
Graduation Speech by Jeff Hilsgen: THE PATH IS THE GOAL

President Walker, Dr. Frazier, members of the administration and faculty, distinguished
guests, friends, loving families, and most of all, the Upper Iowa University Class of 2008.
I am deeply honored to be here and to have the privilege of addressing you today.

CONGRATULATIONS!! YOU'VE MADE IT! Today is your day to collect your
reward for all those long hours and late nights of studying. Every one of you has come so
far since you started work on your degree. It took an amazing amount of drive and
determination for you to be here in your caps and gowns today, and we salute you with
all our hearts.

The American author Robert Orben once said, "A graduation ceremony is an event where
the commencement speaker tells students dressed in identical outfits that 'individuality'
is the key to success." Well, we all look great together in these outfits, so we can be
forgiven this one time!

I'm especially happy to speak here today, since Upper Iowa University is located not far
from where I grew up in Iowa's neighboring state of Minnesota. UIU is in the same
college sports league as St. Cloud State University in Minnesota, which is where I
received my bachelors degree in business. So I have something very important in
common now with all the graduates here. We've all graduated from great colleges in the
upper Midwest of America!

The degrees you receive today, whether an MBA or a Bachelors degree, are the same
degrees awarded to the distinguished graduates of Upper Iowa University in the United
States. By receiving your American degree here in Hong Kong, each of you has helped
build the increasing social and economic ties between the United States and this great
city. And each of you is now well positioned to represent the best of the U.S., Hong
Kong and China.

Hong Kong is a great place to live and to do business. Approximately eleven hundred
U.S. firms are registered here, and they employ about 10% of Hong Kong's total
workforce. Your degree from an American university will certainly boost your chances
of securing a good position at one of those U.S. firms, should that be the path you decide
to take.

You know, most commencement speeches contain some sort of advice from the speaker.
But I think that the person who gets advice is usually not very interested in hearing it.
Advice is like a 100 dollar bill that someone wants to give you. But before they give it to
you, they accidentally sneeze all over it. You see the value and the goodness of the 100
dollar bill, but you don't really want to take it! So I'll try not to sneeze as I talk, but
please forgive me if I cough a little bit once in awhile.
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Much of whatever strength or wisdom I have today began as guidance from my parents -
especially my dad. That guidance wasn't really verbal, although I DID learn some
interesting swear words from him! I didn't really learn much from what my dad SAID. I
learned from what he DID. From watching how he lived his life. I'd like to paraphrase a
quote from the great American writer Mark Twain. He said, "It's amazing to me how
much smarter my father is becoming, as I get older."

Although dad passed away suddenly when I was 14 years old, he's looking smarter to me
every day. He grew up during the Great Depression in the 1930s and was pulled out of
school when he was ten years old to work on his parents' farm. After serving in the U.S.
Army during WWII, he labored in many jobs as our family grew to include seven
children. He was a taxi driver, a milk man, an adding machine repairman - whatever
would pay the most money to support his family. He worked hard, he was generous to
his family, his friends and to people in need. He never backed down from a challenge,
and he loved a good joke and a good party.

My dad deeply loved his seven children - even ifhe rarely said the three magic words - I
love you - to any of us. He wasn't a perfect father, but then again, which dad really is?

Did a father in back just raise his hand? OK, sir, you can put your hand down now!

So why am I talking about my dad right now? Well, it's because important, happy events
like this allow us the chance to reflect back a little bit as we enjoy the present. We're all
guided by our individual pasts, whether we like it or not. And whether each of us thinks
our own past has been good, bad, or somewhere in between, it affects everything we say
and do.

So on a day like today, where we mark this milestone of achievement for today's
graduates, let's take a moment or two sometime during the day to give thanks for those
people close to us who have inspired us through their example. Their example of how to
deal with challenges, how to work hard to achieve high goals, how to have fun with
friends and family, how to remain optimistic even when things aren't looking so good. In
short, how to live a meaningful and productive life. How did you, today's graduates, get
here? Well, you got here - at least in part - by leaning on the shoulders of those people
who love and support you. I'm pretty sure they'd appreciate a thank you hug from you
sometime today.

I just mentioned the word optimism. When we look at the world today, with all of its
problems, it's easy to fear the future. But we all just need to look around us in Hong
Kong. Take a good look at the skyscrapers, the shops, the construction cranes that are
still creating the skyline here. All of that was started by optimistic people taking strong,
decisive action. The kind of optimism that said, "Hey, this thing just might work. So
let's do it!"

Taking bold action is usually not easy, because we're afraid we might get hurt or lose
something. On March 12,2002, I stood on the podium of the New York Stock Exchange
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next to my company's CEO as he rang the opening bell and started the public trading in
our company's shares. It was an emotional moment for me, not just due to the exhaustion
related to bringing our company public, but because you could still feel the trauma from
9/11 in downtown New York City. Many people in the New York area were dazed for
months following 9/11.

In any case, it was on that podium in New York City that I decided to listen to the
growing realization in my gut that I wanted to serve my country. My grandfather fought
for the United States in France during World War I, my dad joined the U.S. Army in
World War II, and I wanted to continue that tradition of national service in my family. So
after 15 years in the private sector, I decided to join the U.S. Foreign Service and become
a diplomat.

As I mentioned earlier, we can't foresee all the ramifications of a big step such as starting
a new career and moving to a new city.

Do you know those simple puzzles where you have a bunch of numbered dots, and you
take a pen and connect the numbered dots in their proper order, and at the end you have
drawn a picture? Well, when I became a U.S. diplomat, there was no way to know where
in the world I was headed. In the end, I received Arabic language training in Washington
and served in Saudi Arabia, Malaysia and Iraq, before coming to Hong Kong last
August. I often think of those diplomatic dots that connected in my life. If I had not
been in the New York area to feel the full impact of September 11, I probably would not
have been inspired to pursue national service as a diplomat. And I would not have
represented the United States in Malaysia, where I met my Malaysian fiancee Janice, the
love of my life who is here today.

You can't connect the dots looking forward into your future; you can only connect them
looking backward into your past. It's important to remain optimistic that your future dots
will somehow connect well. As Steve Jobs, CEO of Apple, has said many times, you
have to TRUST in something - God, destiny, your gut, life, karma, whatever. When you
look back and try to comprehend the picture you've created by connecting the dots, it
may not be exactly what you wanted or what you pictured when you started out. But
that's not the point.

What IS the point? The point is to enjoy the process of connecting the dots.

The Germans have a saying that I love and think about often. They say, "Der Weg ist das
Ziel," or, The path is the goal. Sometimes we're so focused on this or that goal, that we
forget to enjoy the PATH leading to the goal. That crazy little thing called life. And
enjoying the path is very, very important, because we all know how fast and how easily
our goals can be changed, replaced or eliminated.

As we enjoy the paths we take in our lives, each of us gains a little wisdom too. I read
someplace that wisdom is like frequent-flyer miles and scar tissue; if it does accumulate,
it happens by accident while you're trying to do something else! Hopefully your growing




