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Last night, as my wife and I were walking across this majestic campus, she stopped and 
said, “Maybe Zayd will go here.  How proud will that make us?”   
Zayd is our one year old son.  Little does he know, as he is happily chewing on his 
stuffed frog at his grandparents’ home, that his mother and father are busily charting 
out his academic future.  
(Yes, dear graduates, your parents did it.  And when you are parents, you’ll do it too.)  
It did make me realize something, though.  For the majority of my life – since I was a kid 
until now, really – I identified only with the people who had just finished four life-
changing years in a special place, and were about to light out for the territory ahead of 
the rest. 
But as someone who has recently become a parent, and knows just a little about the 
challenges and joys of that position, I have just the slightest sense of the pride that the 
parents and other family members in the audience must feel.   
This weekend, these stories, these celebrations, are for all of you. 

* * * 
One of the first people I met when I was a freshman at the University of Illinois fifteen 
years ago was a tall, lanky senior named Jeff Pinzino.  Jeff was always starting new 
things – performance groups, arts projects, activist initiatives.  Somehow, he managed to 
maintain a straight A grade point average, even though the only time I ever saw him in 
the library was when he was listening to old records of Delta Blues musicians, preparing 
for a new band he was forming.   
 I once asked him, “Why do you spend so much time starting new things?”   
 His response shaped my college career.   
 “The most important thing you can learn is to make an idea reality.”   
I took that advice to heart, and spent much of my time in college starting little projects.  
A music project for senior citizens in a nursing home, recreational programs for 
Champaign-Urbana’s homeless population, tutoring initiatives in local schools.  
Whenever I saw something missing around me, I tried to fill the gap.   
It’s one of the unique characteristics of American campuses that they support those 
initiatives, and encourage young people to take them, and Dartmouth is especially 
remarkable at this.   
I figured that part of my life would be all over when I graduated from college and 
entered the real world.  When people asked me what I planned to do with my life, 
answering “I want to make ideas reality” was not the response they expected.  There 
was no label for that, no salary range, no professional schools dedicated to it.   
But an article that a professor gave me opened up a whole new horizon.   
It was about a Muslim from Bangladesh named Muhammad Yunus.   



Yunus came to the United States in the 1960s as a graduate student in Economics, and 
ultimately earned his PhD from Vanderbilt.  He returned to Bangladesh in the early 
1970s, and took up the position of Chair of the Economics Department at Chittagong 
University in the midst of a terrible famine.  He watched as people came from the 
villages of Bangladesh into the cities to starve to death.  They chanted no slogans, they 
made no demands, they simply lay down on the sidewalks – old people looking like 
children, and children like old people – and waited for the last moments of life to pass 
into the first moments of death.   
Yunus began to dread his own Economics lectures.  After all, what good were complex 
economic theories about making the flow of resources more efficient when he was 
watching the most basic resource, food, miss its most important target, hunger.   
Yunus decided that he simply could not accept this reality.  Why was the most 
unconscionable thing imaginable simply an accepted fact of life?  How could he go to his 
fancy office in the midst of people dying from hunger? 
One of the poor people he interviewed was a woman named Sufiya - twenty-one years 
old with three beautiful, hungry children.  Every day Sufiya paid an unscrupulous 
middleman twenty-two cents for bamboo.  She spent all day weaving the raw bamboo 
into elegant bamboo stools, much desired by wealthy people in Bangladesh.  She sold 
the bamboo stool back to the middleman for twenty-four cents.  Her profit of two cents 
per day was just about enough to feed her family and keep a rickety roof over her head.   
If Sufiya could sell the bamboo stools herself, her profit would have quadrupled.  That 
additional money would have allowed her to buy more nutritious food, invest in better 
shelter, perhaps even have her children educated.   
Sufiya was suffering for the absence of twenty-two cents – the cost of purchasing her 
own bamboo.  She didn’t have that most basic of economic tools – access to capital.   
Yunus did a survey of the village and discovered forty-two people in the same situation 
as Sufiya.  Forty-two people trapped in a vicious, never-ending cycle of poverty for the 
lack of two dimes and two pennies per day.   
He fished in his pocket, and for the now-famous sum of $27, he lifted forty-two people 
out of poverty.  
Something wouldn’t let Yunus sleep that night.  He thought of all the villages like Jobra 
across Bangladesh, across South Asia, across the whole developing world.  He thought 
of all the villagers like Sufiya – talented, hard-working people, suffering for the lack of 
small amounts of capital.   
And he had an idea.   
What if there was a bank which treated poor people like resources worthy of an 
investment, like producers with the capacity to create value.  What if people like Sufiya 
in villages all over the world had access to capital?   
Thirty years later, the Grameen Bank has helped lift millions of people in dozens 
countries out of poverty.  Muhammad Yunus won the Nobel Peace Prize.   
All because he turned his idea into reality. 

