Mr. President, Trustees, distinguished guests, faculty, students, and parents, it is a great honor to be recognized in this manner by this institution that has meant so much to me over the years.  I am thankful for all the blessings that I have received in this life.  As you heard, I am an academic transplant surgeon.  I believe I have the best job in the world.  Every day I get to take someone who is dying or has given up hope to the operating room and by sewing in a new organ, give them back their life.  My bulletin board is studded with pictures my patients have sent of children who would not have been born, grandchildren they would have never know, daughters their widows would have walked down the aisle, and sunsets their spouses would have watched alone.  Each day I am privileged to take part in this uniquely human experience.  I am invited to participate in the most intimate, dark, and joyous moments that the human condition offers.  These experiences have shaped who I am and have guided me through my journey. Life has many lessons to share; some will be acquired the hard way and some may be imparted more gently perhaps when we least expect them.  I humbly submit to you a few thoughts for your consideration.  Perhaps 1 or 2 might resonate with some of you. 

Live each day like it was your last …because it might be:

I left St. Lawrence in 1982 and went out into the world thinking many heady thoughts but certainly not about my own mortality.  Several years later I would be told that I had an incurable heart disease with a poor prognosis.  Over night I went from being a doctor to being a patient.  In order to reduce my chance of dying suddenly had my chest opened and paddles placed around my heart connected to a large battery pack implanted in my abdomen.  It essentially was the defibrillator machine you have seen used countless times on TV to shock a heart that has stopped.  I received one of the prototype devices and it was large enough to make my waist line increase by 2 sizes.  I was told I would never complete my surgical training and that I should go home and get my house in order.  I decided very quickly that none of that worked for me.  I convinced the hospital that it was ok if a doctor had an illness and this was how I wanted to spend whatever time I had left on this earth.  That was 20 years ago.  Now the device has been moved to my shoulder and is half the size of an ipod. 

Follow your dreams.  Don’t let anyone tell you can’t do something that is important to you.  Live each day like it was your last.

Free your mind and your spirit:

Don’t let convention limit you.  Don’t accept that things should be done in a certain way because there must be a good reason why they have always been done that way.  Until 1995, people who donated kidneys were subjected to an operation that left an enormous wound and included the removal of a rib.  When we developed a procedure in which the kidney could be safely removed through tiny incisions we were considered heretics.  Our first manuscript describing this new operation was rejected outright.  The editor of a prestigious journal stated, “There is no reason to change an operation that has been successfully performed for over 40 years”.  He obviously had never donated a kidney or asked his patients, as we had, what they perceived as the largest barrier to donation.  Our operation is now the standard throughout the world and has been responsible for thousands of people deciding to donate a kidney who might otherwise not have and not just to loved ones but neighbors, church members, and even to people they don’t know.  

Think differently.  Challenge convention.  Grow a ridiculous mustache.  It’s a lot of fun and you may just change the world.  Free your mind and your spirit.

Don’t be afraid to fail …but don’t fail:

Allowing your self the luxury of failing is very liberating.  Try it.  Tell yourself that it is ok if things get all screwed up and that failing generally won’t cost you your life…then study your subject, cover your bases, and leave nothing to chance.  Use overwhelming success to subdue imminent failure.  Don’t be afraid to fail.

.

Give back more than you have received:

When I was a junior at St. Lawrence my physiology professor, David Hornung pulled me aside and challenged me to be better.  He asked me why I marginalized myself academically by expending so much of my energy in nonacademic pursuits including fraternity life.  He told me I was one of the most talented students he had taught and that it was inexcusable that I was not fulfilling my potential.  We agreed to disagree but I never forgot those words and that he cared enough to speak them. He told me I could be better and I believed him and I was.  

Challenge young people to fulfill their potential.   Invest yourself in the promise of those you mentor.  Don’t be consumed by yourself.  Give back more than you have received. 

Lead a life well lived:

Ask yourself each day if you are proud to be you.  If the answer is no, do something different with your life.  Serve mankind in some meaningful way.  You do not have to be in a helping profession to help other people.  Leading a life well lived means rejecting our natural tendencies to be petty, selfish, and greedy.  Life is a great gift; don’t waste it.  Whatever you invest in the service of others will be multiplied many times in the richness of your life and the beauty of your soul.  Trust me I’m a doctor.  Lead a life well lived.   

Congratulations to all of you and thank you for your attention.

