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A PROFESSION OF BELIEF
Very briefly. . .

I believe in the importance of the Humanities because I believe in humanity—or, at least, I believe in our shared potential for reasoned discourse and compassionate behavior.  

I believe that, despite our iniquitous inclinations, there is something in our minds that recognizes what is fundamentally right and something in our hearts that is deeply moved by undaunted decency.

I believe our lives achieve meaning to the extent to which what we do corresponds to what we say and what we know to be right. . .

And I know it is right to love our neighbors as ourselves—whether they are Christians, Muslims, or Jews;  whether they are gay or straight;  whether they watch Fox News or MSNBC;  and whether their lives are guided by Spinoza or Jerry Springer.

I believe in what my college—Wofford College—has defined as the “unfettered pursuit of knowledge”. . . a pursuit that leads me to affirm the probable validity of evolutionary theory, of human contributions to climate change, and of the bedrock truth in all the world’s great faiths.

I believe our country is at this moment at an historical crossroads and that our future as a nation will depend on a willingness to put the good of all before the selfish interests of a few—a willingness that depends most especially on those of us who are ourselves among the privileged few.

I believe Justice Holmes was profoundly wise when he declared that for the simplicity on this side of complexity, he would not give a fig, though for the simplicity on the other side of complexity he would give all that he had. . . which is to say, I agree with his implication that the over-simplifiers are among the great enemies of humankind—the demagogues and rabble-rousers whose power depends on fomenting hatred and fear among the gullible.

I believe in the things that have given me my greatest joy—music, literature, painting, and dance;  well-loved friends and unexpected strangers;  the musky aroma of coffee, the sultry allure of olives, and the amorous savor of chocolate;  the never-failing mystery of my wife, the endless delight of my children, and the incorrigible doggishness of my dogs;  above all, in the reassurance I repeatedly get from those whose words and deeds confirm what a truly noble spirit once said to me, “You know, doktor. . . human beings are fundamentally good.”

I believe I have at last come to understand the ancient Chinese recommendation that, in order to get the most out of life, we should eat, drink, and occasionally watch our neighbor fall off his roof. . . 

Which is to say I believe there is little use for pontifications of this sort.  Therefore, though I am grateful for this award, I shall now pipe down.  

Many thanks.

