
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 

 

  

 

 

2026 Commencement Exercise 

Joe Youssef 

June 5, 2026 

Esteemed President Khuri, deans, faculty, parents, friends, and most importantly, 

dearest Class of 2026, 

Good evening!  

Look at the trees around you. I want you to hold that image for a moment.   

Now close your eyes with me.  

Imagine a young man, a few meters away from where you're sitting, beneath these 

same trees. AUB had just announced the full dollarization of tuition. Medical school, the 

dream he had fought for, was suddenly beyond reach. It was summer break. The 

campus was nearly empty. He sat there alone, looking up through the branches at a 

silent sky. He was grateful, nostalgic, and quietly wiping burning tears, not knowing if 

this was goodbye.  

Open your eyes.  

That man is standing here tonight. He is standing here because people inside 

AUB believed in something they couldn't yet see. I've turned that fact over and over in 

my mind for years. They fought for me because they saw me fighting.  But standing 

amongst you tonight, I realize this fight is a common battle we share. And it has a 

name… a word you've heard a thousand times. Maybe too many times…  

Resilience.   

We went through an economic collapse, a global pandemic, one of the largest 

explosions in history and not one, but two devastating wars. And yet … we persisted.  

While writing this speech, draft after draft, I felt uneasy with this inherited narrative of 

resilience: should we truly take pride in a trait born out of necessity?  
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I struggled to find an answer. But sitting with discomfort is where clarity begins. 

Resilience is our capacity to adapt in the presence of adversity. It is undeniably a 

strength. But resilience without ambition is mere survival. Resilience without vision is 

just endurance. Here at AUB, we are shaped with the truest form of resilience, the one 

worth celebrating. We are not here just to weather the storm. We are here to build 

shelters.  

AUB doesn't just educate you. It calls you forward, into excellence, into leadership, into 

something larger than yourself. And when Lebanon needed us most, we answered. 

Hundreds of thousands were displaced and had difficulty 

accessing healthcare. So faculty and trainees joined hands and opened free clinics to 

serve our community. We treated both wounds of the body and wounds of the soul.  

I still think about that one patient. She wasn't bleeding. She wasn't in physical pain. But 

she felt cold and numb with each airstrike she heard. In that moment, medicine wasn't 

about writing a prescription. It was about looking into her eyes and affirming her 

humanity in a world that felt inhumane. In the middle of a war, the most radical act of 

resilience was simply … presence.  

In those moments, resilience stops being personal. It becomes collective. Nursing and 

medical trainees showed up when showing up was hard. Faculty stayed when leaving 

would have been easier. Master’s and PhD students maintained faith in the future 

when the present felt impossible. Everyone showed up for one another without being 

asked. No selfishness, but rather a shared sanctuary. Just people quietly choosing 

each other. Just people openly embracing humanity.  

Never has AUB's motto resonated more deeply than in these years: "That they may 

have life and have it more abundantly."  

I want to take a moment to salute the people who carried us here. To our parents and 

families, you believed in us before we believed in ourselves. To our friends and 

colleagues, you made the hard days bearable and the good days unforgettable. And to 

our mentors, you showed us heights we didn't know existed, and then refused to let us 

look away.  

I could end this speech by simply telling you that the teenager I once was would be 

proud of the man standing before you tonight. And that would be true.  

But there is something I left out. That young man sitting beneath the branches, during 

that quiet, indifferent afternoon, had a dream. A dream he is still chasing today. A 

dream many of us share…  

He dreamed of a Lebanon where the young are born into possibility, not adversity. A 

Lebanon that is safe, stable, and full of promise. He dreamed of a Lebanon where 

resilience is no longer a daily necessity, but a patrimony of the past.  
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Class of 2026,  

The world is cold and numb. Now it’s our turn to heal it.  

Congratulations!  

 


