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September 8, 2016 
Green Oval 
 
Hello, good evening, Excellencies, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, students, and friends of AUB.  
Welcome to, what I am quite certain, is the largest and most generous dinner that the President’s 
Club has thrown ever, so thank you all very much. 
 
So, as we gather today to celebrate another successful year of the President’s Club, it’s my duty to 
highlight the outstanding work of the club which is designed to provide our students with facilities 
and activities to improve their journey at AUB.  And make no mistake, AUB is more than just a 
university, in fact, it is a journey through life.   
 
Last week, at the Opening Ceremony for the academic year, we recognized two dozen faculty 
members who had spent at least 40 years by the completion of this academic year serving AUB.  We 
entitled our talk “A Legacy of Service”.  The reason we did this is to remind all of us, including us in 
the administration, on faculty, the students, and the staff, of the central role of service in the 
mission of this University.  The President’s Club actually embodies that service.   
 
Founded in the midst of the Lebanese civil war in 1981 at a time of great need, when electricity was 
even less available than it is today, and there was, to remind people, far less optimism than there is 
today, they have executed numerous projects here, in the Beqa’a, and all over, with the single 
purpose of supporting the mission of the University and its students;  the students, who are at the 
core of this mission, several of whom are here today, including some seated with us.  This, ladies and 
gentlemen, is really what the Founding Fathers of this institution sought.  They sought to make a 
better life for students so that they could go out and impact others in a way that would make their 
life more abundant.  And, as we mentioned on Monday, in our view service really lies in the 
surrender of entitlement in order to do good for those in greater need, whether it was the absence 
of an expectation that outstanding grades would mean absolving someone of the responsibility of 
having to work that much harder and taking loans that spared their parents the challenge of bearing 
alone their education, or of working with others, even in the midst of challenging times, to make 
sure that those even less fortunate, such as those unfortunate two million refugees in this country, 
in Lebanon, Lebanon bears by far the largest burden of refugees per capita, have something of a 
better life.  But to serve our fellows in need is not only an AUB virtue; it is critical to the high life, and 
the life of our sister institution, University of Saint Joseph, which is why I invited as my personal 
guest of honor, my friend and brother in service, Father Salim Daccache, President of the University 
of Saint Joseph.   
 
We and Saint Joseph have a long history which crisscrosses from proselytizing to secularism, but 
they have always converged our two missions in the service of humility and of humanity.  Among 
other things that the two of us share with the youngest of these institutions, the Lebanese-American 
University, are the examples being founded by missionaries to service those less fortunate.  We’ve 
embraced secularism and humanism, but we’ve all embraced service and scholarship together, and 
this year, we got the good news together that both, AUB and Saint Joseph are listed among the 500 
finest universities out of more than 10,000 institutions surveyed in the world.  The article in An-
Nahar which extoled this improvement could have been retitled “Congratulations AUB, but lookout, 
here comes Saint Joseph”.  To keep us on our toes, we have our provost, Mohammad Harajli, who  



 

 
 
 
everyday reminds me that we should not take anything for granted, neither the rankings or the 
financial aid that we were able to leverage for our students, nor the great scholarship of a faculty 
that continues to do more with less than any faculty I know.  And this year, I’m honored to say that I 
believe more deans have purchased tables, have come here in person, have brought their faculty to 
this evening than any other, and it’s only because, not only are they servant leaders, but we have an 
extraordinary faculty that is genuinely dedicated to make lives better.  So, I’d like to pay my own, 
personal homage to a wonderful faculty that has welcomed me with challenges and comradeship at 
the same time. 
 
I have been critical of our community; those who know me would find it unusual were I not critical.  
We badly under-utilize our state-of-the-art world-class sport facilities, that also we under-support 
our sports teams, and I am expecting to see a lot more of those faculty and students, and all of you 
distinguished Excellencies and scholars and leaders here, at more AUB sports games because I think 
it is an incredible opportunity to build team spirit.  We have world-class athletes; but we have only 
four scholarships for scholar-athletes.  By the time I retire, which I hope is not that far away, at least 
not that far away, I am looking at several of my trustees, we should have like 50 full scholarships for 
our athletes, and I am sure the President’s Club will take the lead in this area.   
 
