
The Purpose of Purpose 
 

Thank you, Vice President Mix.  To the initiates of Phi Beta Kappa, 
congratulations!   You have completed your formal education at F&M.  
And done so with great distinction. And yet, I feel obligated to disclose 
that your education is not finished.  
 
The title of this talk, “The Purpose of Purpose,” was selected by students 
that I have been working with all year long, Lucinda Bond, Hannah 
Harrity, and Sanders Bennett.  We have been exploring how the overall 
educational experience at F&M might be redesigned to help students find 
deeper meaning, joy, and coherence and, especially, purpose.    
 
William Sullivan’s book Liberal Education as a Quest for Purpose led us 
to reconsider how the notion of apprenticeship, reinterpreted, could and 
should inform the design of a robust liberal arts education.  Sullivan 
defines apprenticeship as “participation in structured practices” that enable 
learners to move “across an arc from beginner toward competence and 
expertise” (p. 9).   A liberal arts college should aspire to provide its 
students with practice in three apprenticeships. 
 
First, there is the academic apprenticeship, the very one that your 
achievement within has brought you this recognition today.  The academic 
apprenticeship is primarily overseen by the faculty.  Given the quality and 
commitment of our faculty to learning and teaching, all would 
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acknowledge that F&M does an outstanding job supporting the academic 
apprenticeship, making you practice… and practice… and practice writing, 
scientific analysis, language learning, critical thinking and other vital 
intellectual skills, and to do all of this rigorously, until the cows come 
home.   
 
Second, there is the social apprenticeship, the project of learning to live 
with others.  This is most robustly put into practice in college residences 
and off-campus housing, through student government activities, through 
participation in extra-curricular life, on athletic teams, in various student 
organizations, and much more.  At F&M, you have gained significant 
practice living productively with others as adults.  This is important 
developmental work.  Here at F&M, this apprenticeship is primarily 
overseen by student life professionals, counselors in the counseling center, 
coaches, and others.  Again, I think the College has done a good job 
structuring and supporting this apprenticeship.   
 
What is the third apprenticeship?   Sullivan calls it “the apprenticeship of 
meaning and purpose” (p. 11).  It is also very important, perhaps the most 
important apprenticeship, and it is also strongly valued at F&M.   That 
said, it is more dispersed and harder to pin down;  there is no division of 
employees, staff, or faculty in charge of the practice of purpose.  Franklin 
and Marshall College has a Dean of Students.  We have a Dean of Faculty 
—that’s me!   But we do not have a Dean of Purpose here.   
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In the third apprenticeship, one comes to discern what “psychologist 
William Damon calls life purposes.  By this Damon means discovering or 
developing a deep motivation to achieve values that orient the particular 
decisions of life and give shape to a life’s work.  Such purposes represent 
desires that ‘accomplish something that is at the same time meaningful to 
the self and consequential for the world beyond the self.’” (p. 13). This idea 
of the self-meeting-the-world to forge a mutually meaningful and 
rewarding nexus has been articulated in a pithy way by Frederick 
Buechner.  He says, your purpose is “where your deep gladness and the 

world’s deep hunger meet.”*  Let me repeat that:  your purpose is “where 
your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”   
 
Who wouldn’t want to find that place?  It’s fulfilling unlike anything else.  
And once you find your purpose, much of the rest of life falls into place.  
There is a purpose to purpose that nothing else and no one else can 
answer or address.  Purpose orients and helps one prioritize one’s energies 
to define, refine, and express one’s deeper commitments; it propels and 
protects, it guides and it guards;  knowing your purpose and cultivating it 
will help you make the decisions and set goals that ring true to your 
identity and character, to who you really are, and this can bring you 
strength and peace, perhaps even wisdom down the road. People with 

                                                        
* Actually he says in Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC (1973), “The place where God calls 
you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world's deep hunger coincide.” 
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purpose possess grit.  Find your purpose; that will give you grit… and 
much more. 
 
