The Vocation of Education

I will work out the divinity that is busy within my mind
and tend the means that are mine.

Might the gods give me only luxury and its power,

I hope I should find glory that would rise higher hereafter.

—Pindar, Third Pythian Ode
I.

We rarely get the opportunity to speak publicly from our hearts.  When they come they should be embraced.  
So, let me begin by first thanking David Sill and the officers of the local chapter of Phi Kappa Phi for inviting me to speak at this evening’s initiation ceremony.  It is an honor of which I am not deserving.  Only those who live the motto of Phi Kappa Phi—philosophia krateito photon, loosely translated as ‘let love of wisdom rule humanity’—should stand before young men and women and presume to lead them out of the darkness and concealment of shadows into the clearing of wisdom.  To embody this demand today requires self-sacrifice.  And I have not made not made that sacrifice.  I pretend to be a teacher when all I ever wanted to be was a poet, a seeker and a surfer. I pretend to be a historian when all I have ever wanted was to be a man—a gay man—who was attentive to the world.  Perhaps tonight, I begin.  And if that is the case, then I speak only as a fellow sadhu, a fellow seeker, trekking with you through the mountains.
Now, before we get impossibly ahead of ourselves, let me congratulate all of the new initiates into Phi Kappa Phi—the undergraduates, the graduate students, the faculty, staff and alumni who are joining us today.  Looking back, today marks an end, a culmination and a fulfillment of years of study and discipline.  You are rightly proud and you properly bask in the presence, praise and love of friends and family.  You all deserve to be recognized for your excellence.  But we must not be tempted by either the illusion of the fullness of the present or by the nostalgia attendant in the retrospective gaze; our celebration tonight can only be a pause as we take the opportunity to gather our strength. This is the case because if you simply take your initiation into Phi Kappa Phi as an accomplishment—a line to be tucked away on a resume—then, you will have failed to understand the organization you are joining; you will have failed the trust of those who are recognizing you tonight; and, most importantly, you will have failed yourselves.  You will have failed the promise of what you have begun, betrayed the training you have started, and abandoned the duties to which you are submitting by joining Phi Kappa Phi, for tonight is less about the past and more about the future.  And this ceremony is less about applauding you for your achievements than about pointing you toward the responsibilities you are assuming.  So turning from the pleasure of celebration to the passion of action, turning from tasks accomplished nobly to action required yet unsuspected and outstanding, turning, then from past to future, let us meditate for awhile on the vocation of education which you assume tonight.
II.

Tonight you are being summoned.  That is what a vocation is:  a calling.  You are being called to join men and women who are committed to letting philosophy—the love of wisdom—rule themselves and humanity.  Now there is a curious thing about this summons to join a group that has as its rule submission to wisdom.  For to whom and to what do we submit?  The answer can only be ourselves. So, unlike most submission, which can visualized as bowing or kneeling, a lowering of oneself, when we submit to the command of philosophy, we rise to rule ourselves; submission to love of wisdom ennobles and dignifies us.  The rule of humanity by philosophy emphasizes the intrinsic height of humanity.

