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75th Commencement Address on May 22, 2022 

by Don Mullan 

 

Thank you. 

I must begin by thanking the President of King’s College, Fr. Thomas Looney, and the College Board of 

Directors, for the immense honour of receiving an Honorary Degree from this esteemed institution. Please 

be assured that I am sincerely moved and humbled by your gesture. I must also thank Jackie Grant, 

Executive Assistant to the President, who had been meticulously gracious in helping to organise my visit to 

King’s College. 

Thinking about this convocation address, I recalled the day, some 43 years ago that I too sat in a large 

auditorium, near Belfast, with my best friend from Derry, John R. Coyle, for our own graduation. For the 

life of me, I cannot remember who gave the convocation address that day, or even a nugget of what he or 

she said. So, in a sense, this is a ritual that has to be endured and yet I set myself the challenge of leaving 

you with a small nugget of wisdom that you might remember throughout your life.  

I will share it with you at the end of this address. 

The theme I chose for this address is ‘The Miracle of YOU’. And I really mean that, for life is a great miracle 

and so is each and every person in this auditorium.  

I am fascinated by the fact that everyone of us is a mathematical improbability. Statistically, there was a 

greater chance of you and I not existing. 

The statistical improbability began one wonderous moment – but for many of us, embarrassing to think 

about – when our parents made love. According to Dr Charles Lindemann of Oakland University, between 

180 million to 400 million sperm are released during an ejaculate, each programmed with the task of 

seeking out and fertilizing the prized egg in the fallopian tube. It’s a race that makes the over 40,000 

runners in the New York marathon seem insignificant.  

Just imagine, if any other of those 180 million plus sperm had won the race, you wouldn’t exist as the 

entirely unique miracle you are.   

It’s an amazing thought to grasp. We all began as Gold Medal winners in the greatest marathon race 

imaginable. Cherish that thought always, for God programmed us from the beginning to succeed.  

And there are other mathematical improbabilities that add to the odds weighed against us ever seeing the 

light of day.  

For example, about two hours from here, in Holy Family Cemetery, Philadelphia, lies the mortal remains of 

my maternal great grandmother, Mary Donoghue.  

https://files.oakland.edu/users/lindeman/web/spermfacts.htm
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She had come to America at the dawn of the 20th Century with her young husband as Irish immigrants 

seeking a new life. She died giving birth to her second child, leaving my great grandfather with little option 

but to return to Ireland with his toddler and infant daughters. 

If my maternal great grandmother had survived the birth of her second daughter that little Irish family 

would have grown up in the United States of America and all my Irish uncles and cousins, including my 

mother and her children, wouldn’t exist. Another element of the miracle of improbability.  

And let me tell you another story that adds to the mathematical odds of even my own three children not 

existing, but for that great imposter we call ‘chance’.  

In 1979, after graduating, as you are today, my friend John R. Coyle and I decided to do post graduate 

studies in Dublin. 

One afternoon, we took the bus into Dublin city centre to buy some required course books. That evening, 

we found ourselves during rush hour at another bus stop, waiting for a ride home to our apartment in the 

Dublin suburbs. There was a growing line of people waiting as bus after bus coming from the city centre 

passed us full. It was a little frustrating. 

Then, to our delight, a bus pulled in. By now there was 20 or 30 people waiting and collectively we stepped 

off the pavement and moved towards the front doors of the double-decker. When they opened, only one 

person stepped off and the conductor only allowed one person from our stop to board. The doors closed 

and off went the bus while everyone shuffled back onto the pavement.  

And with the shuffle I now found myself standing beside a beautiful young woman called Margaret Beatty 

who was to become my wife. And, eventually, having introduced my friend John to Margaret’s sister, 

Elizabeth, they too got married. So, John and Elizabeth’s three children and Margaret and my three 

children are first cousins.  

The mathematical improbability of even our children’s existence is, therefore, linked to that little shuffle 

back onto the pavement on a street in Dublin that placed Margaret and me together.  

I tell these stories only to impress upon you that life, truly, is a great mystery and a great gift. It is not to be 

taken for granted and not to be squandered. 

Each one of us has been granted the miracle of life to leave our mark and, hopefully, leave the world a 

better place when we go.  

