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Hello all - it is an absolute honor to be speaking to you today. I feel so grateful to be a part of this 
wonderful St. Andrew’s tradition, and I will do my best to do this time-honored ritual justice in 
my speech today.  
 
When I sat down to think about this talk, I first thought about the life-lessons I’ve learned thus 
far that have stuck with me in the most profound and meaningful ways. And while I’ve been 
lucky to learn a lot in my relatively few years on earth thus far, not all of it is universally 
applicable, nor could it fit into an enjoyable 5-7 minute chapel talk. In all honesty, I had a really 
hard time wracking my brain for a good topic. Then the day I got back to campus after spring 
break, it hit me like a bolt of lightning. I was going to grab my keys to run the dog outside, when 
I looked up and saw my framed copy of this quote from J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit : 
 
Go back?" he thought. "No good at all! Go sideways? Impossible! Go forward? Only thing to do! 
On we go!" So up he got, and trotted along with his little sword held in front of him and one 
hand feeling the wall, and his heart all of a patter and a pitter.”  
- J.R.R. Tolkien, The Hobbit, or There and Back Again 
 
From that point I knew I wanted to start this chapel talk with my favorite quote from my favorite 
book. In this scene, Bilbo is lost in a cavernous dungeon full of goblins. His friends have all been 
captured, and he is alone in a maze of deep dark tunnels (don’t worry and spoiler alert - he does 
eventually escape). I believe that hidden within this quote is a life lesson applicable in a myriad 
of situations; it’s advice worth remembering regardless of the stage of life you are currently in. 
But before I go into the key to a life well led hidden within this quote, I’ll give a little bit of 
background as to why I am opening a chapel talk with a quote from a fantasy novel.  
 
My dad first read The Hobbit to me when I was five years old. Curled up together in the 
enormous green chair in our living room, he would read every chapter, voicing each character in 
a captivating way I will always remember and always prefer to any actor portrayal. Sir Ian 
McKellan will never hold a candle to the Gandalf rendition of Mr. Peter Mulhern. I was 
fascinated by the characters and the story. Dragons, treasure, wizards, magic and hobbits danced 
in my head on a daily and nightly basis. But as he read this book to me, and as he would once or 
twice per year for several years to come, until I was old enough to read it myself and old enough 
for the Lord of the Rings trilogy, he always lingered on this quote. Not only did it come up when 
we read the story, but he would shoe-horn some paraphrased version of Bilbo’s inner thought 
process in this scene into daily conversation. When I was little, this became a game he and I 



liked to play; “Should we go forward?” he would ask in regular conversation, as lights turned 
green in the car or on our way through the large double doors at the Home Depot. I would 
respond, “Yes Dad, only thing to do!”  
 
As a teenage athlete and student, after a disappointing race or a bad grade, I would often beat 
myself up over bygones. Many tears were shed over a slow time in the pool or an imperfect 
paper, all of which (I hasten to add here) are incredibly trivial in the grand scheme of things. I 
remember a really disappointing swim at the final meet to qualify for the state championships my 
junior year of high school. I gained a significant chunk of time from my seed time in the 500 
freestyle, which was a mere 3/100s of a second off of the qualifying time. On a more academic 
occasion, I remember a paper I had written with full gusto. I handed it in, fully confident in my 
excellent written work. After I turned it in, however, I realized with horror that I had misread the 
prompt and failed to actually answer the question the teacher had posed; needless to say, the 
grade reflected this error.  My dad’s advice was the same in both situations “you can’t go back; 
there’s no changing that time, there’s no re-reading the prompt now. The only choice you have is 
how you will use this; choose to move forward, and let this make you a better athlete, a better 
student.”  
 
Now, this is a quote I come back to often, whenever things don’t seem to be going according to 
plan. As those of you who know me well know, I always like to have a plan. My advisees can 
attest to my little teal notebook with color coded sticky notes and hand-written, hour by hour 
schedules for how my day ought to go. I can tell you right now that, roughly half the time, I 
deviate from this schedule significantly. I bump into a student on the front lawn, or my mom 
calls to chat. Maybe I’ll hear from an old friend I haven’t talked to in a while, or there will just 
be something really good on TV that distracts me for a bit. That said, when I deviate from that 
schedule, I often catch myself feeling anxious. I’ll think to myself “I’ve missed my laundry 
folding 15 minutes” or “Oh no - now I’ll need to go to sleep an hour later in order to finish my 
to-do list.” When I catch myself feeling this way, however, I am reminded that some of the little 
things that derail my daily schedule are often the best parts of my day. In particular, I love 
talking to my mom; she’s an incredible woman, and if you take nothing else away from my talk 
today, let it at least serve as a reminder to call your family and friends more regularly. But I 
digress; the point here is that, from time to time, a change in the schedule is actually an excellent 
thing. 
 