Tonight you are being summoned to rule yourselves wisely.  And to rule yourselves wisely, in accord with philosophy, is a demand to rule yourselves with practical understanding.  The Greeks called this kind of knowledge, phronesis.  And phronesis had some interesting characteristics.  Phronesis could not be reduced to a simple set of rules; it couldn’t be codified.  Further, phronesis was never complete; it was always outstanding, unfinished and mobile.  There is no ‘wisdom for dummies,’ so to speak; nor can wisdom be reduced to bullet-points and laid out ‘in executive summary.’  This is the case because of the structure of human existence; we are finite beings in a huge, complex and contradictory universe.  We seek understanding from within the totality of these things.  And so our knowledge is always partial, limited and haunted by shadows.  We humans (‘oi photoi), don’t have the luxury of Olympian illumination; we don’t get to see from the perspective of eagle-eyed Zeus.  We are stuck in the muck and mire of this world.  But, we also don’t have the comfort of animals; we don’t get to simply rest in the folds of the world, because the world just keeps running away from us and our habits and know-how. That is why we create phronesis, practical knowledge, to begin with; we are trying to understand our way as finite beings in an infinite world.  Barred from the magic mountains of the gods and exiled from the atavistic slumber of animals, we are beings of the middle, which is what the Greek word, ‘o photos, designates as human.  At best wisdom gives rise to rules of thumb, hints and sign-posts about how to live well, but those sign-posts always remain open to revision and modification in face of the mutability of the situation.  We are called to be wise, but denied entry into the kingdom of wisdom.  And here, at this point, Greek and Jew meet. The author of Proverbs chants, in Chapter 8, 
Does not wisdom call, and understanding lift up her voice? On top of the heights beside the way, where the paths meet, she takes her stand; Beside the gates, at the opening to the city, At the entrance of the doors, she cries out, ‘To you, O men, I call … O naïve one, discern prudence; And, O fools, discern wisdom.’” (Proverbs 8:1-5)
I understand the Proverbist to mean that the naïve (and authentically wise) prudently wait at wisdom’s door, while fools rush in.  A point confirmed later in Chapter 8: “Blessed is the man who listens to me, watching daily at my gates, waiting at my doorposts” (Proverbs 8:34).  Waiting and listening for wisdom to arrive, always available for its arrival, that is the hard lot of the way of the wise. That practice, lived over a life, shapes and molds us; it teaches us.  What does it teach us?
Well, as beings of the middle, it teaches us that we must rule ourselves, or, in other words, it lets us rise to be mature.  It lets us stretch out our hands to the door of wisdom.  Tonight you are submitting to the task of becoming mature.  You are stretching out your hands.  For that is what the vocation of education is: the summons from minority to majority.  And let me say, the transition to maturity is not easy.  Easier to crack open a beer, fall on the couch before the TV or the computer, our mechanical and virtual oracles, and peace out.  Immanuel Kant made this point with considerably more elegance in 1784, in his essay, “What is Enlightenment?,” writing,  “It is so easy to be immature.  If I have a book to serve my understanding, a pastor to serve my conscience, a physician to determine my diet for me, and so on, I need not exert myself at all.”  As we try to understand what it means and how to be mature, it behooves us to reflect for a moment on this passage from Kant, because if we give into the temptations of immaturity not only will we fail in the vocation of education, we will be threatened with “the shackles of permanent immaturity.”  Kant designates three threats to the assumption of the mantle of maturity.  The book, the pastor and the physician.  These three words, images and practices still seem to me to signify the forces which threaten the vocation of education which you are assuming this evening.  
Now, a quick aside, before we go forward.  It would be far too easy today to hear Kant as anti-book, anti-religion and anti-physician.  This is not the case.  Kant was a voracious and sensitive reader; more, he a prolific writer. Further, he was deeply marked by the Pietistic attitudes of his mother; they enabled a close, almost mystic, attention to the world.  And as for doctors … well I’m not sure.  I know he loved to walk, so I am guessing that he looked after his body.  The point here though is that Kant is not hostile to books, pastors or physicians, as such; rather he is hostile to their over-use and the illegitimate extension of their domination beyond the domains in which they should remain contained. Where should they be contained? Well in private.  And what does the private designate in Kant? The private zones are those organized institutions and mechanisms required for the conduct of human communal life; when we live that part of our lives and participate in the work and tasks necessary for the maintenance of the community—when we work in hospitals or serve as lawyers, when we work for the state or the IT start-up—not only can reason’s free use be limited, it must be limited. In private, we can be required to obey. He writes, 
Now in many affairs conducted in the interest of a community, a certain mechanism is required by means of which some of its members must conduct themselves in an entirely passive manner ….  Here one must certainly not argue, instead one must obey.  However, insofar as this part of the machine also regards himself as a member of the community as a whole, or even of the world community, and as a consequence addresses the public in the role of the scholar, in the proper sense of the term, he can most certainly argue, without thereby harming the affairs for which as a passive member he is partly responsible.