* * * 
The author of that article, David Bornstein, referred to Muhammad Yunus as a ‘social 
entrepreneur’.  How to describe a social entrepreneur?   
A business entrepreneur thinks about how much money they can make by selling 
personal computers to people with money, a social entrepreneur thinks about how much 



impact she can have by getting computers into the hands of people who don’t have 
much money   
An activist thinks about how to make noise about an issue, a social entrepreneur thinks 
about how to change the issue.   
A professor thinks about how to write about a social problem, a social entrepreneur 
thinks about how to solve it.   
If a social entrepreneur were to run a restaurant, she wouldn’t think in terms of more 
cooking, she would be creating new recipes.   
In other words, a social entrepreneur is someone who makes an idea reality.   
That article, that example, the label social entrepreneur – it opened up whole new ways 
of thinking to me.  It wasn’t quite as common as lawyer, doctor or banker – but it was a 
category, and therefore a possibility.   
But the more I read about Muhammad Yunus, and about other social entrepreneurs that 
I admired, the more I realized that turning an idea into a reality means living at the 
intersection of purpose, passion and action.   
I think about it in five stages:     

 The refusal to accept the world as it is,  

 the vision to see the world as it could be,  

 the courage to live as if the new world existed,  
 the ability inspire people to help build that new world with them 

 and the profound sense that you were meant to do what you are doing.     
Like many of you, I first approached that intersection in college.   
I remember reading Frederick Beuchner’s line: “vocation happens when our deep 
gladness meets the world’s deep need.”   
I remember running across William Carlos Williams’ “Pastoral”:   

Pastoral 
 
When I was younger  
it was plain to me  
I must make something of myself.  
Older now  
I walk back streets  
admiring the houses  
of the very poor:  
roof out of line with sides  
the yards cluttered  
with old chicken wire, ashes,  
furniture gone wrong;  
the fences and outhouses  
built of barrel staves  
and parts of boxes, all,  
if I am fortunate,  
smeared a bluish green  
that properly weathered  
pleases me best of all colors.  



 No one  
will believe this  
of vast import to the nation.  

I remember reading a story about St Francis of Assisi.  One afternoon, when St Francis 
was tending his garden, a person came to him and said, “What would you do if you 
knew the world was going to end tonight?”  
St Francis said, “I would continue tending my garden.”    
I remember reading about what it means to be human in the Holy Qur’an.  “God made 
us different nations and tribes that we may come to know one another.”   
And I remember how purpose, passion and action began to intersect in the idea that I 
built into a reality.   
It started with a set of questions:  
How come every time I turned on the television there was someone killing someone else 
to the soundtrack of prayer?   
How come the college diversity discussions I was a part of never included this most 
powerful and combustible form of identity – religion.   
How come, when religion was brought up in international affairs discussions, it was 
always in a ‘clash of civilizations’ framework – Islam vs Christianity?  Where was the 
realization that different faiths had shared social justice values like mercy, compassion, 
hospitality?   
How come the people doing the fighting, the killing and the dying in faith-based 
conflicts were always young people?   
How come people never realized that so many of our 20th century heroes were not only 
people of faith, but people of different faiths – Martin Luther King Jr, Mahatma Gandhi, 
the Dalai Lama, Dorothy Day, Jane Addams?   
And how come their stories of heroism rarely included the interfaith movements that 
they started – King learning from Gandhi’s social reform movement in India and then 
marching with Rabbi Heschel, Gandhi working closely with the Muslim Badshah Khan 
in the villages of India.   
And who realized that these heroes were remarkably young when they began their 
journeys – King only 26 in Montgomery, Gandhi 24 in South Africa, the Dalai Lama even 
younger when he moved his people into exile.   
At interfaith conferences, where I finally heard a discussion of religious diversity and 
shared values, I saw only senior theologians doing things that senior theologians do – 
drafting documents, curating ceremonies, planning future conferences.   
If religious extremism is a movement of young people taking action, and interfaith 
cooperation is a movement of old people talking, we lose, I thought to myself.     
And suddenly it occurred to me.  What if we had a movement of young people from 
different faith backgrounds coming together to apply the shared social action values of 
their diverse traditions?  What if we had a generation of people inspired by their own 
faith to build understanding and cooperation across faiths by leading interfaith service 
projects?   

* * * 
Every one of you in this room knows the feeling of seeing a problem and thinking, “We 
don’t have to live with that.  And I’ve got an idea that could solve it.”   



Many of you have acted on your ideas here in college.   
You know what happens at the intersection of purpose, passion and action.   
I hope you find your way back to that intersection many times in your life’s journey.   
I want to leave you with three quotes.  Keep these in your pocket as reminders.   

 
William Stafford: “Your job is to find out what the world is trying to be.” 

 
Martin Luther King Jr: “Faith is taking the first step even when you don’t see the whole 

staircase” 
 

Rumi: “Start a huge, foolish project / Like Noah” 
 

 
* * * 