So, in our mission, to be a great difference-maker, a non-sectarian, non-discriminatory, secular 
university, we have pushed our limits.  And this year, we meet probably twice a day with students 
who have more financial hardship than before, where more challenges in whom the increasingly 
grim outlook weather of the economy, or the political equity of our part of the world is becoming a 
reality.  They are worried about their jobs, I am happy to say that probably the most important 
aspect of our rankings, and I don’t over… I don’t want you to oversell these rankings, for us was the 
fact that we are among the 100 best institutions, in fact, we are 73rd in terms of the reputation of the 
institution to the employer, so I am reminding all the prospective employers to please hire our 
outstanding students.  They are great value for money.   
 
And I want to remind everyone that, had our Founding Fathers not pushed for access to all from the 
very beginning of this University, we would not be where we are today.  It’s been proven over and 
over again that it is a mistake to shut ourselves off from others.  Over the course of a little over a 
century, the greatest talents in this region have come to the great Lebanese universities, including, 
and I add with some chagrin, the Lebanese University.  On Sunday, I did an unusually candid 
interview with a journalist I respect in which I lamented the state of our national university here, the 
university that stood firm during the war, only to fall victim to political engineering after the war, 
and I pledged that, on behalf of the two oldest and greatest private universities, us and the 
Université  Saint-Joseph, and I know I speak for the two of us and our administrations, our hands will 
always be outstretched, not only to our students, but all of those leaders in the national university 
and across the Arab World as they seek to make progress for others.  We will always believe that 
there is a brighter day, built on cooperation and collaboration as opposed to competition. 
 
So, let’s celebrate together today, there’s much to celebrate; we were able to support more 
students than ever before financially, thanks to your help and our leaner and meaner budget, 
something that I look forward, to many years of leaner, but maybe not quite so mean, but also to 
your generosity and to the hard work of our students and to an especially capable leadership team 
of the deans and the provost and the COO and others.  I know I speak for many of us in higher 
education when I say that this is a challenging time.  A diploma cannot just be a diploma.  A diploma 
has to go back to what it used to be for AUB, and I see the Prime Minister knows exactly what I am  



 

 
 
 
talking about.  A diploma from AUB used to be a visa, a passport to a better day and a better 
opportunity.  So, that’s what we’re asking you to do.  Help us create more passports, more 
opportunities, more visas for our kids, so that even if they don’t leave the country and they stay here 
to work, and here where they’re badly needed to make an impact, that that visa can help transform 
their life, and that as daughters and sons of the Levant, whether they’re from Lebanon or Palestine 
or Syria or Iraq or anywhere in the Arab world, enough of them stay with their visas to make a 
difference here.  We need some of our most outstanding young minds to stay behind and not feel 
that they’re doing it only for sacrifice, to believe that they are doing it to help lead a transformation 
for a better day.  I think we can do this.  In fact, I know we can do this.  You might look at me and say 
that as a lung cancer physician and thoracic oncologist, I have a little bit of the fatal optimist, but I 
believe we’ve delivered both, here and everywhere we’ve been, I know that hand in hand with our 
partners at Université Saint-Joseph and at other institutions, but especially with our remarkable 
faculty, students, and staff, not only can we make a difference, we have to make a difference.   
 
And, so, as you enjoy your dinner with your generous and kind and remarkably gifted guests, think of 
those students, they are Lebanon and the Arab world’s best hope for tomorrow.  That is the central 
core of the President’s Club mission.  It’s why the mission was founded in the war.  And help the 
President’s Club, and help us, and help our colleagues in the institutions of higher learning make a 
real difference for a better tomorrow for Lebanon and for all the Arab world. 
 
Thank you very much, have a wonderful evening. 