Kant gives examples that remain relevant: as officers or soldiers within the military, we must obey; but as citizens, at the same time, we have the duty to criticize those decisions if they seem in error.  Likewise, as members of the state, we must pay taxes, but as citizens, we must criticize the use of those (or the structure of taxation) if we believe they are misappropriated or unjustly levied.  What Kant objects to is a misunderstanding of where and when we must obey and where and when we must freely use our reason.  It was to the extension of private and necessary obedience into public affairs that Kant objected because that overextension keeps people from developing the practice of “using reason publicly in all matters.” In other words, their extension and illegitimate entry into public matters threatened maturity and, thereby, freedom.  In public, as members of the community as a whole, we must assume the mantle of maturity.  And the vocation of education is training in putting on this mantle. Education is then critical to the life of freedom. So, it is particularly troubling, then, when the vocation of education is threatened by forces and tendencies toward immaturity. In so far as the vocation of education (or in Kant’s terms, enlightenment) is the submission to the demands of maturity, when structures of domination threaten education, as scholars, we are required to speak out.
The vocation of education today is threatened from three sides.  
On the one side, education is threatened by work.  That might seem a curious thing to say today given the relentless and deafening demands to make education relevant to the job. But it must be said and defended.  We must work and we must work within the existing system of wage-labor and capitalist production that organizes work today.  In this regard, we must obey its rules and its ‘books.’  What are its books?  Well, work appears to us as sets of rules, sets of procedures, sets of values, sets of forms.  These values and procedures take the form of corporate mission statements, executive summaries, bullet-points, procedural manners … books, loosely speaking.  To agree to work, is to agree to submit to the handbooks of a company or a corporation.  These books are all forms of more basic rules and procedures—more fundamental books that govern capitalist production.  And the ‘book of capitalism,’ is reducible, in ‘executive summary’—to a sentence:  capitalism seeks profit by reducing everything in the world, including human beings, to a commodity to be exploited for competitive advantage.  We have no choice but to submit to this rule of capitalism today.  And yet, we must also point out that the basic rulebook of capitalism—to commodify human beings and the world—is destructive of human beings and the world. We dehumanize ourselves when we submit to its rules; we reduce ourselves to a means to the slippery end of profit.  And the pursuit of profit turns out to be such a slippery end, in fact, that it turn out not be end at all—just a means.  So we reduce ourselves to means for a means—a means with no end and no value; in other words, the handbook of capital reduces us to nothing. It does not raise us up, it undermines us. Work as configured today destroys the dignity of human life and it salves that destruction in the balm of consumption tailored to our unique tastes, to which it is entirely indifferent, so long as the satisfaction of those tastes through consumption can generate a profit.   The news provides endless examples, from the recent mining disaster in West Virginia to the assault by corporations on the law clinics that provide free legal work to the poor (and that is just from the last couple of days).  In this way, capitalism has been and continues to be experienced around the globe as active nihilism.  And it has been experienced this way since its emergence in the late 18th century, as the work of Marx, Baudelaire, Flaubert attest.  But we should not be led to think that only intellectuals describe work in this manner; E.P. Thompson, in his masterpiece of 1963, The Making of the English Working Class, rescues, “from the condescension of  history” the forlorn but powerful voices of English plebes; hear, now a verse from a song, “Lament,” by anonymous Lancashire weavers:
You gentlemen and tradesmen, that ride about at will,
Look down on these poor people; its enough to make you crill;

Look down on these poor people, as you ride up and down,

I think there is a God  above will bring your pride quite down.

Chorus:  You tyrants of England, your race may soon be run,

You may be brought  unto account for what you’ve sorely done.

And here is Samuel Law, a Tordmorden wever, writing in 1772:
Yes, the day is long, and in each evening gllom,

I mediate in the sounding loom ….

Meanwhile, I wove the flow’ry waved web,

With fingers colder than the icy glebe;

And oftentimes, thro’ the whole frame of man,

Bleak chilling horrors, and a sickness ran.
And, then, finally, Blake, from Songs of Innocence and Experience:
Then left the sons of Urizen the plow & harrow, the loom

The hammer & the chisel & the rule & compasses …

And all of the arts of life they chang’d into the arts of death.

Now, in so far as we import the rulebook of work into education, we import “the arts of death” and subvert the essential feature of education as a human vocation—the assumption of maturity.  Capitalism does not promote or effect maturity; it promotes immaturity and indifference to the dehumanization and destruction by which it functions and by which we transfer human wealth and creativity to a tiny sliver of the human population.  It holds open the door of consumption, the brothel of material satisfactions.  And it is a sign of maturity to point this tragic truth out, even as we live in its aura and even as we partake of its glory and fruit.  Maturity demands that we ask, at what cost, our civilization?  At what price in blood and barbarism?  And, to our students and to their parents and to the politicians whom they elect, we must say with determination and vigor: no, education cannot be and must not be reduced to job training.  It cannot and must not be justified by merely instrumental ends.  It must remain relatively autonomous from work.  Because, if education is reduced to work—to an arm of the ‘social factory’—then the very essence of education—freedom—is lost.  If we allow education to be reduced to a means, we give up the mantle of maturity and abandon the very possibility of guiding how the wealth of the collective human labor of the people and planet shall be used. 

