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WhenA REPORTER FROM THE EXONIAN asked me a few weeks ago
in what areas outside of academics I thought the class of 2005 had dis-
tinguished itself, I quickly responded, “Community service and poli-

tics.” In giving such a glib response I did the class some disservice, because this class has distin-
guished itself in every way during your time at Exeter.Your accomplishments in the classroom have
been impressive, even by this old school’s high standards.Your accomplishments athletically have
also been remarkable, as the 16 New England championships won by Exeter teams during your
upper and senior years attest.And your accomplishments in the arts have been superb, as your con-
certs and Music 500 recitals, your dramatic productions, and your visual art on display in the
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gallery these past few weeks all demonstrate.
You’ve produced a wonderful weekly newspa-
per and an exceptional yearbook.There are no
areas in which you’ve let down or failed to
achieve at the highest level.

But in community service and political
activism you have shown a special spark, and I
wonder if you were cast upon that course by the
difficult moment in which your class began its
high school career. For the 155 who are four-
year seniors, the day that started your time at
Exeter was September 11, 2001. For those who
began high school elsewhere, while the exact
day of your beginning may have been different,
the times were no less turbulent. Let’s go back in
time for a moment.

New students arrived in Exeter on Septem-
ber 11, 2001, to find a glorious, sunny,

early fall day. By 9 a.m. I could hear the sounds
of students and families going through the reg-
istration process in the Academic Quad outside
my window. As the morning unfolded and it
became clear that an unprecedented terrorist
attack was underway, my focus shifted to a very
different opening of school from what we had
planned.Would parents be willing to leave their
daughters and sons at school with such awful
events taking place? Should we postpone class-
es with so many students finding it difficult to
get to Exeter? What should we do with all of
the parents who had traveled to Exeter with
their children by airplane and now found they
could not get home?

As you remember,we found answers to all those
questions and started the school year on time.
Families made Herculean efforts to deliver their
students to Exeter and then made Herculean
efforts to make their way home.While it took a few
days for everyone to arrive, the class of 2005 start-
ed on time with its full complement of students.

We marched into the Assembly Hall in
silence in honor of those who had lost their
lives, and breathed a sigh of relief that no par-
ents or current students were lost. Only later
did we learn that three alumni had died in the

collapse of the World Trade Center towers.
I think it is too early to know if the events of

that terrible day really gave the class of 2005 any
special inspiration.We will have to look to your
biographies—shortly to be published, I’m sure—
to see how you feel the events of that day affect-
ed you. But setting inspiration aside, all the
members of the class of 2005 have gone through
high school in a world materially different from
the one that previous classes experienced, and
the issues you will confront in your lives after
Exeter have been dramatically shaped by the
events that marked the beginning of your high
school careers.

And it is significant of your spirit and charac-
ter that your reaction to such terrible events has
largely been one of compassion and construc-
tive action.

International political issues immediately
moved to the front of the stage during your
time at the Academy.When the invasion of Iraq
was under consideration, we saw the first signif-
icant antiwar activism on this campus since the
1970s.And there were opinions on both sides of
the question. Liberals and conservatives, hawks
and doves lined up on both sides of the issues,
and there were battles on the Exonian’s op-ed
page.There were teach-ins and debates in many
venues. Many of the members of the class of
2005 squeezed themselves into the Assembly
Hall during January 2004 to hear the presiden-
tial candidates. For many, their political activism
continued to build through the summer and fall
as the national election approached.Again, there
were strong voices on each side of the issues and
strong voices for each party. And as your senior
year approached, an unusual number of the class
of 2005 sought the Washington Intern Program
and the heady political environment of the
nation’s capital.

In a similar fashion, this class has always been
significantly involved in community service.The
notion of non sibi runs deeply in this class, and
nowhere was that more evident than in the
response of ESSO leaders to the Asian tsunami
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‘ T h e  R e a l  T e s t  I s  T o m o r r o w ’
By Kirk Bansak ’05

In his commencement address, senior class president Kirk Bansak spoke about the challenge of summing up
exactly “what Phillips Exeter has been to us and what it has given to us,” and about the mix of anticipation
and anxiety that the class of 2005 and their families might be feeling about life after Exeter. “But let me
encourage all to have faith,” Bansak said.“Have faith in the Exonians who are sitting here today. Have faith
in all that Exeter has taught us. Have faith in Exeter.” Excerpts from his remarks follow here.

From Day One, Exeter has pushed us to the limits of our being, urged us to make use of all of
the vast resources that the school has to offer and all of the vast resources we can find in our-

selves.As you know all too well from our stressed-out voices during telephone calls and curt, crab-
by emails, life at Exeter can be extremely demanding.We have read much and we have discussed
much around our Harkness tables, but more than anything, we have been challenged to think.
Every day we have been challenged to think.

At Exeter, the responsibility to learn and understand things is placed on each individual and
there is no hiding around the Harkness Table; we are taught to be individuals through our academ-
ics, our extracurricular activities, our interaction with the diversity on campus, our time in the
Assembly Hall. Exeter is not isolated from the outside world, and assembly has connected our lives
to others’ beyond this school. Politically, socially, spiritually, metaphysically and religiously we have
been pushed in assembly to apply our lives to the outside world, to think of our place as humans
on this earth, and note that this year’s seniors across the country have spent their entire four-year
high school careers in the post–September 11 world. Exeter has constantly challenged us to think
of the implications of that event, and of every noteworthy event in the past four years.

