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Esteemed colleagues of Lebanon’s two greatest universities, 
 
The German man of letters Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wrote in his masterpiece Faust: "There are but two 
roads that lead to an important goal and to the doing of great things: strength and perseverance. Strength is 
the lot of but a few privileged men; but austere perseverance, harsh and continuous, may be employed by the 
smallest of us and rarely fails of its purpose, for its silent power grows irresistibly greater with time. 
 
As I said in my inaugural address as AUB president two years ago, for far too long AUB, the oldest 
university in Lebanon, has neglected to acknowledge or work together with its exceptional siblings in this 
country. The two and one half years that I have spent as AUB president may have been among the most 
intense and exhilarating of my life, but that time has done nothing to change my viewpoint that Lebanon’s 
higher education sector must align itself more in order to reinforce our common goals, needs, and purpose. 
If we are going to succeed in this challenging environment, I believe strongly that we must work together as 
a team—a body whose sum is greater than its component parts—to produce new knowledge and provide 
new opportunities for all of our extraordinary and ambitious graduates.   
 
While Lebanon has seven or eight universities of note, it is no leap of faith to say that l'Université Saint-
Joseph is by some distance our closest sibling. Our ages are similar: AUB turned 150 two years ago, and 
USJ turns 150 in 2025, I believe. We have both pioneered medical education in this region and continue to 
produce outstanding doctors and to care for our patients to world-class standards. It is fair to say that 
together USJ and AUB have cornered the market in educating the great names and history makers that this 
country has produced—USJ may outnumber us on presidents of the republic and others in Lebanon’s high 
political echelons, while I think we have the edge on prime ministers, and Palestinian revolutionaries. I do 
not believe either institution can boast a Nobel laureate or an Oscar winner… yet! But I have no doubt that 
several of those must be in the pipeline. We both have our roots in the Christian tradition, although AUB 
went from Protestant to emphatically secular in the early 20th century, and Saint Joseph has kept its 
affiliation to Catholicism, while both have opened up access to students of every religion, or of no religion 
at all. Perhaps the most striking difference between us is the use of the medium of the French language at 
USJ and our use of English as the language of tuition at AUB. But no doubt both our student bodies will 
routinely use not just two but three languages rolled into one! Maître! El fetoura, please! 
 
Seriously, it defies logic that USJ and AUB have had so little to do with each other over our long and 
illustrious histories. Why has there been no Lebanese equivalent of Oxbridge until now, or the United 
States’ Big Three? Of course the answer is complex, just as the makeup and history of Lebanon is complex. 
But that is also why today is such an important, even historic, moment in the history of our country—as 
Lebanon’s two premier seats of higher learning come together in a spirit of sincere partnership and sign this 
memorandum of understanding linking our two universities. 
 
Returning to Faust, Goethe wrote (and this time I have the original German): Was heute nicht geschieht, ist 
Morgen nicht getan... let me revert to the Irish poet John Anster's translation: 
 
 



	

	

 
 
 
 
Are you in earnest? Seize this very minute– 
What you can do, or dream you can, begin it, 
Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it, 
Only engage, and then the mind grows heated— 
Begin it, and the work will be completed. 
 
Yes, our work is bold, and self-confident, and ambitious, and all-encompassing. In this era of higher 
education, nobody can or should ever corner the market on excellence. And building higher and higher walls 
against the outside world is not only unwise; it is a surefire policy for ultimate irrelevance in my view. Nor 
do we seek partnerships with our partner universities, in Lebanon and all around the world, as a defensive 
measure, to cover one another’s weaknesses. It is genuinely a path to synergy in areas in which each side is 
outstanding, be it health, the humanities, the arts, science, business or engineering. This partnership between 
l'Université Saint-Joseph and the American University of Beirut will impact our students and our faculty and 
staff; it will impact our region; it will impact our research, teaching and service missions; and it is no 
exaggeration to say that it can impact the world. Indeed as we come together as a band of academic brethren 
and sisters, we are creating real value for our societies and a viable path forward towards a real, 
participatory democracy where the ultimate goal is a meritocracy, a society of enlightened peers. 
 
I would like to thank the AUB team who have helped bring this MOU to fruition and for the hard work we 
are going to do on our side to ensure this partnership fulfils our expectations and its full potential. And I 
would especially like to thank my friend and brother, Pere Professor Salim Daccache, his outstanding 
leadership team, and the faculty, staff and students of USJ, for their engagement in this partnership which is 
so important to this country and this region. 
 
Thank you, and congratulations to all. The best of these two great universities, and the best of and for 
Lebanon, is surely yet to come! 
 
 
 