Second, education is threatened by the professions and our accelerating reliance, in all phases of our life, on technical expertise (in Kant’s phrase, ‘physicians’).  Again, this may seem curious to contemporary ears, since many of you, if not most of you, have been trained in a profession. The professions develop the highly specialized forms of knowledge, procedure and rationality by which our modern, information society functions.  These men and women—you—perform or will perform vital functions in our society; and when we become professionals we agree to submit and obey the best standards of those professions.  We agree to obey the rules of the professions, in order to guarantee the delivery of the goods, services and information necessary for everyday life. But, we go badly astray when we allow the rules and procedures of the professions to infiltrate our public collective life and when we think that education must be organized as a profession.  Specialists know their field well; they perform their functions disinterestedly, neither fearing some or favoring others, to paraphrase Max Weber. But as citizens, in our public lives, we are required to make stabs at understanding the whole, at understanding the interaction of the systems and procedures that constitute the totality of our collective existence; and we are required to do this in full awareness of our values and our interests. And at helping with this task, while the knowledge of the professions are necessary, they are not sufficient.  In fact, if we just approach the total problems of the course of our collective life from the perspective of any given profession, those professional perspectives do harm. That is because in trying to fit the whole of the world into a professional or disciplinary frame, the fundamental ambiguity and complexity of the world is lost. So, while it may seem right and proper, because of the complexity of our world, to turn over decisions about environmental policy or energy policy or health policy to experts, we would be wrong to do, because as specialists, these men and women are not trained to see the human dimension of these issues.  To touch on the human dimension of these problems requires wisdom and maturity and wisdom is not reducible to the know-how of the professions.  So while it may be easy for us to always think like engineers or pharmacists, or while it may be easy for us to turn over education to education specialists, it is not the mature thing to do. None of the problems that vex us—from the environment to the politics of sexuality—can be solved from the perspective of a single profession.  To turn over decisions regarding these affairs to professionals or even to approach these problems merely as professionals makes us, in Max Weber’s lasting phrase from The Protestant Ethic and Spirit of Capitalism (1904-1905), “specialists without spirit and sensualists without heart.” We develop technical solutions to problems from within our professions without stretching out to approach the spirit, or the overall effect and consequence of our solution or solutions.  We rush through the door of control and ease that the professions and disciplines provide into the lap of immaturity.  Instead, the vocation of education demands that we rise to the task of supervising the disciplines.  And this requires an education beyond the disciplines and professions and that is suspicious of them and their creeping prerogatives.  And if educators abdicate this responsibility, if they don’t perform it in their own actions, if they don’t engage in a dialogue with themselves, their students and the broader public about the limits of the professions, we undermine one the pillars of the freedom that defines our public, collective life, the public use of reason.
And, finally, the vocation of education today is threatened, globally, by resurgent fundamentalisms (‘pastors,’ in Kant’s phrase).  In the face of the allied assault of capitalist work and administrative expertise, humans resist.  In the face of the active nihilism of consumer and information capital and the subjugating effects of professionalization that take more and more matters of human life out the hands of human beings and train people to think that they have no capacities beyond that of performing certain specialized functions, humans say no.  They seek to assert that there are fundamental values that govern human life and they seek to assert that together and separately human beings all have competence over the deepest matters that effect and define human life.  They look for aid in restoring dignity to human life and nurturing courage in the face of the hostility of the world.  And they find those resources in the cores of the great religions.  For that is what religion does: it imposes a “radiant dream” between the believer and “the terror and horror of existence” (the phases are Nietzsche’s).  And it doesn’t matter if that radiant dream is Mt. Olympus, a restored Caliphate, the new Jerusalem high on the hill, or the restored Temple, that dream is the atmosphere in which a people find shelter and the possibility of dignity.  
But today, generally, religious revivals, in response to the totality of the assault by nihilism, are intolerant in style and practice.  They demand complete submission to their particular rules and books; they denigrate difference and belittle other faith systems.  And all of this is tolerable, in private.  But when these practices of intolerance infiltrate the public sphere and education, there is danger.  Because the public is defined by freedom.  When, as a people we decide what is right and wrong on a set of purportedly foundational texts, when we attempt to use these texts as ready-made answers to contemporary crises, we find ourselves tempted by the door of immaturity.  And when education begins to ape these practices—when for example, it promotes learning as rote memorization, when it fetishizes tests and scores, when it embeds itself in textbooks and promotes textbooks as sources of knowledge without making visible the machinery of interpretation, exclusion and power that generate all texts, then education betrays itself.  And, again, it is our duty to say to those who would seek to import the intolerance of fundamentalisms into education: no, you, too, shall not pass.  Education as vocation demands that we confront text and meaning without guardrails and safety nets.  It requires that we learn to tolerate uncertainty.
So, the vocation of education today is threatened by indifference, passivity born of professionalization, and intolerance.  Each is easy and each threatens our ability to live up to the duty that we be mature.
And, with Diogenes and Rousseau, I am often tempted to put out the lantern.

