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2016 Wheaton College Graduate School Commencement Address: 

“Lessons I Wish I Had Learned Five Decades Ago at Wheaton Graduate School  

(Rethinking Your Priorities. What Will Be Your Legacy?)” 

by Dr. Jeanette Hsieh M.A. ’66 

Galatians 5:22-23 (NLT): “But when the Holy Spirit controls our lives, he will produce this kind 

of fruit in us: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-

control.  Here there is no conflict with the law.  Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the 

passions and desires of their sinful nature to his cross and crucified them there.  If we are living 

now by the Holy Spirit, let us follow the Holy Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives.” 

Class of 2016, congratulations. This commencement celebration is the culmination of 

years of study. Some of you have been here for two or three years or perhaps you were able to 

cram four years into five or six. In any case you are done!  

You have had a marvelous opportunity to study with world-class scholars committed to 

rigorous academics integrated with a deep love for Christ and His word.  

This is a joyous day and our entire Wheaton community rejoices and celebrates with you.  

At a secular institution, commencement is yes, a celebration of the completion of a course of 

study, but for a place with a mission like ours, “to form servant scholars and leaders through 

exceptional graduate programs for Christ and His Kingdom,” commencement is “Yes,” a 

celebration, but it also is an opportunity to honor our Living God for what He has accomplished 

in your lives. Today, graduates, we give you the tribute, but we give God the praise. 
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2016 is the 50th anniversary of my commencement from Wheaton Graduate School. 

While a student here, I learned about the gospel of John from Merrill Tenny, how education could 

be Christian from Lois LeBar, and about church history from Earle Cairns. Those professors 

helped me to not only love the Lord more deeply but also to learn to make coherent connections 

among my head, heart, hands and feet. Those were critical years for me when I needed to make 

sense out of life.   

Thinking back, I wish I had listened more closely as I embarked on life after Wheaton. I 

wish I had learned some lessons earlier in life. 

I still remember the day I graduated.  My focus was on finding the best way to get a job. I 

needed to pay off loans, and my fiancé Ted and I were planning a wedding in August.  He was 

going to study at TEDS, and my role for several years was to support our family and help pay 

tuition. I was relieved when I was offered a teaching position at a public school in Deerfield. The 

asterisk on my contract said that an extra stipend was available for the breadwinners in their 

families.  As the breadwinner in my family, I asked if I was eligible for an extra stipend but found 

that it was only awarded to male breadwinners. 

My job was to teach sixth grade. I was the first Asian those six graders had seen other than 

those on television. I thought I was a tremendous disciplinarian because everything I asked of 

those 12 year olds, they did promptly and respectfully. That was not what I expected of middle 

school students.  Later I found that because I was Chinese, they expected me to know karate like 

all other Asians they had seen on TV. And of course I never told them that karate was not in my 

genes. That first teaching experience began to drive my decisions. My focus was on doing 
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everything I could to strengthen my resume so I could move up the salary scale.  Perhaps 

someday I too would be eligible for that extra stipend for breadwinners. 

Let’s fast forward from 1966 to 2016. This year I had an opportunity to meet David 

Brooks on two occasions—last summer in Washington DC and then again in February when Mr. 

Brooks visited our Trinity campus.  

Brooks is one of our nation’s leading writers and commentators. He is a columnist for the 

New York Times and appears regularly on PBS News Hour and Meet the Press. He recently 

wrote The Road to Character, where he compares resume virtues to eulogy virtues.  

He describes resume virtues as “those we list on our resume, the skills we bring to the job 

market that contribute to success as defined by others.” Eulogy virtues are deeper. They are the 

“virtues emphasized at our funerals; the ones that exist at the core of who we are—whether we are 

loving, kind, patient, or faithful.” 

Most of us spend more energy on our resume virtues. Our culture drives us in that 

direction.  If we are to get ahead, if we are to be successful (as defined by our culture) we need 

more work experiences, internships, scholarly papers, and presentations--than the next person.  It 

is about competition.  Our educational system is slanted towards those resume virtues. On our 

campuses, we have career counselors who help us create the strongest resumes and prepare us for 

unforgettable job interviews.  

In contrast, eulogy virtues define our character. They are the fruit of the spirit that were 

read to us from Galatians, and they sum up the attributes of a Christ-centered life. Eulogy virtues 
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grow out of humility that admits we are unworthy but grateful for the gifts we have been given. 

Eulogy virtues are character-based virtues that flow from who we are, not what we do. 

When I graduated from Wheaton my focus was on resume virtues, and I neglected eulogy 

virtues.  My personal road to character had a defining moment.  

