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Young people today experi-

ence various pressures and ex-
pectations that can make them 
anxious. In a recent essay, Pro-
fessor Timothy P. O’Malley, of 
Notre Dame’s McGrath Institute 
for Church Life, crisply describes 
some of the over-the-top pres-
sures that graduating college stu-
dents are likely to encounter in 
commencement addresses: 

 
Notre Dame students are 
told that their degree is not 
exclusively an accomplish-
ment earned through the 
completion of credit hours 
but a pledge to change the 
world. They are charged by 
a commencement speaker 
to go cure cancer, secure a 
spot on the Supreme Court, 
end political polarization 
and corruption, and renew 
communities on the margins 
through being a transfor-
mative teacher.... In other 
words, the bar of anxiety is 
raised. The future is pre-
sented to these students as a 
series of endless accom-
plishments that they must 

complete to be judged as 
worthy by their alma 
mater..... No wonder stu-
dents get drunk and hook 
up on weekends to escape 
the impending and seem-
ingly impossible responsi-
bility of changing the very 
arc of human history be-
fore they reach the age of 
thirty. 
 
He notes that marriage 

and family life are seldom part 
of what commencement 
speakers at Notre Dame and 
other institutions of higher 
education propose to gradu-
ates. Students, he says, are 
“told, sometimes quite explic-
itly, to bracket out marriage 
and family life for the sake of 
their professional careers. And 
when the marriages and chil-
dren of prominent com-
mencement speakers are pub-
licly raised on the commence-
ment platform, they are always 
considered a lesser accom-
plishment.” 

Putting our human ac-
complishments into proper 
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strophic Universe,” and “Radio 
Astrophysics.”  

“Ah, the real achievement,” 
he retorted, “what really matters, 
that would be the children.”  

He underlined that the de-
manding intellectual work and 
mountains of scientific output 
were insignificant compared to 
what he deemed his “real accom-
plishment” — the gift of his fam-
ily. After more than 50 years of 
marriage and raising five children 
he signaled what authentic satis-
faction and human fulfillment had 
come to look like for him. 

The commitments we make 
and faithfully fulfill are a source of 
stability and strength, particularly 
against the backdrop of life’s tur-
bulence and uncertainty. While 
there are conflicts, boredom, tri-
als, and other challenges, the con-
sequential adventure of marriage 
and family life offers a fulfilling 
pathway toward human flourish-
ing.  

O’Malley notes that this is a 

narrative that young people are 
interested in: “They want to hear 
how to be happy, and they want 
this happiness not to be tied to 
their accomplishments.” They 
want to be able to say, “I cannot 
control every dimension of the 
future, but I can dwell with this 
person for the rest of my days. I 
can commit to a common project, 
to a hopeful future with this man 
or woman.” This is an important 
message for us to pass on to 
younger generations, especially as 
they commence post-university 
life.  

In a sense, marriage and rais-
ing a family are becoming revolu-
tionary acts in today’s world. They 
declare something positive and 
hopeful about the future and push 
back against the fear and insecu-
rity that plague our human condi-
tion. They ground us in something 
beyond the passing security of 
worldly accomplishments and 
challenge us to a higher and more 
enduring goal. 

 

perspective can be challenging. 
We can be tempted, like many 
commencement speakers, to in-
vert the relative order of their im-
portance. In the face of unrelent-
ing pressure to change the world, 
climb the career ladder, build a 
nest egg, acquire expensive 
homes, and travel the globe, we 
can easily convince ourselves that 
marriage and children are a hin-
drance.   

But as we approach the end 
of life, we can often see with 
greater clarity what matters most.   

I remember a chat I had with 
my father as he was declining in 
health. He had had a long career 
as an astrophysics professor at the 
University of Arizona. As we were 
talking about colleges, universities, 
and the world of academia, I 
mentioned how impressive his 
professional accomplishments had 
been, not only in teaching and 
research, but also in authoring 
various notable books with titles 
like “Radio Galaxies,” “The Cata-
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