III.
But I will have gone too far; I will have let myself get carried away by metaphors.  I remember, with Robert Frost, in his 1931 lecture, “Education by Poetry,” that 
all metaphor breaks down somewhere. That is the beauty of it. It is touch and go with the metaphor, and until you have lived with it long enough you don’t know when it is going. You don’t know how much you can get out of it and when it will cease to yield. It is a very living thing. It is as life itself.
I have gone on long enough about threats to education.  All I am saying has been said before; education as the process of submitting to maturity has always been threatened by this or that.  The real question is what does it mean to embrace education and maturity today?  You see, we shift from one metaphor (threat) to another (embracing).  That is the real part.  And the hard part.   The embracing.  It requires we look at ourselves and our world and ponder, are we mature, today?  What is maturity, now?  What is the task of maturity, in this moment?
In the face of the indifference and nihilism that capitalism cultivates and feeds on, the vocation of education requires that we cultivate aesthetic engagement with the world.  We must cultivate our aesthetic capacities; we must cultivate the uselessness of art.  For only the useless and excessive can be an end.  Only the excessive can provide a platform onto which we climb to escape the flatness, from which we can see and from which we can sing out.  And we all want to build and climb up, because it gives us delight.  Frost reminds us that 
we, being all of us too much poets. We like to talk in parables and in hints and in indirections—whether from diffidence or some other instinct …. I have wanted in late years to go further and further in making metaphor the whole of thinking.

Our ability to create metaphors, to weave and drape webs of significance over a meaningless and chaotic world is alone what makes us human.  Nietzsche pleads with us to recognize that the “world is justified only as an aesthetic phenomenon” (“Attempt at Self-Criticism,” The Birth of Tragedy).  Art is for Nietzsche “the highest task and the truly metaphysical activity of this life.” So tonight as you pledge yourselves to the rule of humanity by wisdom, you pledge yourselves to the task of creating yourselves, your communities and the world as a work of art, through which existence will shimmer.  While this means that you should each take up an art—painting or the guitar, photograph or film-making, voice or poetry—it means more than that as well.  It means that you are pledging yourself to develop the strength to create the values by which we as a people ought to live in our virtual age.  It means that you take up the task of creating the future.  And the future can only be created through the womb of art. As Frost remarks, all thinking is “just putting this and that together; it is just saying one thing in terms of another.” The vocation of education requires that we educators “tell [you students that and] set … [your] feet on the first rung of a ladder the top of which sticks through the sky.”  Build ladders to the heavens. Take on impossible tasks. Cultivate the useless and excessive.
In the face of the professional tendency to remain only in one area of comfortable competence and to retreat from the risk of the whole—a behavior that is a form of cowardice before things—the vocation of education demands that we cultivate the courage to engage and experiment.  Tonight, as you step on the first rung of the ladder to nowhere, you commit yourselves to the task of open-ended experimentations on the shape and course of individual and collective life.  Michel Foucault, the great French philosopher of power and the social sciences, retracted this demand from Kant’s essay in his own recreation of it.  He wrote that the requirements of enlightenment and education demand “the permanent creation of ourselves in our autonomy.”  What this means is that we must always ask what does a free life look like under contemporary conditions.  Are we autonomous if we all have guns but kill ourselves with them at rates that are exceeded only in the most violent parts of the planet?  Are we autonomous if we drive our cars and trucks but cook our planet and acidify our oceans?  Are we autonomous if we choose our doctors but the bureaucrats who have run the private health insurance corporations deny our claims?  Is that really autonomy?  I don’t know.  And I don’t think any of you know either, if you are mature enough to admit it.  And all that those admissions mean is that we have to experiment in relation to all of these issues.  All I do know is that only the immature would think that there are ready-made answers to these questions.  And it is an abdication of the vocation of education to walk away from asking and trying to answer questions like this.  These questions—inconvenient all—demand being asked.  And the vocation of education requires that we be willing to experiment—without preconditions and proscriptions—in answering all of them.  And these experiments cannot be done in the lab; the experimentations that I am talking about with Foucault, are experiments that can only be lived.  We have to have the courage to experiment in our lives or we are lost. 

