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Good morning!

Thank you, Father Jim, Principal Pam Lavar, friends and classmates who honor me with your presence, and thank you members of the Selection Committee, and especially, you, the parents, family and students of IC.


And you students--what a remarkable group you are!  

Virtually all of you are involved in every aspect of school: sports, National Honor Society, getting the best grades, community service, student government and of course, planning your very bright futures for college and beyond.  
 


And congratulations on your championship 2008 football team!

To be number one in your division state wide for 2 out of the last 3 years is extraordinary!

I graduated from here almost exactly 50 years ago—with the class of 1959, so that definitely makes me a senior citizen.  And when you get to this stage in life, the problem is that every current story reminds you of some event in your past.   


So here’s just one football story that my baby sister—Barbara, who is here today with us—reminded me about last evening.

It was the fall of 1964 and I was in graduate school in Philadelphia. I took the overnight train back to the IC homecoming game.  Yes, it was my fifth reunion, but it was a very special game because my middle sister, Joan, was going to be crowned Homecoming Queen.   The tradition then was that the father of the Homecoming Queen had to give a half time speech at Plunkett Field. 

Our dear late Father was never very politically correct.  He got in front of the mike and said that "the best thing about IC's football team is the cheerleaders and IC has the best looking girls in the conference."  

While it was probably true, it was not a real motivator to the football team. But it certainly endeared my father to my three sisters and all their girl friends!  

And, in Dad’s defense, remember, back then there were there were no sports for girls to be involved in - it was either cheerleading or the pom pom squad. Now you girls have volleyball (where you are always in top contention), basketball, softball, and others I’m probably missing. 
 


Let me also say a word of thanks to the parents of current and past students who are here.  Thank you for making the hard decision to commit to IC, and thank you for your involvement in all of the activities here.  I know that it is really most encouraging to all of those who watch IC’s progress either “up close,” or like Linda and me, from afar.


It would appear to us that Monsignor Plunkett's vision of “building the whole man” (P.C. - Whole Person) is still coming to fruition some forty years after his death.

 


This morning I am honored to stand before you to receive this award. It’s truly great to be back here in Elmhurst.  I had many great memories and built some very strong friendships here, as I’m sure you are doing too. 


Indulge me, please, if I take you on a brief trip down memory lane. 


When I graduated from this excellent institution 50 years ago, our country—our world—was a very different place. Still, the ongoing events both here and abroad were equally historic and even similar to today in some ways. 


In 1959, the world was divided between those who were free and those who were not. The communists overseas had dropped an Iron Curtain across Europe. And in Asia and South America they were spreading their ideology as far and fast as they could. 

Meanwhile, a national consensus that said government could and should solve all our problems was prevailing here in America. A two term Republican presidency (Dwight Eisenhower) was entering its twilight. And a charismatic young Democratic senator (John F. Kennedy), representing change and inspiring great hope, was about to take Washington by storm. 


As a young man equipped with a remarkable education from Immaculate Conception, a sound faith in the ultimate triumph of good over evil, and a deep trust in God, I stood side by side with my classmates to look ahead.   


I knew--actually my parents knew--because family decisions weren’t very democratic in those ancient days, that I should get a good liberal arts college degree from a Catholic school before I did anything further with my life.   

And that was something that ICHS had well equipped me for.  So I went off to Regis University with the Jesuits in Denver, and I recommend it to any of you who might be looking for that kind of an institution. 

And I learned how to take my IC basics and build on them—how to argue, how to think, (how to type!) and how to care both about the people around me and people around the world as well.   


When I was at IC, my parents had invited an exchange student to live with us for a year.  He came from the Communist zone of Austria, so my sisters and I learned first hand and up close from Hans Stecher what life was like under a totalitarian political system.   

And Hans spent a very special year here at ICHS while my sisters and I were in IC Grade School around the corner. (And, incidentally, we are still close to him and his family more than fifty years later.)  


It was that live experience that first opened my eyes to the living aspects of the rather dry history that we were learning in the classrooms upstairs in this very building.  


Fast forward with me: Bachelor’s in Denver, Master’s in Philadelphia, two school terms in London, more graduate work at Georgetown in Washington, then back to finish my doctorate in Scotland. 

Meanwhile marriage ten years after graduating from IC, two children, three grandchildren, and a lifetime spent building an institution—a think tank—in Washington. 


