quesiitie. simplest way is to equate income
with success, and evaluate the question statistiga004 Atlantic Monthly article



entitled “Who Needs Harvard” took this approactheauthor found that the salaries of
elite-college graduates were not significantly leigthan the salaries of comparable

graduates of less prestigious colleges.

But perhaps, salary is not the same as succesaspéct few of us would use salary as
the only metric in evaluating the career succesoofeone like Jesus or Gandhi.

At this point you are probably anticipating thatill now denounce money and equate
success with selflessness, inner peace and a hevelwf civic engagement. Perhaps
one day | will be able to unhypocriticaly deliverchk a talk. Today is not that day.

Instead, tonight, | want to report on a simple gtugerformed.

Back in the fall of last year | sent an email te ommunity Center conference asking
people to send me the names of people they thaugleess. Over the past months |
have looked up the educational backgrounds of thesple. Are most of them graduates

of the most elite undergraduate colleges?

The answer is clearly, no. Of the 58 names subdhdtey four earned bachelors degrees
from Ivy League colleges. About ten more wentighly selective non-ivies. Almost
everyone else on the list went to colleges thagedrom the second-tier to totally
obscure. Unfortunately, | don’t have time to shaw all 58 people, but | do want to
present a slide show covering a fair number. I pakt the full results of my survey in an
email to the community. If the findings of my, aithedly flawed, study seem wrong to
you, | invite you to make your own list of succesgfeople and look up their

backgrounds.

Since the “talents” mentioned in Matthew’s gospel anits of currency, and the master

was evaluating his servants’ investment choiceggin the slideshow with an investor:

So, if it is true that attending an elite collegenot a golden passport to success, and if
attending a less elite college is not a majordé#back, then what are the important



decisions in life? This thought seized me as tiooed to drive my car to the cross
country meet. Perhaps it was my decision to misisyKerrane, or my decision to
become a teacher or a father. Yet, each timed to single out any one, big decision |
found it impossible to isolate. The decision tampds. Kerrane is small when
compared to the thousands of daily decisions | nadkeit HOW to be married to her.
The decision to become a father is small when coeapt the many small, daily
decisions on what kind of father to be. The boussllgdessings these decisions have
bestowed could easily be lost, simply by makingrées of small, perhaps imperceptibly
small, daily decisions on how to be a husbandfatheer or a teacher. Because it is the
small, daily decisions, (which is to say our hghiteit matter most of all, it should now
be clear why it doesn’t matter where you go toeggdl. What obviously matters much,
much more is HOW you go to college. For those Waee enjoyed dumb luck in the
college process, | recommend you start preparingdar luck to run out. For those who
feel unlucky, I am confident that the habits yoaqtice in your college’s classrooms,
laboratories, libraries and dorm rooms will quicklyershadow the affects of decisions

made in admissions offices.

The three servants in today’s parable were giveretdifferent amount of money, by a
stern master. Two of them used the money to make nmrThe third buried the money in
the ground and returned the original amount tarthaster. Whether due to laziness or
fear, this third servant risked nothing and did statve. He played it safe. This servant
is like the college student who squanders his pgaremoney choosing only the safest
classes and activities and doing only just enoogdutvive academically. He is like the
student who retreats from classmates of differackfrounds into a homogeneous social
group. He is like the partygoer who chooses thme-bet of intoxication over the
challenges of relationships. He is like the wodah so absorbed in his own success
that others are kept at arm’s length.

My message tonight is not that SATs don’t matter,that college doesn’t matter.
Rather, it is that each day of your life matterswtkas much as every other. There is
really nothing special about the days you spendiogemail from The College Board or



from college admissions offices. Just like evetheo day, these letter-opening days
provide an opportunity to practice good habits aianbody and spirit.
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