Exeter has—some of us might admit—been mentally exhausting.And as much as we some-
times dreaded the trials of the classroom (especially under the warm covers of our bed listening to
the alarm clock go off at 7:55 a.m., five minutes before the first class), this is exactly why we can
all have faith in Exeter. It is important to recognize what a unique relationship exists between all
of us as seniors and Exeter, and what an accomplishment it is for us to be here today.

Our time here was an unceasing test.Today, we have all passed.We have all proven that we
can live a life of consequence because Exeter is an environment with consequences of every kind
and at every turn. It is through toil, difficulty, responsibility, and how one meets those things that
self-discovery is possible, and Exeter has given us ample opportunities for self-discovery.Through all
of the hard work, countless hours and continuous energy we have put into Exeter, through all of
the conflict, pressure and toil that we have encountered, Exeter has made us into a stronger, more
refined substance.We have been shown how to be solid individuals and citizens of the world.

But of course, having attended Exeter is certainly not a free ticket to all our desires. Just hav-
ing been here is not enough.The real test is tomorrow.This is the process by which we incorporate
everything that we have learned at Exeter into our lives beyond Exeter. Goodness and knowledge,
non sibi and all that we have acquired in the classroom—we must now work toward applying the dis-
ciplined, high-minded ideals of this institution into the actions of our future.And of course, this is
where the past, present and future all fuse into one, this is why I can now look upon today without
being intimidated.There is much to be done in the future, we know, but we do not need to worry
about it because Exeter has given us everything we need for success in the future.

As I was walking past the new student center the other day and marveling at the wonderful
leisure it will give future classes of Exonians, I realized something.Although the construction is not
done now, I know it will be done.And I know it will be amazing, because all the resources necessary
to make such a creation possible have been put in. Before anything occurs, there must be founda-
tions.What is seated here before you, ladies and gentlemen, is the foundation for a bright future.We
have learned the true meaning of ambitions and the energy and sincerity by which we must pursue
those ambitions.

Seated here before you is our foundation, our own work in progress. In each and every one of
us is the past, present and future, united by this concept into one continual process of development
and creation.Welcome to our world.This is the core of the Exeter experience.

For the full text of Kirk Bansak’s speech, go to http://phillips.exeter.edu/classof/2005 
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because they remind us of what a privilege it is to
watch your minds grow and to watch the awak-
ening of wisdom.A number of your meditations
touched upon similar themes: the difficulty of
Jews trusting Muslims and of Muslims trusting
Jews, the pain of being an outsider in a suspicious
culture and the pain of seeing the effect of that
suspicion on your friends, and the transformative
effect of caring for others, especially others pro-
foundly disabled in body and mind. These are
themes the world has forced upon you, and I
think it unlikely that you anticipated them as a
part of your high school experience.

And your meditations revealed that despite the
dramatic change in the emotional and political
landscape on September 11, this class has devel-
oped attitudes and values that will help all of us
in the years ahead. Though the conversations
have been difficult at times, you have made
progress toward understanding and toward an
appreciation of the power that lies in seeing the
differences humans manifest as a potential
strength, not a weakness.

On the night of the Falafel Ball I received a
long email from a faculty member who had
attended. After describing the rich diversity of
costumes, ethnicities and dancing styles that
crowded the dance floor, the email concluded
with this paragraph:

“I found myself wondering how many places in
America, how many organizations or institutions of
learning and culture, could match this scene or offer to
people what this event offered to our students tonight.
In how many places in America can you find a true
celebration of even one culture of the Middle East—
let alone such a holistic and deeply pluralistic celebra-
tion, Christians and Jews and Muslims together?
Where can young people struggling to understand the
complex issues of the present gather together to learn
from each other and build a community in which they
can all live comfortably, without denial or avoidance,
but with an abundance of respect and goodwill?
Where they can ask the hard questions and say the
things that hurt and then dance together? I don’t
know of anyplace else that can claim this.”

In other times of great world and national

stress, Exeter has attained such moments of
peace. In earlier generations, however, it was
often a result of our isolation, as A Separate
Peace, the novel by John Knowles ’45 describes.
In the Exeter of that novel, the boys were able
to carry through World War II, much as they
always had, with little acknowledgement of the
calamity that engulfed the world. In the case of
the class of 2005, it seems that some of our
highest moments have been attained when we
have been engaged, not isolated; when we have
been in dialogue, not maintaining a distant
silence. Perhaps one of you will write the next
generation’s sequel to A Separate Peace and doc-
ument this change.

Exeter is a school so steeped in history that as
soon as a class graduates, its members begin to
wonder what their legacy will be.You see this at
our Founder’s Day assembly where the 50th
reunion class always refers to itself as the “great”
class of whatever year.You too will be the great
class of 2005.

But I think your legacy will not be as simple
as your remarkable support for a class gift, nor
the good leadership you have demonstrated as a
class, nor future acts of generosity and support.
You have sown the seeds of an important lega-
cy by learning from the fated days in which you
began your high school years and focusing on
the possibility of tomorrow. It may be an over-
statement to see in the Falafel Ball the signs of a
new age, but it is not overstatement to say that
in your few short years at Exeter, you have
become accomplished in living in a diverse
community and eager to engage in dialogue
about the most important issues in our world.
May you carry on this journey and contribute
to the growth of world peace.

It was hard to imagine this day as I walked
around in the Academic Quad four years ago on
September 11, 2001.All of you have persevered
in the face of troubled times and have grown in
wisdom and compassion. Hard times often pro-
voke great leadership and this has been the way
of the class of 2005.The world has never more
needed your talents. ●■●
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