As a teenager, trying to navigate the turmoil of the Irish ‘Troubles’’ and decide whether I was going to 

embrace violence or non-violence I happened upon a quotation which I decided to try and live by. It is 

likely the quotation originated in Pennsylvania. It is often attributed to William Penn but it is more likely 

from the French Quaker, Stephen Grellet: 

I expect to pass through this world but once; any good thing therefore that I can do, or any kindness 

that I can show to any fellow-creature, let me do it now; let me not defer or neglect it, for I shall not 

pass this way again. 

We have just one opportunity to leave our mark upon the world and to leave it a more caring and loving 

place.  

And I say this with a degree of sadness and concern, given where I am standing, in the great keystone State 

of Pennsylvania – that gave us the immortal words of Abraham Lincoln in his Gettysburg Address, which 

https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-ed4-00005064#:~:text=Stephen%20Grellet%201773%E2%80%931855&text=I%20expect%20to%20pass%20through,not%20pass%20this%20way%20again.
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sought to heal the wounds of the Civil War by recalling the vision and the dreams of the Founding Fathers, 

“Four score and seven years ago,” for a truly UNITED States of America.  

In 1739, that same shipping lane which carried my great grandparents, carried also a young Derry boy 

named Charles Thomson to America. Thomson became a Patriot leader during the American Revolution 

and Secretary of the Continental Congress throughout the 15 years of its existence (1774-1789). His name 

appears on the first published version of the Declaration of Independence in July 1776.  

In the great upheaval between the tsunami of arriving immigrants into the United States and the 

displacement of American First Nations, the Delaware Nation turned to Charles Thomson to oversee the 

signing of treaties because they trusted him and knew him to be a man of his word. They named Thomson 

‘The Man Who Speaks the Truth’.  

In a letter to Thomas Jefferson in 1786, Thomson decried the crime of racism and also predicted the 

inevitability of the American Civil War if the cancer of slavery, which he described as ‘a blot on our 

character’, was not wiped out.  

It was Charles Thomson who designed the Great Seal of the United States and who chose the motto of 

your nation: 

 E Pluribus UNUM – Of many ONE 

The sadness I referred to earlier relates to the fact that in over 40 years of travelling to the United States, I 

have never experienced your beautiful country so Dis-United.  

The coarseness of political dialogue, the gulf that is making bi-partisanship a relic of history, the divisions 

that make families and neighbours appear like sworn enemies, simply because they identify as Republican 

or Democrat is, from an outside perspective, heart-breaking to witness.  

I know American people from experience to be good people, kind people, generous and welcoming people. 

Please don’t lose these truly human and uplifting characteristics.  

In the wake of the recent racist attack in Buffalo, New York, it is surely time to recall the words from the 

first inaugural address of President Abraham Lincoln in 1861, which he concluded with a call to friendship 

and his vision of hope in ‘the better angels’ of your nature: 

"… We are not enemies, but friends [he implored]. We must not be enemies… passion… must not 
break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and 
patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus 
of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature." 

 
I too implore you to allow the Better Angels of your nature to live through the gifts of kindness, good 
neighbourliness and unity, symbolised by the 50 stars of ‘Old Glory’.  
 
As a boy, I always loved looking at the stars. They made my soul expand and filled me with a sense of 
something greater than this very short and passing sojourn on Earth. 
 
Last week, while visiting the Pontifical Academy of the Sciences at the Vatican I came across a quotation by 
the much maligned and abused Galileo Galilei which resonated within me. He said: 
 
 I have loved the stars too deeply to be fearful of the night. 
 
This leads me to my concluding thoughts. 

https://www.bartleby.com/124/pres31.html
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Just as each one of us is a mathematical improbability, so too is planet Earth – the Jewel of the Universe. 
 
As of now, it seems our tiny planet is the only known life-giver in the Universe.  
 
A few years ago, while being driven one night over the Rocky Mountains from Denver to Estes Park, 
Colorado, I asked the driver of my taxi to stop so I could get out and look at the night sky. Thousands of 
stars sparkled like diamonds, giving hope and form to the vast darkness. The Milky Way galaxy was breath-
taking to behold as its spiral arm arced across the sky. I felt my soul rejoicing as it recognised the origin of 
itself. 
 
It reminded me of two great scenes from Alex Haley’s television miniseries ROOTS when, as a new-born 
baby, Kunta Kinte was carried by his father to a hilltop in the Gambia, and later, as a slave, Kunta Kinte 
carried his baby daughter Kizzy to the top of a hill somewhere in Virginia, and raising her towards the 
canopy of the Cosmos declared: ‘Behold. The only thing greater than yourself.’ 
 
