
 1 

Graduate Theological Union 2019 Commencement 
Henry S. Kuo 

 
From Holy Hill to the World 

 
 
Rabbi President Lehmann, Chair Hoganson, 
Deans Kim, Kook, and Arce, 
Presidents and Deans of the consortial schools, 
members of the faculty and, very importantly, dear colleagues, friends, and family, 
 

It is a great honor offer remarks on behalf of the graduating class of 2019, and I realize that my 

remarks comprise one of the last events of the day, so I will try not to make it longer than it 

needs to be.  Just a few weeks ago, I was traveling and I ran into this very well-known quote 

from the 18th century French author, Fougeret de Monbron, and it comes from his book that has 

the subtitle, “The Citizen of the World.”   “The universe,” he writes, “is a kind of book, and its 

first page is read by one who has only seen one’s own country.”1  I find that the spirit of that 

book in which this quote was embedded in describes the diverse and unique community here on 

Holy Hill at the GTU.  Every single graduate arrived at Holy Hill with the conviction that being 

good citizens of the world matters, and that our training here will provide the analytical and 

constructive tools necessary for deepening this conviction.   

The generous cosmopolitanism and passionate charity that form the heart of 

interreligiosity are important virtues that are even more important in our time to name, analyze, 

and confront many of the world’s problems.  And it sounds hopeless since these problems seem 

to metastasize with each coming day, achieving levels of depravity and suffering that hitherto we 

may not have imagined.  But our education and formation here on Berkeley’s Holy Hill is not 

                                                      
1 Louis-Charles Fougeret de Monbron, Le Cosmopolite ou Le Citoyen du Monde (Paris : Pierre Gosse, 
1750) , 3.  The original French writes, "L’univers est une espèce de livre dont on n’a lu que la première 
page quand on n’a vu que son pays." 
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about resigning in the face of those challenges in privileged despair, but about confronting them 

through conscientious and informed study, thought, and action.  We challenge the ruling 

paradigms of this world, not just by critiquing it, but by doing the hard work of constructing a 

better community that addresses those critiques.  It is this hopeful concreteness, this willingness 

to put pen to paper, paper to praxis, that describes what I call hope-making.  And as I see it, 

hope-making is at the heart of scholarship here at the GTU. 

Hope-making is not a short-term project – this is a vocation that will demand our lives 

and beyond.  And the best visions of hope and the most inspirational acts of hope-making are 

ones that we can realize in small ways here and now.  It is this appreciation of the smallness at 

which the greatest acts of hope often begin with that enabled John Calvin to remind his 

congregation that “nobody can travel far without making some progress each day, so let us not 

despair at the slightness of our progress, for our efforts are not wasted when today is better than 

yesterday!”2   

Here on Holy Hill, hope-making can come from the time and energy that our thesis 

committee members, mentors, administrators and fellow colleagues invest to every graduate in 

order that they can walk across the stage here today.  Some of us have committee members who, 

like all of mine, mentored and guided us from afar.  But for many of our graduates, they see the 

diamonds in our projects, the hope in our work, sometimes when all we see is dust, 

disorganization, and despair.  And for every graduate here, one of the most hopeful people who 

always reminded us on our satisfactory academic progress and encouraging us each step of the 

way, was Dean Kathleen Kook.  Every semester when I stop by Berkeley from New Jersey, she 

would always welcome me back with open arms.  And as she leaves our community to pursue 

                                                      
2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion III.vi.5.  I have paraphrased the translation.  I cite this in 
the realization that some readers might be wondering if I’ve confused John Calvin with Jürgen Moltmann. 
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her many other interests, Dean Kook, we will miss you, your warmth, your kindness, and your 

generosity.  As a parting gift on behalf of the Berkeley Journal of Religion and Theology, the 

journal staff would like to remind you that we are still awaiting your article on butt-kicking 

women in colonial New Hampshire.3  I hope that’s one of your projects you’ll be working on in 

your retirement.   

Acts of hope-making can also come from our colleagues and friends who journey with us 

as we wrestle together with difficult ideas and try to understand the impenetrable texts we read.  

The first two years of my program, a bunch of us studied together at one of the study rooms in 

the library’s basement, reading and re-reading texts that seemed never to make sense, writing and 

sometimes rewriting notes in preparation for our general comps.  But every Thursday night, we’d 

gather at what was the Daily Pint to chat about life, history, philosophy, and theology.  And let 

me tell you, you have not really understood the fun of a GTU education until you have engaged 

in a conversation involving Confucius, Aquinas, Augustine, Shibli Nomani, Heidegger, Metz, 

Moltmann, and Judith Butler all over IPA and fries. 

How these connect, I leave it up to you to figure it out. 

These small instances of hope-making point to the small lights that dance in the middle of 

great darkness in our world.  Doctoral education is not easy, and oftentimes we wonder whether 

the work we do really matters in the face of the enormity of today’s global challenges.  These 

moments of hope-making interrupt the despair that easily consumes us through Facebook or 

Twitter.  This hope enables us to stare at the world’s challenges in the face and, in the words of 

                                                      
3 See Kathleen Kook, “Volatile Legacy: The Meaning of Community in Early New Hampshire,” Ph.D. diss.  
(University of California – Berkeley, 1985).  If the reader wishes to read the article in a future volume of 
the Berkeley Journal of Religion and Theology, please encourage Dean Kook to submit it! 
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Johann Baptist Metz, to “dare history,” to dare possibilities for being more wholesome, loving, 

and affirmative communities.4 

And what is the point of daring history?   

Many acts of hope-making come from our own families and loved ones, who often 

provide the love and care that we scholars easily deny ourselves.  But some members remind us 

with the reason for our work, the reason for our vocations in hope-making.  As my dissertation 

entered its final chapter, my nieces were born.  Some of our graduates welcomed children and 

watched them grow alongside their theses or dissertations.  And a few are getting ready to 

welcome new children!  The presence of these children in our communities reminds us of why 

we’re in this vocation; why we pursue our research, why we engage the texts and traditions 

without financial payoffs or fame. 

My friends and colleagues, we’re in it to grow in knowledge together because what 

concerns us is the thriving spirit of our world that makes us truly and fully human.  Even though 

it seems to be less obvious in our day and age, we need to have the hope that this spirit can be 

seen again because it can indeed unite us in solutions, in acts of hope-making.  This hope – this 

hope that dares history – powers our convictions that the ideas developed here on Holy Hill 

makes a difference in the lives of many people who are suffering today.   

This hope empowers us to contribute to the book of the universe.  And as GTU graduates, 

we will continue to expand that book because the hard work of remembering a future through 

compassionate liberation and the construction of a more loving, gracious, and wholesome world 

remains ahead.  And we commit to contributing more to this book of the universe in hopes that 

future generations can read those pages we write, not with grief and shame, but with gratitude 

                                                      
4 This phrase came from Johann Baptist Metz’s address during his 2009 visit to the Jesuit School of 
Theology.  I am unable to locate the text of his address.  Please contact me if you have any leads!  
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and with inspiration for a constructing even better futures.  That hope is what we will continue to 

bring with us from Holy Hill to the world, to our next chapter of our life journeys.   

Thank you. 

 


