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Address at Pope John Paul II High School 

National Honor Society Induction Ceremony 

Francesco C. Cesareo, Ph.D. 

President, Assumption College 

 

It is a privilege to be here with you this morning to celebrate with you your induction into the 

National Honor Society.  I would like to thank Mr. Keavy for his invitation to speak to you on this 

occasion. Congratulations on your accomplishments and hard work that have merited this recognition. 

 

You have all heard of the great Renaissance artist Michelangelo.  As you know, Michelangelo 

was not only a painter but also a sculptor.  When Michelangelo prepared to sculpt something from 

marble, he sought the best piece of marble that he could find.  Once he identified that piece of 

marble, he pondered that piece of marble and believed that his task was simply to free from the 

marble the form that was already present in the marble.  In other words, he saw himself as simply 

lifting out of the marble the masterpiece that was already there waiting to be brought to the surface.  

I think that Michelangelo=s approach provides a perfect image not only for this day, but for the 

purpose of education itself.  Each of you are like that piece of marble and today’s induction into the 

National Honor Society witnesses to the fact that you are a masterpiece in the making, slowly 

emerging because of your education.  The faculty see in you gifts and talents that they believe can 

be drawn forth and allow you to be transformed in the same way as Michelangelo transformed that 

piece of marble into a masterpiece.  The task of the curriculum that has structured your education is 

to draw out the potential that lies within each of you and allow you to become more fully human.  

The word education comes from the Latin word, educere, which means to lead forth or to bring 

forth.  That indeed is the value of a liberal arts education, which I would like to focus my remarks 

on this morning.   

 

The liberal arts are grounded in what was called during the Renaissance the studia humanitatis, 

that is, that body of knowledge that will make one more human.  Such an education unlocks or 

liberates the potential that lies within the depths of who you are as human person.  Which means 

that education is more than the accumulation of facts and data or the acquisition of a set of skills.  

Education is the formation of an individual, it touches our minds, hearts, and souls, thereby 

transforming the very depths of our being.  This transformation is possible when one’s education 

flows from the liberal arts tradition.   

 

The liberal arts are essential and valuable whether you plan on a career as a business person, 

attorney, educator, scientist - whatever you eventually end up doing in life.  St. Augustine, saw 
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education as the building of character (De Trinitate, X, 17), which would in turn impact the way we 

live our lives and ultimately impact the society in which we live out our lives (Sermo, 267, 4).  

However, for many today, education, especially higher education, has become simply a means to an 

end, the avenue by which one attains a set of skills that will lead to a particular job and a desired 

socio- economic level.  Higher education has become too interested in “training” students and less 

interested in the engagement of ideas and the cultivation of moral and spiritual values that will truly 

form and transform the essence of the human heart. A liberal arts education stands in contrast to the 

“training students for jobs”, value free approach that has penetrated the landscape of higher 

education.  People are trained to perform chores, which is not the purpose of a liberal arts 

education.  The goal of education is to teach you to stretch, to grow, to ask questions, to engage, to 

explore, and to discover what is beyond the specific task. 

 

Ultimately a liberal arts education is meant to help you discover your vocation in life, and once 

you have discovered that vocation, to prepare you to live out your vocation.  This is not simply 

career preparation, but rather coming to an appreciation that our own unique vocation is a calling 

from God, something holy.  In discovering your vocation you will determine that which will give 

meaning to your life, the principles that will serve as the foundation for the way in which you will 

live your life, that which will allow you to live a life that will bring you human happiness.  The 

question that you should be asking yourselves is “How do I want to live my life?  What is my 

mission in life?” The goal is to enable you to discover your vocation in order to contribute toward 

the building up of the Kingdom of God. 

