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Good evening, everyone.

Dear graduates, the good news is that after successfully completing hundreds of assignments, projects and exams you are only a few minutes away from officially graduating with some of the most sought after degrees that higher education can offer, congratulations [pause]…the bad news is that I have been informed that there is one additional exam that all CEMS graduates need to take before the degrees are handed out and before we proceed further this requirement needs to be completed [pause]. Don’t worry, for this final exam you don’t need calculators, computers, or artificial intelligence…you don’t even need pencil, paper or textbooks. All those things will be completely useless to help you pass this test.
Before I administer the exam, let me tell you a quick story which will hopefully help you pass [pause]
When I was a young engineer, only a couple of years after graduating, I had the privilege of working as an assistant to one of the greatest engineers in my native country, the Dominican Republic. He had been a successful engineer for decades designing and supervising the construction of buildings, bridges, ports, tunnels and many other structures all over the country and even internationally. He was about to receive the highest life-time achievement award given to an engineer in the Dominican Republic. His name was Leonte Bernard Vasquez. He founded the university I attended as an undergrad and even ran for vice-president of the country on one election! A few days before he received this award, he allowed me to read his acceptance speech and that speech changed my life. The speech did not mention a single project, and it did not mention any of his many accomplishments. The speech was tilted “The Main Characters in the Story of my Life”. In this speech he spoke at length about a handful of people that since his childhood had made a lasting impact on his life personally and professionally. That impressed me profoundly and I vividly remember how the speech ended: “Nothing comes out of nothing…in addition to our own efforts, our accomplishments are largely determined by what others have poured into our lives by their words and deeds. Knowingly and often unknowingly, a handful of people become the main characters in the story of our lives just as we become characters in the life of others.” [pause]
Well, here is your final test…are you ready? [pause] Can you take a few moments in silence to identify a handful of people that have become the main characters in your life up to this point? People that have made a significant impact and have poured into your life the ingredients necessary to achieve this important milestone in your life. Family members, friends, teachers, coaches, etc. Let’s take a moment of silence to do that.

[pause for 20 seconds or so to give students time to reflect]

Did you pass? I am sure you all did.
Finally, as you leave this graduation ceremony tonight and embark on new adventures, I encourage you to live a life such that when others think about the characters in their life’s story, when they think about people that they are truly grateful for; they think about you.

Thank you.

