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Inauguration Speech



» To our current students and our alumni — thank you for choosing Rhodes. You are the
heart and soul of everything we do, and your intelligence, curiosity, and passion inspire
us every day.

« And in this year that marks our 175th anniversary, let us honor and acknowledge all our
ancestors, all the generations of students, faculty, and staff who have walked these
beautiful stone halls in the decades before us. It is the generations of Rhodes alumni, and
the community members who fill our halls today, who have created our legacy of
leadership, and who truly make Rhodes a place like no other.

On a more personal note, | want to say thank you to my wonderful mother and mother-in-law for
being here this morning. | am so grateful for all your support, for so many years.

- | am also humbled to see colleagues from SMU and Wake Forest here — those institutions
have been so important to my professional journey and enriched my life in so many
different ways. Thank you for being here.

- To my extraordinary husband, Adam — thank you for being such a wonderful partner in
our adventure together for the past 31 years. Being here would not be possible without
you and all the ways you have supported our crazy and hectic two career family.

« And to my beloved children, Jake, Lily, and Sam — being your mom will always be the
greatest honor of my life. I love you all so very much. And thank you to Hunter, Keely,
and Natalie for being part of our extended family.

Almost 100 years ago, as you have already heard today, Rhodes President Charles Diehl said the
important words that you see highlighted in so many places across our campus: “Realizing the
good is ever the enemy of the best, we did not seek merely the good, but the best. There was ever
before us the idea of excellence.” | am sure archivist extraordinaire Bill Short could confirm for
us that these words have been the basis of many remarks and addresses at Rhodes since President
Diehl first uttered them in 1925. | want to go in a more lyrical direction today. In this remarkable
and uniquely American city, a city full of music and history and culture and art, a city of soul, it
seems only fitting that music serve as our frame today, and as the inspiration for the shared
future we are so privileged to be building together. And here, | need to give special thanks to
Professor Charles Hughes for helping me work through my musical inspiration.

In 1946, Reverend William Herbert Brewster, a renowned Memphian, minister, educator,
composer, and civil rights leader, wrote the beautiful gospel song “Move on Up a Little Higher,”
a song that, among other honors, received the Grammy Hall of Fame Award in 1998 and is
included in the list of Songs of the Century by the Recording Association of America and the
National Endowment for the Arts. Rhodes is incredibly honored to be the repository of Reverend
Brewster's sermons and some of his printed music and recordings. Reverend Brewster exhorted
us in this song to walk and never get tired, to fly and never falter, to move on up a little higher.
In talking about the song, Revered Brewster said it was intended to be “a protest idea and
inspiration,” and urged listeners never to “be satisfied with the mediocre.”

These themes of hope, of striving, of grit, of determination, of a commitment to fighting together
to make our community a better place no matter what challenges stand in our way, echo
throughout Rhodes, throughout Memphis, and throughout Memphis music. Another example is



the terrific Stax hit “I’ll Take You There,” written by the legendary Al Bell and made famous by
the Staple Singers. This song is about an imaginary and aspirational place where nobody is
crying, nobody is worried, no smiling faces are lying to the races — a world where the civil rights
movement and the struggle for social justice have been fully realized.

Indeed, Memphis music has inspired countless singers and songwriters over the decades,
including one of my personal favorites, Bruce Springsteen, a great student of Memphis music
and a songwriter who cites Elvis Presley as his “genesis moment,” the artist who made him
realize that you could “call upon the power of imagination” and “create a transformative self.”
My favorite lyrics from Mr. Springsteen come from his song, based in the gospel tradition, about
an imaginary train that will take us to a transformative place, a place where dreams will not be
thwarted and faith will be rewarded, a place where sunlight streams just as it does in the lyrics of






In terms of our dreams for providing the finest college experience outside the classroom, for
ensuring a transformational student experience, | have heard the message loud and clear from our
students that they would like a student center, and renovations in dorms like Glassell Hall to
make terms like the “Glassell Castle” just a tiny bit more accurate. | promise we will continue
our efforts to make that happen.

» But we dream of so much more than improved and expanded physical space. We dream
of preparing students to succeed wherever their individual futures may take them, and
preparing them to lead in their communities with courage and resilience and strength of
character and imagination.

- So what are some concrete steps we can take? In a world where students are grappling
with the pressures imposed by a carefully curated world of social media that seems to



impactful research and creative activity our faculty generate every day to bring a little
more sunlight, and a little more hope, into their academic fields, and into our world.