In a larger sense, some derailments and delays to my plans were and are still sometimes 
profoundly important to shaping the person I am today. For example, I distinctly remember a 
panicked week when I was unable to get my schedule just right for my first semester of my 
senior year of college. One of my professors dropped a section of Calc III at the last moment; in 
order to complete my math minor, I needed to find a community college at which to take the 
course over the summer before my senior year. I was really upset; I had planned my summer out 



carefully and precisely, and this plan definitely did not include nightly trips across town to the 
community college after work. I lost sleep feeling upset with the professor, feeling worried about 
the class, and feeling grumpy at the overall thought of summer-school. As an adult, I feel a bit 
ashamed at my petulance, especially given that, had that professor not cancelled his section of 
Calc III, I likely never would have met my husband. We met on the first day of that course, and I 
am thankful every day for that snafu with my schedule, as I can’t imagine what my life would 
look like had we not encountered one another.  
 
In addition to meeting Mr. Herget, had my plans worked out, I may never have discovered St. 
Andrew’s, a place for which I will always be eternally grateful. Before I realized I wanted to 
teach high school, I had thought I wanted to get a Phd, prolong my time in academia, and settle 
down in a corporate job after finishing my dissertation. I applied for Phd programs, but I wasn’t 
accepted into the program I applied to. I remember my profound disappointment, and I 
remember my dad bluntly, but correctly, observing that he didn’t think a Phd was the right move 
for me right then anyways. “Meg, your pride is hurt,” he said. “It’s not that you’ve lost out on the 
best opportunity of your life; there will be plenty of better opportunities. Don’t let your stinging 
pride distract you from the bigger picture. Keep moving forward, keep doing what you’re doing, 
all will be as it should.”  Instead, I did a one year masters in Economic History, and found St. 
Andrew’s. Teaching high schoolers is something I may not have done without that rejection 
letter. I am so glad that I found St. Andrew’s and my calling, as I can’t imagine my life without 
teaching.  
 
When my dad passed away, I found myself re-reading the Hobbit, and yet again his favorite 
quote grabbed me. I remember feeling a lot like Bilbo in the  goblin cave, lost and lonely, injured 
and scared. I was about to start my first teaching job, and I felt woefully unprepared and 
inexperienced, severely lacking without my biggest cheerleader in my corner. Unfortunately, 
there is no real-life equivalent to Tolkein’s magic eagles to swoop in and solve the deep and 
profound pain of losing a loved one. While I am all for a positive attitude, as anybody who has 
seen me smiling into a Zoom call or cheering at a swim meet can vouch for, I think sometimes 
we as a society are too eager to ignore the profound grief we feel when suffering the loss of a 
loved one. I want to avoid that characteristic toxic positivity in this talk. It is natural to feel pain 
and grief, just as it is natural to feel joy and happiness - I think the best advice we got following 
my dad’s death was from a friend of a friend, an almost stranger who had lost his wife five year 
prior. He said to my mom, “the best advice I have for you is to feel what you are feeling; don’t 
try to fight it based on what you think other people want you to feel. If you need to cry in the 
grocery store, cry in the grocery store.” Put simply, your feelings are valid. In moments of grief, 
the best advice I can give is to feel what you are feeling, and surround yourself with people who 
will accept, embrace, and support you fully. 
 



For my part, with the love and support of this incredible community, my husband, and my 
family, I found the strength from somewhere deep inside myself to walk through the doors and 
into Founders Hall, enter Ms. Pressman’s classroom, and teach my first class. I’m so glad I found 
that strength; in the past few years I’ve learned a lot about myself. I am a more introspective 
person, and a more empathetic person, both of which stand me in good stead in my chosen career 
and in life more generally. I’ve discovered my passion for teaching. I’ve learned that, with the 
help and support of a loving community, even from our darkest moments there will be a way to 
move forward.  
 
If there’s anything Bilbo Baggins and my Dad taught me, it’s that at the end of the day, building 
a good life is not about everything going according to plan. In fact, it’s impossible to 
successfully follow an intricate plan for your life trajectory, as my basic failure to adhere to my 
daily schedules can attest. It’s not about everything working out for the best, or getting lucky and 
never facing any hardship or pain. For most of us, that kind of luck just simply isn’t in the cards. 
Having a happy life is about finding joy in little moments, finding strength and courage from the 
little things, and finding a way to move forward, even when your heart is all of a patter and a 
pitter.  
 
 
 
 


