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Thank you very much. 
Mr. P r e s i d e n t , members of the Board of Trustees, 

members of the F a c u l t y , alumni, students, f r i e n d s of the 
Ohio State U n i v e r s i t y , and e s p e c i a l l y members of the C l a s s 
of '85 who are about t o r e c e i v e degrees, and your 
j u s t i f i a b l y proud f a m i l i e s , I deeply a p p r e c i a t e t h i s chance 
to be w i t h you on t h i s very s p e c i a l day i n your l i v e s . 

I would l i k e t o share w i t h you t h i s morning b r i e f 
r e f l e c t i o n s on three of the most unforgetable c h a r a c t e r s I 
know. Not Lee' l a c o c c a or Desmond Tutu or Even Dagmar 
C e l e s t e , who i s my pers o n a l f a v o r i t e among those s p l e n d i d 
i n d i v i d u a l s who top your p r e f e r r e d l i s t f o r today's speaker. 
Rather, I'd l i k e t o in t r o d u c e you to, f o r j u s t a few moments, 
Wally Smith, and Helen DeRobier, and Owen Quinn. 

I f I were t o t i t l e these r e f l e c t i o n s as I was requested 
to, but I wasn't on time, I would t i t l e these r e f l e c t i o n s , 
"The Boundaries of E x c e l l e n c e . " 

Let me begin w i t h Wally Smith. 
I t was t h i r t y years ago and I was about to s t a r t my 

seni o r year at Lakewood High School. I had decided t h a t 
I'd worked so hard a l l the way through school t h a t I'd earned 
the o p p o r t u n i t y t o take a t l e a s t one easy course. I chose 
f i r s t semester speech. I t looked j u s t r i g h t — a l m o s t no homework, 
no reading l i s t and no t e s t s . I t was taught by Wallace P. Smith. 



-2-
We met each day i n the auditorium w i t h three or four 

students who were assigned to make a p a r t i c u l a r s o r t of speech 
t h a t day. I t might be t o persuade, to motivate or to humor, 
and Wally Smith would s i t at the r e a r of the auditorium, 
q u i e t l y grading each student's performance on a s c a l e of one 
to ten. And o f t e n , a f t e r the speeches were through, sharing 
h i s comments, w i t h the speakers and w i t h the r e s t of us. 

That was, u n t i l my f i r s t speech. Before I was f i n i s h e d 
w i t h the f i r s t two paragraphs of speech, a v o i c e boomed out 
at me from the r e a r of the auditorium, "Celeste, eye contact." 
As I moved through the speech, a few paragraphs l a t e r , t h i s 
v o i c e came out from the back of the auditorium, " A r t i c u l a t e . " 
Towards the end of the speech, as I reached my c o n c l u s i o n s , t h i s 
v o i c e came out, "Where's the l o g i c of t h a t statement?" I was 
stunned, challenged and even a l i t t l e b i t ashamed i n f r o n t of 
my f e l l o w students as Wally Smith came forward and summed up 
my performance by saying, "Celeste, you can do b e t t e r . " 

And so i t went. I devoted more and more time t o each 
speech. And a f t e r punctuating them w i t h comments, Wally Smith 
would ask, " I s t h a t the best you can do?" And I worked harder. 
And I worked harder. And I worked harder j u s t t o s i l e n c e him 
through one of my assigned speeches. That simple speech course 
became the toughest challenge of my h i g h school c a r e e r . And 
Wally Smith became my f a v o r i t e teacher. 

The one l e s s o n he was determined to teach had l i t t l e 
to do w i t h p u b l i c speaking. But a great deal t o do w i t h 
something e l s e . I t was a l e s s o n about e x c e l l e n c e . He s a i d 
e x c e l l e n c e i s a g i f t we f i n d w i t h i n us as we set g o a l s f o r 
ourselves and s t r i v e t o achieve those g o a l s . "You can do 
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b e t t e r , " Wally Smith s a i d repeatedly. 

And I d i d . U n t i l one day he l i s t e n e d without i n t e r r u p t i o n 
t o my f i n a l speech i n a c l a s s that I had taken because I 
thought i t was going t o be a breeze. Wally Smith. 

Helen DeRobier. 
She was 23 years o l d when I met her. She was a recent 

graduate of Boston C o l l e g e ; majored i n b i o l o g y ; loved to 
garden; and was b i l i n g u a l i n French. She was a Peace Corps 
v o l u n t e e r who had been working f o r 18 months i n a t i n y 
v i l l a g e along the Sahara Desert i n Senegal when Dagmar and I 
v i s i t e d her at her v i l l a g e . Helen's assignment was t o work 
w i t h a women's co o p e r a t i v e i n that v i l l a g e t o e s t a b l i s h a 
vegetable garden so t h a t there would be more n u t r i t i o u s food 
f o r the marketplace of t h a t town. We had lunch w i t h Helen 
and some of the women she worked w i t h and we v i s i t e d the new 
garden which was showing signs of y i e l d i n g i t s f i r s t crop of 
vegetables. Helen c l e a r l y enjoyed a very c l o s e and comfortable 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the v i l l a g e r s and they a l l shared a t r e 
mendous sense of excitement and p r i d e i n the h i s t o r i c change 
they were b u i l d i n g together i n t h a t v i l l a g e . 

What made Helen's presence and success so remarkable 
was the f a c t that Helen DeRobier was l e g a l l y b l i n d . She could 
not see the ground at her f e e t . When her mother wrote her a 
l e t t e r from home i n Boston, the l e t t e r s were always i n very 
l a r g e p r i n t and Helen had to hold the paper r i g h t up a g a i n s t 
her nose to read i t . I asked Helen how people i n the v i l l a g e 
thought about having a b l i n d Peace Corps v o l u n t e e r i n t h e i r 
midst. She responded, "Dick, they don't know I'm b l i n d . " 
When I s a i d , "You have t o hold a p i e c e of paper a g a i n s t your 
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nose when you read i t . " And she laughed and she s a i d , "I'm 
the o n l y person i n t h i s v i l l a g e who knows how to read. 
I expect they t h i n k everyone reads w i t h the paper a g a i n s t 
t h e i r nose." 