At Trinity, we are asked to list our accomplishments for the past year and state our goals 

for the next year.  As I analyzed my achievements—all were resume virtues—where I spoke, 

what I wrote, my service on committees, curriculum I developed—accomplishments that served 

the institution. 

That same week, I received a letter from a former student at Judson and a visit from a 

current student at Trinity.  The alumna thanked me, thirty years later for trusting her to babysit 

our four-year old son, Matthew, and for making her a tuna sandwich when she missed lunch. She 

grew up in Mooseheart—a facility for children and adolescents who had no parents or guardians 

to care for them.  Matthew was her first opportunity to babysit.  Thirty years later, she 

remembered the tuna sandwich. It must have been an unforgettable sandwich.  

That same week a current Trinity student dropped in and thanked me for practicing what 

he called “tough love.” As an administrator, I upheld his academic suspension, and he 

acknowledged that this became a life-changing experience for him.  He was grateful that we had 

ongoing accountability conversations; he raised his GPA and was graduating from college.   

I arrived at an “aha” moment.  There was a significant disconnect.  I held up resume 

virtues as my accomplishments, and my students remembered a tuna sandwich and a suspension.  
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They remembered and appreciated eulogy virtues. Why did they remember me for events I could 

hardly recall?  

As I created my goals for the next year, I needed to rethink my priorities.   My questions 

changed; instead of asking “What is best for my professional advancement?”  I asked, “ What is 

best for the One I Serve? What is my legacy?” That week I began a personal journey down a road 

to conscious character development, and I learned to ask different questions. 

For recognizing the importance of eulogy virtues we give my students the tribute, but for 

helping me to finally identify the road to conscious character development, we give God the 

praise.  

We build rich spirit-filled lives by holding up exemplars-- people we admire and love; it is 

through living and watching them that we rethink our priorities.  They are our best teachers.   

My husband Ted passed away unexpectedly last July—three weeks from diagnosis to his 

death. Given this recent event in my life, Brooks’ notion of resume virtues and eulogy virtues 

resonated strongly with me. 

For 44 years, Ted was a psychology professor at a Christian university.  For ten of those 

years he was also a resident director, and many of his students referred to him as “Papa Hsieh.”  

As word spread of his death, 939 of his former students, over a four-day period wrote in a private 

Facebook page about Papa Hsieh. They were students from the 1970’s 80’s, 90’s, 2000’s and 

2010’s.  They wrote about his eulogy virtues—his sense of humor, candor and investment in their 

lives. They didn’t write about his degrees, status, position, rank or scholarly work. They talked 
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about Papa Hsieh’s affection for them and they for him.  They talked about his joy and the impact 

he had on their lives.   

Ted’s legacy is the way his eulogy virtues touched the lives of his students. It was his 

disposition and character that warmed their hearts…it wasn’t primarily his resume skills they 

remembered.  That is not to discount the importance of cultivating resume skills, but we must 

rethink our priorities for a legacy-driven impact.  

For over a five-year period in the 2000’s, the social science division at a secular university 

in Shanghai invited Ted to present his research. One of those years, his topic was to compare the 

characteristics of adolescent eating disorders in China with adolescents in the United States.  He 

followed that up with a question and answer session with the teaching assistants in the social 

science division.  

Several years later, Ted spoke at a Chinese church in Philadelphia when a young couple--

doctoral students in New York thanked him for leading them to Christ. Ted told them he was 

certain this was mistaken identity. The couple insisted that it was he and reminded him that he 

spoke on adolescent eating disorders. They named the time, place, and university.  In response to 

a question, Ted explained the purpose of a Christian university and why he invested four decades 

of his life, teaching at a faith-based university instead of a secular institution. It was his response 

that pointed the two Chinese doctoral students to Christ.  

We may never realize the impact we have on others. As Christ-followers, we must have 

core values, clearly articulated, and easily understood on the major issues of life.  We don’t need 

to impose our thinking or attempt to force others to agree with our conclusions of faith. When 
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opportunities arise, our role is simply to guide others, leading them to the One who created us, 

who holds all truth.  

For his scholarly work and his love for learning, we give Ted the tribute, but for his ability 

to warm the hearts of others for Christ and his investment in the lives of students, we give God 

the praise. 

Graduates, as you leave this place of learning and enter into different forms of service, you 

need to proactively establish YOUR priorities.  Our culture pushes us to ask, “What is best for my 

professional advancement?”  But as counter-cultural Christians, we have alternate questions that 

carry eternal value.  “What is best for the One I serve?” and “What will be your legacy?” 

2016 Graduates, as we celebrate your achievements, we will give you the tribute, but we 

give God the praise.  

 

 

 

 


