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Ball State President Jo Ann M. 
Gora gave her commencement 
address to graduating students 
and family members Dec. 18 in 
Worthen Arena. 

Dec. 18 
Worthen Arena 
Ball State President Jo Ann M. Gora 

Good afternoon and congratulations, graduates. I hope you find 
that this ceremony adds a collegial and distinctive aspect to what, 
for many of you, will be a day-long celebration with family and 
friends.  

There will be moments during this ceremony or this day that will 
stand out in your memory for years—hearing your name called as 
you receive your diploma or hood, reading personal sentiments 
handwritten by a loved one inside a congratulatory card, saying 
goodbye to a treasured friend. While these moments may define 
your day, what distinctive moments or actions will define your life?

Often—too often—we don't consider what made someone great until they die. That is why 
obituaries are sometimes the most fascinating stories in a newspaper and force us to consider 
how we can incorporate a certain aspect of a person's life into our own. In reading three recent 
obituaries, I found three valuable lessons for living. They are:

●     Lifelong learning should not be constricted to your career path. 
●     We all have the potential for greatness, even when life presents us with challenges. 
●     And finally, a question; for what will you take a stand, or a seat? 

When Al Davis, the famous owner of the NFL's Oakland Raiders, arrived at training camp in 
1966, he found a short, crawny man sitting shirtless on a blanket, pencil and pad in hand taking 
notes. Informed that this was the Raiders' new play-by-play announcer, Davis said: "You've got 
to be kidding me. What could this little fella possibly know about football?"

On first sight, many people might have asked the same question. After all, with his Vandyke 
beard, waxed handlebar mustache, and penchant for wearing turtleneck sweaters and flip-flops, 
Bill King looked like a Beat Generation poet. His idiosyncrasies didn't end with his sense of style. 
He drove old beat-up cars and lived on a houseboat in the San Francisco Bay. Even though he 
enjoyed fine food, he was fond of combining pickle relish, mustard, onions, and ketchup; then 
pouring the mixture over popcorn; and eating it like a salad.

Odd, yes, but Bill King was also a dedicated professional. John Madden, the legendary Raiders 
coach and NFL broadcaster, said no one prepared for a game more than King, who attended 
training camps and practices, and talked at length to players, coaches, and managers. He was 
known as the best play-by-play announcer in Bay Area history—calling NBA and Major League 
Baseball games in addition to football. His quirky personality was evident in his broadcasts, but 
people also say his calls were extremely eloquent, giving listeners a visual image of the action 
that drew them into the game. That's because Bill King's voracious appetite for knowledge was 
not confined to X's and O's and the personalities of sports.

When he started out, King vowed to learn two new words a day and would write them inside his 
scorecards, waiting for the right moment to sprinkle them into his broadcasts. Friends say he 
was never without a book, and his two favorite subjects were Russian history and Russian 
literature. He loved sailing and jazz and opera. He often mixed politics and current events into 
his pregame conversations with players and coaches. John Madden said Bill King preferred ballet 
over football.
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King epitomized the term Renaissance Man. And when he died this past October, the once-
skeptical Al Davis called King "a great friend, a brilliant performer, and an exceptional man."

Another brilliant performer began life by growing up in his grandmother's brothel, fathering a 
child at the age of 14, and becoming an Army veteran by age 17—hardly a youth to serve as a 
launching pad for success. In fact, it sounds like the early life of someone who might get 
married six times, battle alcohol and drug addiction, and struggle to have his voice heard in the 
world…each of which Richard Prior did.

His routines shocked many because of his heavy use of vulgarity, but critics and contemporaries 
hailed Richard Prior's stand-up comedy for its piercing, perceptive, and groundbreaking 
commentary on race, class, and society. After struggling on minor comedy circuits and 
performing in mostly black clubs, Prior found fame that reached across social and racial 
boundaries with his work in movies, on television, and on comedy albums. Prior once said, "I 
live in racist America and I'm uneducated, yet people love me and like what I do, and I can 
make a living from it. You can't do much better than that."