Because these, ladies and gentlemen, are the simple problems.  If we can’t find the courage to experiment in relation to them, what about the problems raised by our increasing ability to manipulate our genome? Or our increasing ability to pharmacologically modify the processes of our minds? Or the increasing fusion of the virtual and real? Each of these issues takes us to the edge of our humanity.  Do you want to give up your voice in determining if and when to leap? Do you? I think not, because you are here tonight, assuming the mantle of maturity.  So by all means, submit to the training and the rule of the professions, but cultivate an active engagement in wildly different endeavors.  And, more, don’t ever abandon a stake in trying to understand and shape the total structure of our society.
And, in the face of intolerance and the demand that we submit to the domination of this or that absolute, the vocation of education demands that we nurture ease and delight in ambiguity and uncertainty. While you are called on to experiment in creating the future—to believe passionately in your vision of what we as a people require in our contemporary age—you are also enjoined to a certain humility.  To know that your solutions and your futures will always remain one amongst many.  You will win only so many adherents; your metaphors, works of art and visions of the good life will only carry the day so far, with so many people.  Your good words will break and fail. Join with T. S. Eliot in his lamentation: 
the end and the beginning were always there
Before the beginning and after the end.
And all is always now. Words strain,
Crack and sometimes break, under the burden,
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish,
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,
Will not stay still. Shrieking voices
Scolding, mocking, or merely chattering,
Always assail them. The Word in the desert
Is most attacked by voices of temptation,
The crying shadow in the funeral dance,
The loud lament of the disconsolate chimera. (Four Quartets)
There will always be some who resist you and your good words; who live by other metaphors, other values, other myths.  And you are required by the vocation of wisdom to honor their refusal.  Foucault reminds us that we “must turn away from all projects that claim to be global or radical.”  
And that, my friends, may be the hardest part of the mantle you assume tonight, the sharpest strap to tie. Because creation implies faith and belief.  And belief implies power.  But wisdom demands is that we recognize the limits of our good words.  We must hue to them—we must keep them near in the desert of our exile—but we must also distance ourselves from them.  We must abandon that which we believe and love and see our beliefs from the perspective of others, who will find them strange and weird.  We must embrace what Kant, in his essay, “Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View,” calls our “unsocial sociability.”  This curious feature of our being—our desire to be with others in antagonism—is the root of culture, enlightenment and education. Kant writes, 
By “antagonism” I mean the unsocial sociability of men, i.e., their propensity to enter into society, bound together with a mutual opposition which constantly threatens to break up the society. Man has an inclination to associate with others, because in society he feels himself to be more than man, i.e., as more than the developed form of his natural capacities. But he also has a strong propensity to isolate himself from others, because he finds in himself at the same time the unsocial characteristic of wishing to have everything go according to his own wish. Thus he expects opposition on all sides because, in knowing himself, he knows that he, on his own part, is inclined to oppose others. This opposition it is which awakens all his powers, brings him to conquer his inclination to laziness and, propelled by vainglory, lust for power, and avarice, to achieve a rank among his fellows whom he cannot tolerate but from whom he cannot withdraw. Thus are taken the first true steps from barbarism to culture, which consists in the social worth of man; thence gradually develop all talents, and taste is refined; through continued enlightenment the beginnings are laid for a way of thought which can in time convert the coarse, natural disposition for moral discrimination into definite practical principles, and thereby change a society of men driven together by their natural feelings into a moral whole.

In maturity then, we find that our dearest beliefs are hostage to others who don’t share them.  And, their antagonism and resistance to our myths and dreams dignifies our beliefs and us, because their resistance creates a height beyond us.  Their resistance marks the doorposts of wisdom of which the Proverbist sings and at which the naïve and wise wait with outstretched hand.  Their antagonism to our faith creates for us the necessary uncertainty against which all faith tests and discovers itself.  So, we find ourselves raised to our heights by those whom we don’t understand and can’t comprehend and who, in return, neither understand or comprehend us.
And, finally, we must cultivate these modes of being fiercely.  Maturity requires a certain fierceness, a doggedness and determination that taps into the deepest wellsprings of our being.  I learned this lesson only after my mother’s death, only after I faced the world without the comforting reassurance that I could ever again go home.  To live requires ferocity.
The vocation of education—to create, to experiment and to humbly submit to uncertainty—requires those who submit to it to defend it militantly.  And with that we approach the deepest and hardest duty that the vocation of education demands.  And that is that we nakedly face and confront the tragedy of human existence.
IV.