Just as education should be a process that leads us to humility, teaching us how little me know, not how 
much, so too the vastness of the Cosmos fills those who dare to gaze with a sense of awe and humility.  
 
In its immensity we realise that this precious planet upon which we live and breathe is but a speck of 
moisturised Cosmic dust. It too is a miracle that we must cherish and urgently protect. 
 
For me, the invasion of Ukraine by Russia was not only unjustified and unjustifiable, but also a criminal 
distraction from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Report, released just four days after the 
invasion began.  It was the starkest report ever issued, accompanied by an impassioned and urgent plea for 
action by the UN Secretary-General, Antonio Guterres.    
 

I have seen many scientific reports in my time [Guterres stated], but nothing like this. Today’s IPCC 
report is an atlas of human suffering and a damning indictment of failed climate leadership…  
 
Nearly half of humanity is living in the danger zone – now. Many ecosystems are at the point of no 
return – now. Unchecked carbon pollution is forcing the world’s most vulnerable on a frog march to 
destruction – now.  
The facts are undeniable. This abdication of leadership is criminal… 

 

It is a strange irony that we, literally, have become the Genesis Generation. We are Adam and Eve before 

the tree of knowledge with a stark choice to make.  

In the Book of Deuteronomy (30:19), God reveals what that choice is: 

“Today [God says] I have given you the choice between life and death, between blessings and 

curses. Now I call on heaven and earth to witness the choice you make. Oh, that you would choose 

life, so that you and your descendants might live!  

Vladimir Putin’s war in Ukraine has shifted our focus away from where it needs to be – that of rousing all 

humanity to unite in the most critical and urgent battle facing us – the existential threat posed by global 

warming and racial prejudices.  

Here, in this great Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, where liberty, democracy and human fraternity found 

favour, I implore all of you to be the instigators of a new and necessary revolution. A revolution that sees 

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2022/02/UN_SG_statement_WGII_Pressconference-.pdf
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greatness, not is military power and prowess, but in the oneness of our common humanity. There is but 

one human family. There is but one common home upon which we all live, share and find sustenance.  

To survive we need to become colour blind. We need to stop seeing difference as a threat. We need to 

recognise in diversity and otherness the great tapestry of God's creative imagination.   

And now to that nugget of wisdom I promised you at the beginning of this convocation address. If there is 
just one thing, I would hope you will memorise from today and take with you into the future it is this 
nugget, given to me two decades ago by my friend, the late Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa.  
 
In 1999 in New York I asked him, “If I were one of your children and you were about to die, based on all 
your extensive knowledge and experience, what nugget of wisdom might you give me to carry into the 
future?” 
 
I recall him bowing his head as he thought deeply. After some moments he looked at me and said:  
 

Care for others. Care for others and that will make you happy. 
 
And in many respects, that is the summary of all that I have shared with you today.  
 
Remember, right from the beginning, from the moment of your conception, you were programmed to 
succeed and to excel. Nothing is impossible. There is a creative genius within each and every one of you.  
 
Love life. Choose life. Remember that in the mathematical improbability of your existence, you truly are a 
miracle. Believe in the Miracle of YOU. 
 
I told you that 43 years ago, I sat where you are sitting today, with my best friend from college, John R. 
Coyle. Just like you, we were proud as punch and basking in the love and adulation of our family and 
friends, at having reached such a glorious milestone. The world was before us and no mountain seemed 
insurmountable. And across the decades – which have passed all too fast – we went on to accomplish 
many achievements: many ordinary, some notable, but all important. Undoubtedly our greatest 
achievement was to find love and to raise between us, six beautiful children and to encourage them to 
make the world a better place. 
 
I take my leave shortly to return to Ireland for John’s funeral in two days’ time. He died last Tuesday, 
unexpectedly, at his home just 250 metres away from my own.  
 
John had his challenges throughout life. But he lived it to the full. We had many great adventures together, 
amongst them travelling through India and hitch-hiking across Europe. I dedicate this address to him and, 
with your permission, I would like to share this honorary degree with him because together, we made each 
other stronger.  
 
And John would want you to really seize this great moment in your life and to commit to honouring the 
Miracle of YOU. You were given the gift of life to make a difference. You are here to make the world a 
better place. Choose life so that you and your descendants might live.  
 
And never forget the wisdom of that beautiful old African man: 
 

Care for others. Care for others and that will make you happy. 
 
Thank you. 


