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All the Best  

 

 

Dear excellencies, trustees, administrators, faculty, staff, friends, parents, and 
especially the American University of Beirut graduating class of 2026,  
  
Good evening and welcome to your AUB graduation! As you sit here, your friends and 
family members with you, either physically or in spirit, you will be struck by two 
overwhelming feelings; the first, a combination of relief, wonder, and joy that you are 
completing your journey, or at least this phase of it, at the American University of 
Beirut, the oldest and by some distance the finest university in the Middle East and 
North Africa. The other feeling is one of excitement, anticipation, and, if we are honest, 
even anxiety about the next phases of your lives. What comes next, you will be asking 
yourselves? How can you learn from this period of turmoil in ways that will help you 
navigate this next chapter?   
  
Painful as it may be, I believe it worthwhile to reflect on lessons learned 
during the often turbulent years while you were at AUB. You experienced the whole 
gamut of emotions during your education so far: from hope to despair, from tragedy 
and betrayal to renewed confidence, trust, and resilience. As bright, accomplished, and 
increasingly perceptive AUB community members, what you cannot fail to realize is 
that not all of you experienced any particular period in the same way. In today’s world, 
with social media and artificial intelligence further 
polarizing stances, almost all collective experiences divide opinion, including the 
current wars in Lebanon, the region, and beyond.   
  
As you graduate, we reflect on an often-understated aspect of your education at this 
magnificent institution: the capacity to come to know those previously considered as 
“other,” to grudgingly accept and eventually respect their right to a differing 
viewpoint from your own. And, with time, to recognize that disagreement does not 
require distance, to move beyond it without letting that define your relationships, to still 
be able to wish others well in their paths. This is not the universal university experience 
today.  
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The greatest universities are built on the principle of challenging dogma. Why then is it 
so difficult to genuinely listen to and consider a perspective so different from one’s 
own? I cannot but emphasize the importance of allowing space for others to express 
their opinions, no matter how offensive they may seem to you. For eleven years, we 
have adhered strictly to the principles of academic freedom, perhaps best articulated in 
1967 at the University of Chicago in the Kalven Report. I encourage you to read it.   
  
Commissioned by then-president of the University of Chicago, George Beadle, and led 
by the distinguished legal scholar, Harry Kalven, the report contends that to preserve 
and protect academic freedom, the university must resolve to allow the 
broadest possible scope of discourse, diversity of opinion, and avoid censoring even 
the most offensive language while debating the salient issues of the day. This, while 
forswearing official university positions on matters as often as possible, exempting from 
these principles only clear incitement to violence. This is a difficult charge, 
to encourage disagreement and dissent in pursuit of ultimate truths, all while 
keeping the peace. But that must be the charge of the modern academy, one 
which many universities have recently strayed from.  
  
Understanding and forgiveness are difficult, but laudable human qualities. In the 
polarized world we live in, it behooves us to accept that diversity of viewpoint, to be 
less certain and more forgiving of the perspectives and lives of others. But since the 
AUB community has  indulged my proclivity for unusual metaphors, including over your 
time here, I will take you on one last circuitous journey, via a singer-songwriter that the 
majority of you, including many of the distinguished folks seated on the graduation 
stage, have never heard of.  
  
John Prine was born in a suburb of Chicago, one of America’s greatest cities, 
to parents from rural Kentucky, a piece of the American heartland he 
frequented growing up and one he identified deeply with. Prine enlisted and served for 
five years in the Vietnam War, after which he worked in the US postal 
service while singing in obscure bars in Chicago until his discovery. He had periods of 
great creativity but also suffered terrible setbacks. Perhaps most devastating from the 
personal perspective, he was twice divorced.   
  
As Prine relays it, he received his second set of divorce papers via the Christmas mail. 
His initial response was to buy the train set he had longed for since childhood and to 
nail it to his soon-to-be ex-wife’s prized dining room table, to quote him, “Just because I 
could.”  But after that, Prine wrote a beautiful, bittersweet song, “All the Best,” which 
featured prominently in his comeback album, The Missing 
Years, compiled after surviving an aggressive head and neck cancer, with its 
debilitating treatments.  The song contains many lessons, some of 
which I will emphasize today as we go through its spare lyrics.  
  
He starts out:  
  
“I wish you love  
And happiness  
I guess I wish   



American University of Beirut 
PO Box 11-0236, Riad El Solh, Beirut 1107 2020, Lebanon 
T +961 1 35 00 00 – Ext 2650 | communications@aub.edu.lb 

aub.edu.lb 

 

You all the best  
I wish you don't  
Do like I do  
And ever fall in love with  
Someone like you  
Cause if you fell  
Just like I did  
You'd probably walk around the block like a little kid  
But kids don't know  
They can only guess  
How hard it is  
To wish you happiness”  
  
Give the man credit, and take a page from his book. What Prine makes clear in this 
opening stanza is that despite his own heartbreak, he does not wish his former 
companion the same torment. He does not see his ex-wife as an enemy, someone 
to take revenge on.   
  
Think of your own challenges and adversities, all you have learned at AUB throughout 
this time of upheaval. So many of you have rallied to care for those less fortunate, to 
support classmates who have suffered profound losses, and to help others through 
hardships that may far exceed your own. Even the simple act of overcoming all the 
mental, emotional, financial, and physical challenges of completing a course, or even 
an exam. Through this, I hope and trust you have learned what it is to put yourself in 
others’ shoes, to empathize with and forgive others.   
  
These are not lessons to throw away, as John Prine emphasizes in his next stanza:  
  
“I guess that love  
Is like a Christmas card  
You decorate a tree  
You throw it in the yard  
It decays and dies  
And the snowmen melt  
Well I once knew love  
I knew how love felt  
Yeah I knew love  
Love knew me  
And when I walked  
Love walked with me  
And I got no hate  
And I got no pride  
Well, I got  
So much love that I cannot hide  
Yeah, I got  
So much love that I cannot hide”  
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That love that he could not hide led John Prine to write many more great songs. And to 
marry a third time, a happy union which lasted through the end of his life. Class of 
2026, time and again, I have seen these very same qualities in you. You too have 
learned that when it really matters, you, like Prine, can have “no hate and no pride.” Try 
to remember that as the next set of challenges which pits you in an 
adversarial situation arises. If you follow that along, perhaps one day you too will have 
“So much love that you cannot hide.”  
  
Parting is painful. In his last stanza, which I won’t go through, Prine sings about how 
people drift apart, how “your heart gets bored with your mind, and it changes you.” And 
that is true. We all change. We part from people whom we once were close with. 
But in the more than eleven years since I assumed this role, I 
have fortunately only seen a very small number of individuals leave this institution filled 
with bitterness, anger, or resentment. That cannot and will not be your fate. The ties 
that bind you to one another and to AUB, your alma mater, are tensile and strong. As 
you graduate, as you move on to the next great chapter in your life, commit to wishing 
all others, not only those whom you agreed and aligned with “all the best.” Please do 
stay in touch, not only with your university and your friends, but even, 
when possible, with those you came into conflict with.   
  
  
“I wish you love  
I wish you happiness  
I wish you love  
I wish you happiness  
I guess I wish  
You all the best”  
   
Congratulations, and all the best to you, AUB’s magnificent graduating class of 2026!   
 