So, here it is.  When I began by saying that education was a vocation to which you are agreeing, freely, to submit, this is what you are being asked to submit to.  When we rise to become men and women and put on our mantles of maturity, our lives shine tragically.  Consider, I have set before you three demands of education: to create, to experiment and to embrace uncertainty by cultivating humility.  It is not hard to see that these three demands cannot be easily reconciled. 
To create is to pour ourselves into a single project, as opposed to any other.  To do justice to creating ourselves and our futures requires injustice to other possibilities.  And yet I have suggested that the vocation of education demands that we experiment with ourselves and our society; that we fluidly move from one act of creation to another.  In order to be just to the enriching possibilities of experimentation, we are inevitably unjust to any one project. And finally, to create, to act requires commitment of power and resources; it requires that we love our creation.  And yet, I suggest to you that the vocation of education requires that we recognize the uncertainty and ambiguity that attends all creation and all systems of belief.  Our values and creations, our ways of life will always be limited; they will always face opposition and resistance.  We must shroud our absolutes in uncertainty; we must read our most sacred texts heretically.  And we must do this in order to be just to those who live by other absolutes.  And so, again, to be just, requires injustice.  We must betray that which we hold most dear.  And this structure of necessary sacrilege and betrayal is unavoidable—unavoidable—because it emerges out of our being as human beings, hung as we are in the middle of existence between divinity and nature.  Knowing these things doesn’t help us avoid them, so our existence is tragic.  
What could it possibly mean then to assume the mantle of the vocation of education?  It can only mean one thing.  It can only mean that we are calling you today to join us in performing this necessary and unavoidable sacrilege.  It can only mean that we are calling you today, and that you are freely agreeing, to live your lives tragically, to live your lives in a way that you sacrifice what is most dear to you in the face of the irreducible plurality and alterity of human existence.  Build your ladders to nowhere, but know and understand that when you get to the future, you will have to share it with others who live and love differently.  
And, worse, understand that you may have to fight and die on your ladder, defending maturity.  Not all human beings seek to nurture maturity.  There are groups and institutions roaming our planet that would shackle us to permanent immaturity.  And—even with the words, humility and art, plurality and uncertainty ringing in our ears—I have no choice but to point out that we may be called upon to destroy those who don’t value maturity.  Maturity may yet demand a defensive, existential war against immaturity.  And in defense of the vocation of education—in defense of creation and experimentation—we may yet be asked to wield the quick-sure sword of destruction.  And in defense of uncertainty, we may yet be required to face the unavoidable certainty of death. 
To be mature. 
To defend the possibility of maturity.
V.

Allow me to conclude by telling you a story.  A myth really.  Its about the Tao Te Ching.  An important book.  One of the first books.  Written by a man, Lao Tzu, Lao Dan, or Li Er, or maybe many people.  Now the story goes that Lao Tzu was old and tired.  He lived in an era of war and inner strife.  He tired of the court (at which he worked keeping archives) and so set off for exile.  He took little with him.  On his way, he was stopped at the border and a border guard (Yin Xi) asked him to write down what he had learned before he could leave. That’s how we come to have the Tao.  
Now, Berthold Brecht, a twentieth century German play-write and poet retold this story and elaborated on it*.  In his telling, “Legend of the Origin of the Book Tao Te Ching on Lao Tzu’s Way into Exile,” Lao Tzu has a boy help him leave on an ox.  When they got to the border, and Lao Tzu was asked to declare his valuables, he said, ‘Nothing.’  The boy, however, said, ‘Teacher.’ This remark draws the incredulous interest of the border guard, Yin Xi … really, a teacher?  You can almost hear him, this fragile, crackling voice, echoing through the gramophone of history, ‘that old broken down bag of bones?’  But, up for some fun, or just to relieve the boredom, he asks the boy, ‘so what did he discover?’ ‘Well,’ the boy says, “That yielding water in motion /Gets the better in the end of granite … You get me: the hard gives way.”  That was met with a silent guffaw and the ‘teacher’s’ papers quickly returned and the party waved on.  
But, as Yin Xi watches the old teacher pass behind a swaying pine, he has a doubt, a moment of uncertainty, and he calls out, “Hey there, stop! Not so fast!” Perhaps, he thinks, there is value in this old bag of bones after all.  So, the sage sighs;  Lao Tzu can only think about the interruption to his journey to the peace of the hills.  He sighs and has the boy turn the ox round and back to the border Lao Tzu is carried.  Lao Tzu now addresses Yin Xi:  “This [my teachings] interests you?” With some disbelief.  And the customs official rises to the occasion with honesty.  ‘Not at all or not really,’ but what gets the better of what, “who gets the better of whom, that interests me.” Yin Xi cares about the border and his task and asks Lao Tzu, “Write it down for me.  Dictate it to this boy./You don’t take things like that with you. Have a care. Of paper and ink we’ve a copious supply.”  This request shows some depth and passion.  The young man is not just doing his job, but living his job, attuned to both the demands and the possibilities of his profession.  
Brecht now has the sage reexamine the official: “Over his shoulder the old sage now/Glanced at the man. Patched coat. Never owned a shoe. One deep wrinkle his brow. Oh, this was no victor. So much he knew. And he murmured: ‘You, too?’” The sage, you see, sees, in a dark reflection, a fellow seeker.  He sees, curiously himself.  And so, Lao Tzu reflects, “To reject a courteous suggestion/[For that, I am] too old.” The border guard has recalled Lao Tzu to himself: he has summoned Lao Tzu to his maturity.  And so, Lao Tzu yields: “‘Those who ask a question/Deserve an answer.’”  Then stays, the old man he does, for seven days and seven nights, dictating to the boy eighty one verses that the boy presents to the border guard as a “small memento.”  That small memento is what we know as the Tao Te Ching.
What are we to make of this myth in its retold, twentieth century, German version? Minimally, that the Tao Te Ching is the result of a request by a border guard to have a sage write his wisdom down.  Brecht suggests as much: “But not to the wise man alone our praise is due/Whose name adorns the book Tao Te Ching./For the wise man’s wisdom must be dragged out of him too./So the customs man also deserves our thanks for the thing:/He did the eliciting.” The moral Brecht withdraws aims to ennoble the common man, Yin Xi.  It is the little man doing his job that history should remember because, in this case, it is the invisible and forgotten man who asked Lao Tzu to write who turns out to be the author of this book.  And further, that it is the agency of the common man, the plebian, that is the evocative source of the wisdom of the high.  So at one of the origins of history, we find an absence.  High culture is a product of popular culture.  The first author turns out to be a reader.  And the first writer, turns out to be … Well, much could be made of this.  And much has.  