Prior's tale is also a cautionary one. Much like mythical Icarus flying too close to the sun, Prior 
caused many of the downfalls that plagued him at the height of his career. His legacy includes 
the infamous incident in which he set himself on fire while using drugs. And yet, the resiliency 
formed in his youth served Prior well as he rebounded from his self-destructive behavior. 
Richard Prior found a way to laugh about setting himself ablaze—and made us laugh with him 
about it. He also found a way to ensure that his voice would remain relevant, even in his later 
years, when Multiple Sclerosis ended his ability to perform but not to speak out on the issues he 
found most important.

Speaking out is often referred to as taking a stand. As we were reminded recently, however, 
one of the watershed moments of the American Civil Rights movement involved taking a seat.  
In December 1955, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama. 
Her act of civil disobedience was a call for society to treat all human beings with dignity—
appropriate for a woman who lived her 92 years exhibiting grace and dignity. One of the 
mourners who filed past her open casket in Montgomery this past October was Cicely Tyson, 
who played Park's mother in a television movie. Tyson said that even in death, you could see 
the strength in Parks' chin.

Rosa Parks became the first woman to lie in honor in the U.S. Capitol Rotunda, a privilege 
typically extended to presidents and high-ranking government officials. A teenage girl told 
National Public Radio that Parks' example to young people is that you don't have to be rich or 
famous to make a difference.

So, ask yourself a question: Who among the living exemplifies the lessons I gleaned from the 
obituaries of Rosa Parks, Richard Prior, and Bill King? I came up with a superstar, someone who 
has gained a level of fame, and a person some of you may have come across during your time 
at Ball State but may not know.

That last phrase describes Betty Kendall, a 1937 graduate of Ball State who was a schoolteacher 
and raised her family in Michigan before moving back to Muncie. Betty lives close to campus so 
she can take part in a variety of activities. She often sits in on graduate courses, not for credit, 
but just because she is interested in learning. You'll also find her at everything from sporting 
events and concerts to theatrical performances. She has also generously supported the 
university to provide opportunities for others to expand their horizons through education. Betty 
Kendall is a Renaissance Woman.

There are, of course, countless examples of individuals who have accomplished great feats by 
defying limitations imposed upon them or by pursuing goals that may have seemed impossible. 
Some of you may have heard of Erik Weihenmayer. Erik lost his sight at the age of 13, but he 
did not lose his vision of what was possible in life. In 2001, he became the first blind person to 
reach the summit of Mount Everest, and a year later, completed his self-described seven-year 
quest to climb the "Seven Summits," the highest peaks on each of the seven continents.

And finally, you know you have reached the pinnacle of fame when you are known by one 
name. Bono, the lead singer of U2, is arguably the world's biggest rock star, and he is using his 
high profile to influence decision-makers in an effort to wipe out poverty and disease. Bono has 
won support from conservatives, moderates, and liberals, Democrats and Republicans, and as 
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he said in a recent Time magazine column, "from philanthropists to pharmaceutical companies 
and even Presidents and Prime Ministers." Bono has impressed skeptics as being more than a 
face for the cause, something he accomplished by seeking opinions from experts on all sides of 
the issues to better understand their arguments.

Bono has called beating disease and poverty this generation's moon shot, civil rights struggle, 
and anti-apartheid movement. He says this is what the history books will remember this 
generation for—or blame it for if it fails.

Even in death, Rosa Parks' chin showed her strength. Years from now, as others look back on 
your life journey, where will they see your strength? For what will you take a stand? Taking 
action does not necessarily mean working to right a social wrong. It could mean vouching for a 
friend or coworker or complete stranger unjustly accused of wrongdoing. It may mean blowing 
the whistle on a wrongdoer, even when that means taking a personal risk. It might mean raising 
money to aid in medical research or to pay the medical or educational bills of a loved one. Daily 
life presents plenty of opportunities to learn something new, to overcome an obstacle, to take a 
stand—or to stand idly by.

You can determine your own measure of shooting for the moon. Your diploma qualifies you to 
go out into the world and make a difference. Enjoy every moment of every choice.  Just 
remember one thing:  we, at Ball State, will never forget you, and we will be cheering for you as 
you pursue the passions that burn inside you.
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