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Greetings of joy, dear graduates of Class 2020 of Miriam College Nuvali.  Good
morning, proud parents and families, faculty and administrators.  It is my honor to share
with you the joys of this moment, which seemed would never come.  You went through
the past four months, almost resigned to miss out on this first important milestone in
your young lives.  But here we are finally.
 
I wish all of you could have the graduation ceremony you deserve.  For your parents,
grandparents, and the people you love who would have loved to hear your name called
out, see you walk across that stage, and finally receive your diploma – I wish that could
have been.  I wish your families would be able to  come together after this ceremony,
take countless photos, and celebrate what you have accomplished.  
 
But, class of 2020, YOU are here, despite the crisis, the disruption, the uncertainties. That
YOU are here, at a time when what is normal has been overturned, must mean
something.  We are going through a heart-wrenching period of losses.  For many of us,
we may know someone who has passed due to COVID-19. We grieve for three
thousand six hundred of our countrymen who have succumbed to the pandemic.  We are
here because of courageous people, like frontliners, healthcare workers, first responders,
essential workers, teachers, who work unceasingly at great risk, so that WE, YOU, can
carry on with our daily lives.  Many others have lost their jobs, their earnings, and their
hopes for the future.  Indeed, there is a lot of work ahead of us because we must put
together the broken pieces of our lives.
 
What do you do when life does not turn out your way?  When one is young, it is
difficult to imagine what possibly can happen that would be so devastating. Over the
years, three insights have become sharper to me, which I now embrace as my truths.



The first is that, if there is anything that is predictable, it is that adversity is part of life.
Adversity comes in different forms, all shapes and sizes.  Hard times can come at any
time.  It may be significant – illness, losing a loved one, losing a job, getting a bad grade. 
Or it can also be some annoying little things that are just part of daily life.
 
I have lived long enough to have had a pretty good share of hard times.  Gone through
moments feeling overwhelmed, doubting my ability to rise to the surface, and
wondering when “this too shall pass”, as many would say.  Reflecting on them now, I
found the toughest to bear was seeing my loved ones suffer, for them to be in pain.  My
dear parents, I am sure this is something you can relate to.  There have been moments
when I felt the struggle was heavy and that giving up would be the only option.  
 
I hope you will remember one thing I have learned --  you are stronger than you ever
could imagine yourself to be. Honor yourself, knowing that you have everything you
need inside of you to weather any storm. It is the same resolve and guts that brought you
here to this moment that will also be your strength during your times of adversity in the
future.
 
Many studies of young people have found that learning how to cope with adversity and
difficulty early on in life may be as essential to success as talent or intelligence. In times of
tragedy or disappointment, it is common for us to want to retreat into our own worlds,
to feel sorry or worse to feel angry.  Asking for help or leaning on someone else may not
always be easy or possible.  But isolation seldom heals wounds; it is the comforting ear
and strong shoulder of another – a relative or a friend – and Faith in a greater Power that
help us rise and heal.  Connection is the best tool we have for dealing with adversity.



The second insight is that you must stand for something far larger than yourself.  That is
one of the biggest lessons of life – to be truly happy, you must have a purpose in life. 
 
I can say that I evolved into my life’s mission gradually.  I felt at quite a young age that I
wanted to do development work – to make some difference in the world, to make it a
better place. But I did not have a plan or a template that I followed. I had wanted to take
up Social Work when I was in college, but my parents thought there was not much
future in that sector.  So, I took up Communications instead.  But my career path seemed
to take me, a step at a time, to work that involved helping others – teaching and training.
 
Then, the AIDS pandemic came to the Asia region.  It was a deadly disease that was
killing thousands of people since it was discovered in the early 1980s.  It was a challenge
to be solved, and I decided to be part of the solution. I finally ended up with the United
Nations working on the HIV and AIDS pandemic.  Travel to the affected countries in
Africa and Asia was a regular part of my work.  There I would see the best of humanity
working with governments and community organizations to combat this deadly disease.
Each trip would bring about some anxiety that “it would be just another trip”.  But I
would be so heartened to realize that each one was meaningful and that we are all one
people, no matter our differences, if I opened my mind and heart to the people I would
meet.  
 
The UN calls our duty travel to countries as “missions”, and at times I did feel like a
mission-ary. Always I would bring with me two lessons I learned from the Maryknoll
Sisters.  One was to trust the local community, because they know what is best for them.
A second was to be present and accompany them because it is the Spirit who inspires
them.   I learned being an “expert”, as we would be called in the UN, did not necessarily
make me always right.   The best results were produced through collaboration and
respect for others’ contributions.