For us, though, what has this story to do with the vocation of education?  Well, everything, in fact.  In it we see played out all the duties that the vocation of education demands: creation, experimentation and uncertainty.  But most we see the performance of maturity and the tragedy that maturity necessarily entails.  
We see each character create and abandon his creation: Lao Tzu dictates his wisdom and abandons it; the boy creates the moment between the border guard and Lao Tzu out which the Tao Te Ching will emerge and yet he abandons that position to become just a scribe; and Yin Xi, in the pursuit of being a better border guard, betrays his function as a border guard while he attends to Lao Tzu and lets “smugglers and those on the run” cross the border with impunity.  
We see each experimenting with his life: the boy who sets off on an adventure which promises no security, Yin Xi who wants to understand how in yielding, the yielding getting the better of the hard, and Lao Tzu who at the end of his life is willing to experiment and dictate his wisdom.  
And we see each confront uncertainty:  Yin Xi who lets them pass and then makes them yield (‘hey there, not so fast!’); Lao Tzu who is forced to reflect on the certainties that have driven him out of his homeland and returns one last time to the Middle Kingdom; and the boy whose uncertainty about his master’s initial response to the border guard’s question (‘what valuables do you have?, Yin Xi, asked;  ‘None,’ says Lao Tzu) starts the whole process. ‘None,’ wonders the boy?  ‘That can’t be right. You [Lao Tzu] are valuable.  You’re a teacher.’  In the boy, in particular, we see the illuminating powers of ambiguity and uncertainty emerge. For it is the boy’s insolence that gets the whole thing going, his unruliness.  And, in the end, it is the boy’s uncertainty that dignifies the old man; his disobedience redeems Lao Tzu.  
And, of course, we see the tragedy of human existence.  We see that the border guard and the boy are forgotten and ground into oblivion. The boy even more than the border guard, Yin Xi.  So, it is the boy who is the forgotten of the forgotten. It is the boy who occupies the position of greatest luminosity within the black sun of existence. 
Maturity begins with uncertainty.  It begins with the boy who challenges his old master and wonders, ‘nothing valuable …. That can’t be right … you have also sorts of valuable stuff.’ Without that little heresy, without that little act of disobedience, we would not have the wisdom of the Tao.  And maturity is developed through experimentation; it develops in the young border guard, Yin Xi, who wants to improve in his profession by reaching beyond it, to the seemingly strange and irrelevant wisdom of an unknown and strange man.  No where in the handbook for border guards does it say: ‘stop old men claiming to be teachers’ and ‘disregard your duties as you attend to the needs of strange people.’ Without courage to go beyond and disobey the procedures of his profession, Yin Xi could never have risen to maturity. He grows as a man and professional when he steps out of his profession to supervise it, calling out, ‘hey there not so fast.’ Without his courage to experiment, we would not have the wisdom of the Tao.  And, finally, maturity emerges and blossoms in the old man’s humility and love; he is humble enough to recognize in the border guard another seeker (‘you, too?’) and forgo his own quest for peace and pause, giving up a dream that was dear.  Lao Tzu sacrifices part of himself out of love and from his love for another he speaks and creates: ‘those who ask a question deserve a response.’ Without his humble passion, we would not have the Tao.
With that friends, I am finished.  You wondered what you were submitting to when you joined this fraternity.  I doubt you expected that.  

Still, those who ask deserve a response.  What does it mean to ascend to the duty of Phi Kappa Phi? What does it mean to say, philosophia krateito photon? It means that you are submitting to the interminable task of becoming a human being—to the task of creating, loving and experimenting, even in the face of uncertainty, with enduring humility.
It means you should try to become mature.

Thank you.

Eric W. Ruckh, Ph.D.

7 April 2010
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