Why?   How?


Basically because the teachers here—priests, lay persons and the nuns—the Sisters of St. Agnes--gave us such a solid basis.   Not just in the three Rs.   But more importantly, in those ideas and principles that mattered throughout life.  It was that foundation that made everything else possible, because without the solid foundation, you can’t build a lasting structure on top of it.


So, just six short years after I left IC, I had moved to Washington and gotten involved in the policy process of our Nation’s Capitol.  


And then, in 1973, just 8 years later (and 14 years after I left IC), we started The Heritage Foundation.


As we started to build Heritage, it was quite a challenge in a very hostile environment.


But it was an environment that taught us that we couldn’t afford to dream small dreams, we couldn’t prefer simple tasks, or undertake easy challenges. 

And neither should you. 


The values I learned here and refined with my further studies would do more than just stimulate my imagination; we—my colleagues and I--believed our principles could and should affect public policy.  They should affect the way our country’s government works. 


We set out to make conservative ideas not just respectable but mainstream. To set the terms of national policy debate. To offer not a lament for a lost America, but positive, practical, alternatives to the failed policies of the old order. 

The Heritage Foundation committed itself to building an America where freedom, opportunity, prosperity and civil society would flourish. 

In 1977, I was selected as the president of our still-young research organization—or, “think tank” as it came to be known. With hard work, unwavering commitment to our goals, and steady conviction in our ideas, we set out to become a permanent institution in Washington.


What began as a small policy shop in a rented office on Capitol Hill with just nine staff members eventually became the entity it is today: A 240-person organization occupying two office buildings just two blocks away from the United States Capitol with 400,000 active members around our great Nation.   


I won’t go into any more details now—if you’re interested, you can get them at heritage.org.


I will say that today we, like all Americans, are proud to say that there is no more Soviet Union, that communism and collectivism proved weak and powerless against the forces of freedom and liberty. And we at Heritage are still very proud of all the work that we did to make that generation-defining victory over totalitarianism—and so much more—possible. 


Today, whether it’s improving our struggling economy or protecting our homeland from terror, we take pride in working with both parties to provide leadership on today’s most important issues. As a matter of fact, a major study released by an Ivy League University earlier this month declared Heritage one of the top two think tanks in the nation with the “Most Impact on Public Policy Debates.” 


As Heritage’s president for more than 30 years, it gives me great pride to look back at an idea fulfilled, at odds beaten, at challenges met, and at an organization still thriving and growing.

Today our own state of Illinois has given us a new man in the White House. Today we have an economic crisis that threatens the foundations of our free enterprise system. Today we have some leaders in Congress who see free markets and free peoples as problems, not solutions. 


Indeed, the road ahead for all of us is still filled with even more challenges and obstacles. These times require courage and faith, honesty and intellect, leadership and determination. These traits are forged with experience and education, and you are all blessed to be receiving both here at Immaculate Conception as I once did.


Like me, each of you is fortunate enough to be attending this great institution which will, I firmly believe, give you a head start among your peers when you leave. You’ll have the tremendous opportunity to follow in the great footsteps of those who – for more than 70 years now – have preceded you. 


The path to great achievement and higher purpose is not for the lazy or uninspired. You must study hard and continue to read often. (either the traditional way, or with a Kindle, which has recently become my constant companion both at bedside and on airplanes.)  

And always remember the absolute importance of family, faith, and good friends. I would be nowhere without them. 


When your time at Immaculate Conception is finished here, the world will be ready for you—and you will be ready for it.  

And I believe the world needs you.  


Whether you become an economist or an investment banker, a doctor, a lawyer, a teacher, an artist or a playwright, a government official or an elected political leader, whether you start your own business or do research on serious diseases, or enter the noble field of military service, or whatever you choose to do, the world needs you.  


The world needs women and men who will take charge, stand on principle, and begin anew. And today you begin establishing the person you will be tomorrow and for the rest of your lives.


The world needs real character. Real humility. And real faith. With these values there are no limits to what you can accomplish.


This is your time to acquire knowledge and sharpen your skills. You’ll need them as you prepare to step into the world and make something good happen. Eventually it will be your time to sow broadly and then one day reap an abundant harvest. 


I am privileged to call Immaculate Conception High School home along with all of you, and honored to receive this wonderful award from all of you.

Thank you all very much and god-speed to each of you.

PAGE  
1