 

This process of vocational discovery occurs best within the context of a liberal arts education. A 

liberally educated person is curious, dares to know, has courage and ambition appropriately 

balanced by reflectiveness, humility, and openness. To be liberally educated is to develop a sense of 

wonder, to imagine, to re-examine one’s views.  The liberal arts offer you the freedom to ask critical 

and fundamental questions, to grow, to fail and to excel and, perhaps most important, to cultivate 

the courage to learn and imagine.  A liberal arts education asks what is worth knowing?  What is 

justice, beauty, courage, and virtue?  We grapple with these questions by reading the classics, 

which lead you to re-examine and strengthen your own values, to create and define yourself in 

response to these works.  Strengthening one’s character through an examination of probing 

questions and submitting our beliefs to rigorous scrutiny is necessarily a daunting experience.  Yet 

there is no easy, comfortable road to learning.  We are assisted in this process by reading and 

re-reading the notable texts of both western and non-western traditions.  The liberally educated 

individual will read Homer, Thucuydides, Plutarch, Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle, Virgil, Cicero, the 

Bible, Augustine, Aquinas, Dante, Galileo, Machiavelli, Shakespeare, Hobbes, Locke, Tocqueville, 
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along with Confucius, Cervantes, Melville, Virginia Woolf, Flannery O’Connor and countless others.  

We read these and other influential writers because they have wrestled with our goodness as well as 

our flaws, our promise, limits, and paradoxes.  They have explored questions about courage and 

moral issues and what it means to be human. 

 

For this reason, education must go beyond the transmission of basic knowledge and skills to the 

exploration of values and ethics that allow for the betterment of the individual, who in turn will 

improve the society in which the individual lives. I am referring to the education of character, which 

provides you with the foundation to form you into responsible citizens and agents of change and 

renewal.  Responsible citizenship means attention to the well-being of all persons, it means social 

responsibility to the poor, the marginalized and the dispossessed, it means being individuals of 

integrity and honesty who are motivated by what is right, true, and good, it means affirming a set of 

values and modeling one’s life on those values. 

 

The world today needs more than ever individuals whose education has contributed to the 

formation of values and attitudes that expand one’s awareness of the world and enlarge one’s 

humanity, which means putting our sights on loftier goals.  Speaking to students during his 1979 

pastoral visit to the U.S., Pope John Paul II, your patron, reflected this goal of education:  

“Materialistic concerns and one-sided values are never sufficient to fill the heart and mind of a 

human person.  A life reduced to the sole dimension of possessions, of consumer goods, of 

temporal concerns will never let you discover and enjoy the full richness of your humanity.”  

 

By the liberal arts tradition students are provided the educational opportunity to foster the life of 

the human spirit, nourish that life so that wisdom may be attained, expand their vision of the 

possible and to clarify their own basis for hope, discover those realities that are worth living for and 

those that are worth dying for.  A quality liberal arts education makes available to students the 

educational opportunity to gain an appreciation of the dignity, the beauty, and the sacredness of 

each individual human person.  This educational experience allows students to come to an 

appreciation of the critical importance of preserving and affirming values in all relations – 

individual, family, local, national, and international relations – and to an appreciation of the 

consequences of failing to affirm and preserve values.  Both by affirming and preserving values and 

by failing to do so, we shape the world we live in for better or for worse, for ourselves and for 

succeeding generations.  But to the degree a person does not understand one’s life and one’s world, 

that person cannot shape them.  Therefore, the liberal arts seek to address the deepest desire in the 

human heart by educating for vision, by educating for hope, and by educating for responsibility.  
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Ultimately, the liberal arts humanize us.  While the focus of education is on intellectual 

development, we know that persons are more than simply a mind.  The liberal arts employ a 

holistic approach to education which addresses the intellectual, spiritual and moral dimensions of 

life.  Life involves values, and all values are rooted in our intellect, our emotions, and our spirit.  

The liberal arts touch us in all three areas – we discover new truth cognitively, we experience it 

affectively, and we live it with our lives. 

 

The liberal arts prepare us for a lifetime of learning and endless opportunities, not simply for a 

job.  Studying the liberal arts produces in students a desire to continue growing and learning.  The 

liberal arts order the intellect, engage the heart, quicken the creative impulse, and awaken the spirit 

anew to the fullness of life possible in this time and place.  You have been engaged in this process 

which will continue as you advance in your studies, allowing you to become the masterpiece that 

God has intended you to be. 

 


