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I am truly honored to receive this award.  Those outside government service may not appreciate that the name Elmer Staats is said with great reverence by career public servants throughout the country.  When I met him, I understood he was a gentle man, a gentle soul.  When I came to understand his contributions - not only through his long service to the country, but also his devotion to and extraordinary accomplishment in building the professional civil service of our nation – I learned he was also a giant.  But he liked to remind me that he was first a boy from Hutch.  Hutchinson, Kansas.  I told him I had a soft spot for men from Hutchinson – I married myself one.  That was okay by him.  Showed good judgment – on my part and his. 

We would also join forces at times – both Kansans – and at Truman Foundation Trustee meetings, held at the Capitol, when Trustees Rep Ike Skelton or Senator Bond would throw out a casual comment intended to spark a little state rivalry, with a deep chuckle and a wink, Mr. Staats would send me the sign that I should banter back and stand up for the great state of Kansas – which I would gladly do, unless he decided to speak for our team himself.  I am grateful for this honor and this chance to share with you some thoughts about the Truman Scholarship and its promise for our 2007 Scholars.

When I was sitting in that chair lo’ those many years ago, I was excited, filled with questions and hopes and dreams.  But it wasn’t at the close of a week of intense learning, fun, and dancing on the Quad.  This was it.  This ceremony was the sum total of our interaction with the Foundation (other than later receiving checks) and with one another.  

Then, as now, the Scholarship was an investment in individuals - a critically important, most welcome, and gratefully received investment.  But it became in succeeding years something more.  You heard DeCarol Davis from the great commonwealth of Virginia talk about it last night, and scores of Truman Scholars hold it up as the greatest benefit of the scholarship – much more significant than the funding.  It’s the Community.  

Public service is hard work.  Many times it is three steps forward, two steps back.  It is hard work.  And like raising a child, and other – at times – seemingly impossible tasks (ask your parents) – it takes a village.  The Truman Scholarship moved beyond investing in individuals to creating a community.  It has become a village – there to support and encourage – constructively confuse – to challenge – to fortify – to lift up.

The Truman Community is an extraordinary “benefit” of the Scholarship, without a doubt.  I’d like to add another – and I would hold the two up together as the Scholarship’s greatest contributions or benefits to Scholars.  But hang with me a minute.  I’ll get back to it.

I’m at a podium on stage in front of a class of scholars about to walk across it to receive their award.  I feel I have been given to permission to be so bold as to offer a charge – I am a mom, you understand – I am comfortable telling you what to do.  And on that score, lest I forget: Eat your vegetables.

Scholars are responsible people.  They feel a great responsibility to all those who have invested in them – to their parents and families, their advisors and faculty, to their peers.  They also feel a great responsibility to their causes.  They take on responsibilities for making our world safer, healthier, more just.  And I thank god for it.  I do.

Your first responsibility, though, is to and for yourself.  And I certainly don’t mean that in the entitled, privileged college student way.  The world does not revolve around you, but surely you’ve discovered that.  And no one owes you your dreams. But you owe it to yourself to know who you are, what you care about, what kind of contribution you want to make in this world, and how you want to go about it.   You must be responsible to yourself – you must do the hard work of knowing yourself.  And then you must take responsibility for the decisions you make based on that self-knowledge.  

Everyone in this rooms cares about you – has invested their time, energy, and love in helping you become the person you are today.  You owe it to them and to yourself to listen to them, learn from them, appreciate them.  And make your own choices.  Take responsibility for the decisions you will make – to travel abroad or stay home, to go forward with law school or follow another path – to defer or not to defer…There are many wonderful opportunities for you to explore, and I would argue there are many good choices you can make.  The right choice is the one you make after careful self-evaluation. 

And then you take responsibility for it.  If it turns out great – it is your own.  If not, you are fully capable of making another choice.  Westbrook reminded us last night that personal responsibility was one of President Truman’s great character traits – the famous The Buck Stops Here.

So what’s that other benefit of the scholarship?  What can rival the contribution of the Truman Community?  I mentioned to a few Scholars and parents last night after the phenomenal Wild About Harry that I was going to have to rework my remarks.  I knew that the Scholars, well none of us really, was going to make it through straight-faced this morning if I began to extol the virtues of the application process.  But I like a challenge and I will not so much extol the virtues as state as simply as possible that the hard work that each scholar did to be here today – while it certainly did not start with the application – they have been living lives of service and leadership, I am confident, prior to submitting the application – They did the hard work of self-reflection.  To make it through to this point they had to confront the questions – who am I, what do I care about, what contributions do I want to make, and how am I going to make it happen.  The Truman Scholarship requires candidates to respond to central questions at the heart of living lives of public service, but also lives of happiness.  To love what we do, we need to know what fills our cup, we need to know who we are.  The Truman Scholarship has contributed to each Scholar’s self-knowledge, and has started a process that I hope will be revisited each time a new opportunity presents itself – you will look at the opportunity in light of what you know of yourself – will this prepare me for making that contribution, does it fit with who I am, does it offer me the means to effect the change I want to make in the world? 

The Truman Scholarship continues to give us both a community that supports and propels us – and really great questions that we can and should revisit as we move along our paths. 

So.

Have the courage to listen to others.  Take the risk of exploring options.  And then take responsibility for making your way in this world.  And get on with it!  

I’ll leave you with the words of poet William Stafford: 

Starting here, what do you want to remember?
How sunlight creeps along a shining floor?
What scent of old wood hovers, what softened
sound from outside fills the air?

Will you ever bring a better gift for the world
than the breathing respect that you carry
wherever you go right now? Are you waiting
for time to show you some better thoughts?

When you turn around, starting here, lift this 
new glimpse that you found; carry into evening
all that you want from this day. This interval you spent
reading or hearing this, keep it for life—

What can anyone give you greater than now,
starting here, right in this room, when you turn around?

Thank you.