Helen DeRobier, who viewed h e r s e l f as a very o r d i n a r y 
person, reminded me i n a dramatic f a s h i o n t h a t everyone, 
everyone i s capable of e x t r a o r d i n a r y achievement. The 
boundaries are set by our own v i s i o n of o u r s e l v e s . When I asked 
Helen what she had got t e n from her 18 months w i t h Peace 
Corps s e r v i c e i n that A f r i c a n v i l l a g e she thought f o r a moment 
and she responded w i t h a stunning phrase. She s a i d , "I've 
been given the g i f t of new eyes t o see these people as I'd 
never seen them before, t o see my own country from a f r e s h 
vantage p o i n t and t o see myself and my p o t e n t i a l . " 

"I've been given the g i f t of new eyes," Helen DeRobier 
s a i d . 

Wally Smith and Helen DeRobier. 
And, f i n a l l y , Owen Quinn. 
I became acquainted w i t h him about ten years ago when 

I was l i e u t e n a n t governor when he was a 32-year-old f a t h e r of 
two, an unemployed i r o n worker i n New York c i t y . We met t h i s 
way. 

I was d r i v i n g 1-71 toward Cleveland when a short news 
item on the r a d i o caught my a t t e n t i o n . I t s a i d a young man 
had caused a noon-time t r a f f i c jam i n the Wall S t r e e t d i s t r i c t 
of New York by jumping o f f the World Trade Center and para
ch u t i n g s a f e l y t o the s t r e e t . That was i t . But the next 
morning the P l a i n Dealer c a r r i e d a b i t longer s t o r y . And a 
photograph. The f a c t s were these: Owen Quinn, an unemployed 
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i r o n worker, had indeed jumped o f f the World Trade Center 
Tower and he'd done so f o r a cause. When he was r e l e a s e d from 
the p o l i c e s t a t i o n where he was taken a f t e r h i s jump, he was 
inte r v i e w e d and asked why he d i d i t . And h i s response was, 
"Because i t was the on l y t h i n g I knew how to do w e l l t o c a l l 
the a t t e n t i o n of an uncaring c i t y and an uncaring n a t i o n to 
the problems of hunger i n our midst." 

The s t o r y noted t h a t Quinn had made 67 parachute jumps 
when he was i n Vietnam. And f u r t h e r that he'd been a r r e s t e d 
and charged w i t h t r e s p a s s i n g and r e c k l e s s endangerment f o r 
having climbed to the top of the World Trade Center and 
jumping o f f . 

The s t o r y moved me t o w r i t e Owen Quinn. I sent him a 
note and thanked him f o r what I thought was h i s unusual and 
q u i t e e x t r a o r d i n a r y a c t . And se v e r a l weeks l a t e r I re c e i v e d 
a l e t t e r back i n a l a r g e envelope at the l i e u t e n a n t governor's 
o f f i c e . Owen Quinn thanked me.for my note. He s a i d i n i t , 
i n h i s l e t t e r , " I want you t o know t h a t I d i d what I d i d 
p a r t l y f o r a s e l f i s h reason. You see, but f o r the grace of God, 
my c h i l d r e n could be hungry, too." And he enclosed f o r me i n 
th a t envelope an 8^, an 8 X 10 photograph of him poised 
ag a i n s t the s k y l i n e of New York as he was about t o tumble o f f 
the 105th s t o r y of t h a t b u i l d i n g . You could f e e l the i n c r e d i 
b l e r i s k which t h a t very personal act in v o l v e d i n the photo
graph. As I looked at the photograph I r e a l i z e d t h a t i t was 
i n s c r i b e d , "To the Ce l e s t e f a m i l y from Owen Quinn" and then 
simply, "Matthew, Chapter 19, Verse 26." 

Well, t h a t passage of s c r i p t u r e , noted by Owen Quinn 
on h i s photograph, happens t o be the motto of the s t a t e 
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of Ohio, "With God, A l l Things Are P o s s i b l e . " 
Owen Quinn, who I've never f o r g o t t e n though we've 

never met, taught me t h a t e x c e l l e n c e r e q u i r e s ' t h a t we be 
w i l l i n g t o take a r i s k f o r others sustained by a common 
f a i t h . The boundaries of ex c e l l e n c e , whether i n our 
personal l i v e s or i n our p u b l i c p o l i c y , s t a r t from w i t h i n us. 
Those boundaries s t r e t c h as f a r as our v i s i o n can see. And 
those boundaries reach out t o embrace o t h e r s . 

Wally Smith sought out e x c e l l e n c e as the g i f t w i t h i n 
us; Helen DeRobier l i v e d out e x c e l l e n c e w i t h her g i f t of 
new eyes; and Owen Quinn took the r i s k of e x c e l l e n c e . "One 
t h i n g I knew how to do r e a l l y w e l l , " he s a i d , as a g i f t t o 
be shared w i t h o t h e r s . 

For a l l of you, e s p e c i a l l y i n the Class of '85, I 
pray f o r you and f o r a l l of us the r e c o g n i t i o n of e x c e l l e n c e 
w i t h i n , the v i s i o n of e x c e l l e n c e beyond, and the f a i t h t o 
share t h a t e x c e l l e n c e w i t h others both i n our personal l i v e s 
and our p u b l i c p o l i c i e s . 

Thank you very much and c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s . 


