
A letter to my students. 
I guess one reason some people like to be teachers is that it gives 
them a chance to stand up in the front of the class and express their 
opinions on any topic and know the students have nowhere to go 
and will be forced to listen. (Even the bravest might feel awkward 
asking for a bathroom break at the very moment the teacher is 
waxing eloquent on some heartfelt subject.) So it seemed fairer to 
me to just post this on Blackboard and let you take it or leave it, 
read it or not, as your time and inclination dictate. 
A second and better reason to be a teacher is to be able to be with a 
bunch of amazing, energetic, smart, funny, mostly honest, creative 
and still somewhat idealistic young people like you. (The “mostly 
honest”, by the way, is based on my observation that, by contrast 
with most adults, you tend to say what you feel or what you 
believe, less filtered by what you perceive you must say in order to 
achieve pecuniary or professional advancement. Nonetheless, you 
are tactful enough to refrain from being as blunt as you might be 
about the shortcomings of your teacher – hence the “mostly.”) 
When I say “I love you guys”, I really do, and it’s not because you 
are perfect but because, on any given day, I see you working hard, 
taking the time to help and support each other, taking time to have 
a life, expressing your unique and hugely varied personalities in 
unique and creative and funny ways. I see a community which, 
despite inevitable cracks and fissures here and there, shares a 
common, mostly unstated, purpose of helping to make each other 
better and happier. Perhaps some students don’t identify that 
strongly with Langley, or have had some bad experiences, or think 
that they won’t miss it that much. But consider that you don’t have 
to have been in the center of every activity or every class or every 
party to have been part of, and benefitted by, this community. One 
of my favorite passages in one of my favorite books, Jaber Crow 
by Wendell Berry, presents his protagonist’s vision of a small 
Kentucky town, Port William, where he had spent a long life as the 
town barber and church custodian: 
 



What I saw now was the community imperfect and irresolute but 
held together by the frayed and always fraying, incomplete and yet 
ever-holding bonds of the various sorts of affection. There had 
maybe never been anybody who had not been loved by somebody, 
who had been loved by somebody else, and so on and on... It was a 
community always disappointed in itself, disappointing its 
members, always trying to contain its divisions and gentle its 
meanness, always failing and yet always preserving a sort of will 
toward goodwill. I knew that, in the midst of all the ignorance and 
error, this was a membership; it was the membership of Port 
William and of no other place on earth. My vision gathered the 
community as it never has been and never will be gathered in this 
world of time, for the community must always be marred by 
members who are indifferent to it or against it, who are nonetheless 
its members and maybe nonetheless essential to it. And yet I saw 
them all as somehow perfected, beyond time, by one another's love, 
compassion, and forgiveness, as it is said we may be perfected by 
grace. 
 
And every community you will ever be part of, in college or in 
your career, will be the same -- imperfect, and in need of 
correction, but ultimately not totally correctible. Your role as 
young people is to push as hard as you can, because coming to the 
world with fresh eyes and clever ideas and ample energy, you can 
see better than anyone what is in need of correction, and do what 
you can to change it. But your role as adults (which you are also 
now, for better or for worse) is to realize when pushing harder is 
not going to make change happen any faster, but only frustrate you 
more. So then you will settle on a pace of pushing that you can 
sustain. But never give up pushing, however gently. Know that far 
more effective than a lecture or a threat is an example or an 
invitation. Your greatest power is not necessarily the power of 
persuasion. It is the power of being a living example of what you 
believe in. 
 



I hope that what you believe in goes beyond simply achieving 
financial independence and material success. I have never seen a 
gravestone saying “he had a big house, and drove a Mercedes.” I 
know you will feel pressure to have all those outward tokens of 
having “made it”, but what you should want is the love of your real 
friends, not the envy of your rivals (aka “friends”, neighbors and 
business associates).  
 
As I told my daughters, do what you love, follow your dreams, and 
if your dreams don’t work out, you are smart enough to figure out 
how to get a job and pay the mortgage. Above all, be yourselves. 
For all that you might believe that in going to college you are 
going to be able to construct a new and better version of you, you 
are not going to fundamentally change your personality. But as you 
learn more and more, you can sharpen your understanding of how 
the world works and refine your values. Resist the temptation to 
read and listen to only things you know you will agree with. You 
may want to change yourself or correct your own misconceptions, 
not just change the world. 
 
For all that you should believe in what you believe, and hope to 
persuade others, maintain a sense of humility. Even if I have a 
better idea, that does not necessarily make me a better person or 
you a worse person. In perhaps the strangest love poem ever 
written, Czeslaw Milosz wrote: 
Love means to learn to look at yourself 
The way one looks at distant things 
For you are only one thing among many. 
And whoever sees that way heals his heart, 
Without knowing it, from various ills— 
A bird and a tree say to him: Friend. 
Then he wants to use himself and things 
So that they stand in the glow of ripeness. 
It doesn’t matter whether he knows what he serves: 
Who serves best doesn’t always understand. 



So, have the courage to be who you will be, even if not everyone 
agrees with your choices. If you love yourself, follow your dreams. 
If you love someone else, respect and understand and support their 
dreams. Expect disappointments and expect to have to work hard. 
This is a long difficult journey, but if you are light on your feet, it 
is not wearying. See clearly but laugh a lot anyway, including at 
yourself. 
Ite in pace (go in peace) 
Scott Stone  
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