Pursuing my purpose in life has given me many moments of grace.  How would you
discover your mission or purpose in life?  How do you know what you are doing is right
for you? What I can tell you is that you will FEEL it.  It will be something that you
already feel excited about.  It is something that is already there, and you only need to
discover it.  In my case, listening to the whispers of my heart led me to a path that I have
not regretted.
 
One bright spot emerging from this COVID-19 pandemic is that we are learning what
truly matters, what is of value to us. The space and the quiet have helped us think about
the question -- What really matters?  The health and well-being of our loved ones, the
strength of our communities to bounce back and adapt, and gratitude to those whose
work is to care – these are now constantly in our prayers. Because these are what matter.
 
And that is the third insight I have learned – people come first. In this increasingly
technological world, is our humanity at stake?  The World Economic Forum, the
organization that bridges cooperation of public and private sector, says …it (the
industrial revolution) may indeed have the potential to “robotize humanity and thus to
deprive us of our heart and soul”.  There is a vigorous debate on how we can make
technology-driven change more human.
 
Being “digital natives” having been born into the world of technology, you seem to be
perfectly suited to join the rapidly changing technology-based world.  We are  at the
brink of a technological revolution – the Fourth Industrial Revolution, they call it.
Although you have some time to prepare while you are in high school and in college
before you actively engage with this changing world, you may be thinking already of
how prepared you will be to meet it.



The impacts of technological innovations are expected to be deep and wide.  We will
have new products, new devices, new services that will make our lives more efficient and
convenient.  And yet, economists are predicting it will bring about more inequalities,
due to loss of jobs as machines replace people.  There are real fears too about the quality
of human interaction, as we become more and more connected to our devices.  Already,
we see that being constantly connected to social media deprives us of one of life’s most
precious gifts – the time to just take a break, reflect, and be part of a meaningful
conversation.
 
You may be saying:  “I am only in my teens.  What can I do”?  I can tell you that
children of all ages can be leaders.  And you can be one right here, right now, while you
are in school.  You will continue to be in school for another 4 to 8 years at least.  Make
your next few years matter!  Adolescence is the time to learn about what leadership
means -- how it is to inspire, how it is to care about an issue. 
 
I am sure you know someone who started something memorable when he or she was in
his or her teens. I think you may know Mark Zuckerberg who founded Facebook when
he was 19 years old.  He did not set out to build a multi-billion business when he started.
He just wanted to address his desire to connect to people he cared about.  As you know
now, starting with a small idea does not mean it will remain small.
 
You must have heard of Greta Thunberg from Sweden, who at 15 years old became one
of the youngest activists for climate change. She had become so discouraged about
politicians doing very little about the impact of climate change.  So, she started a school
strike for climate change every Friday, just by herself at first. She stood outside the
Swedish Parliament with a sign that said, “School strike for climate”. This radical move is



inspiring millions of young people in Europe to join her in creating the #Fridays for
Future, which has become an advocacy movement to address climate change.  Last year,
a massive coordinated strike of thousands of young people took place on a Friday to push
countries to take more aggressive actions against climate change. 
 
Another outstanding example of leadership of young girls is Malala Yousafsai from
Pakistan, who at 15 years old demanded that girls should be allowed to receive education.
She brought her campaign to the media and to the government, determined that girls
have the right to quality education.  Because of her advocacy, the Taliban shot her in the
head.  She survived that attack, and since then, has traveled to countries bwhere girls’
education was restricted. At the age of 17, she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, the
youngest ever to receive this coveted recognition.
 
Class of 2020, you are in a world that is shaping into a very different one from what it is
now.  It is a world that has potential and opportunity, a world that needs you to become
a better version of yourself – where your judgment and decision-making will need
to center on furthering our humanity – our better angels, as they say.
 
You have spent your formative years in the values-driven education of MC Nuvali.  I
trust you will bring with you the ways you have learned to bring to your goal – hard
work, fellowship, and respect for others.

I am the mother of two daughters who also spent their basic education in Maryknoll, the
original name of Miriam College.  Many, many years later, when I asked them what they
learned most from their Maryknoll education, they said it is “being kind”.  I was so elated 



to hear that!  The Founder of our school, Mother Mary Joseph, always thought that
KINDESS was a noble character quality, saying to the Maryknoll Sisters, “kindness
begets kindness, and charity begets charity”.  I pray that you will nurture that value of
KINDNESS, because it is an Act of love, it breeds compassion, it paves the way for peace,
and it touches other people’s lives.  When you have a choice to be right or to be kind, I
hope you will choose kindness.
 
In closing, dear Graduates of 2020, I pray you will continue onto your journeys with
purposeful excitement, creative energy, and genuine kindness. I truly believe, “your best
is yet to come”.
 
Thank you for your kind attention!