Even though we do not have a dean of purpose, faculty and professional 
staff are very committed to helping students find and develop their 
identities and sense of purpose.  Faculty do this all the time.  Advisors do 
it.  Dons and Deans and counselors and chaplains and coaches and the 
President and Ware Institute employees and community partners, and 
science outreach instructors, classmates, teammates, friends, custodians 
and others may do it.   The times we gather together as a community also 
help us reflect on our purposes, be that at Common Hour, Convocation, 
Commencement, Days of Dialogue and Action, or special forums on racism 
or contending with budgetary challenges together.  All of these ask us to 
think about the deeper purposes of a liberal arts education, of F&M itself, 
and what really matters.   Indeed, it would be difficult for a student to 
attend F&M and not be exposed to this apprenticeship and the questions it 
provokes about identity, purpose and meaning.  
 
So now comes a question; it is the question that the students and I have 
been asking all year long in our class:  as much as F&M already attends to 
and supports this apprenticeship,  can it do better?    
 
We think it can.  Other comparable colleges have created intentional 
programs to enable students to see that “life is a vocational journey toward 
finding purpose and thereby fulfilling oneself by contributing to the 
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world” (Sullivan, p. 13).  These programs, assessed by objective scholars, 
were shown to have powerful positive impacts, sometimes including 
improved student retention, satisfaction, and success, though that was not 
the reason for their creation.  Interestingly, these programs focused on 
purpose actually strengthening the other two apprenticeships and helped 
bring “coherence to students’ curricular and co-curricular experiences.”  
There seems to be something very liberating and powerful by helping 
students “to understand themselves as protagonists in a collective drama 
with real import” (p. 85).   
  
The students in my class surveyed—in a non-scientific way—how students 
experience the three apprenticeships at F&M.   The result was this very 
original poster comprising spin-art creations constructed by a current F&M 
student or alum.  Each person was given a small canvas, three tubes of 
paint: red representing the apprenticeship of academics; yellow, the 
apprenticeship of social exploration; and green representing the 
apprenticeship of purpose; and each person was asked to symbolize in color 
what they experienced at F&M.    
 
NOTE:  point to specific exemplars from the spin art poster collection that show 
extremes.   Note that each individual has a unique experience overall with variance 
in how much they weigh the various apprenticeships.   
 
What would your spin art creation look like?  How much yellow, red, or 
green would appear on your canvass? 
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To strengthen the apprenticeship of purpose at F&M, the students in my 
class are designing and proposing a range of pilots for the College to 
experiment with.  Unfortunately, this will not benefit those of you who are 
graduating this year.  In light of that, I feel I must now, in closing, try to 
offer some advice garnered from these explorations in case it may be useful 
to you.  The advice is simple: practice reflecting on your purpose and pursue 
your purpose.  Talk about this with a friend, ask others about their purpose, take 
time to reflect. 
 
As we mark your successful completion of the three apprenticeships at 
F&M, and especially your remarkable mastery of the academic one, as 
betokened by your induction into Phi Beta Kappa, I again offer my hearty 
commendations to you for your stellar achievements, but I am also 
privileged to issue an invitation to you to continue what you have begun 
here, through all three apprenticeships.   
 
You can and will continue to learn and advance intellectually.    
 
You can and will continue to grow socially, using the communicative, 
empathetic and inclusive skills and perspectives you have honed and 
practiced in the second apprenticeship, while at F&M, to navigate 
challenges, make peace, promote justice. 
 
And finally, you can and will continue to ask yourself what your deepest 
purposes truly are, sometimes being able to discern them only in 
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retrospect, and only if you take the time to practice discernment and ask 
yourself tough questions.   
 
What is your deeper calling?  What is your true purpose?   Your life will be 
ever so much fulfilling if you ask and answer these questions through 
disciplined reflection, and in deepening ways over time through practice.  
In the end, F&M could never answer these questions for you, but please 
know that we have no doubt that you can and will answer these questions 
well and we look forward to seeing you commence to putting your 
answers into practice in and for the larger world.  May your deep gladness 
meet the world’s deep hunger.  Congratulations! 


