A few notes in memory of Thomas Kerr.

My first great teacher was Brian Tormey. He was my earth science teacher in high school. While working toward his Phd., he invited me into his life and to his dinner table. I remember there was much more in the way of potatoes than meat for four kids. It was in that small, sparsely furnished house in Pine Grove Mills Pennsylvania that Brian told me that money spent on education was never wasted. He was right. In fact I took the time 25 years later to find him again and thank him because it was that advice that brought me here in from 1989 to 1992.
I have come here today to say thanks to Tom Kerr. Forgive me if I lack the necessary composure or eloquence to do it properly.

About a month ago I was at an alumni luncheon and found myself seated next to Ilker Baybars and I made some remarks about other great teachers at GSIA. I had the pleasure to talk about Jean Jacques Servan Schreiber who taught me how to think and introduced me to some great history and biography. There is Lester Lave, who somewhere in the debate about whether a paper cup was better or worse than a plastic cup taught me about impermanence and sustainability. He taught me the harmony of the ecosystem and to appreciate the intense beauty of a forest.
Tom Kerr was a great teacher.  He taught me how to behave and live. Upon the news of his passing I was unable to do anything for the rest of the day. Paralyzed at the loss.
When Plato and Socrates were debating the perfection of the republic nearly 2500 years ago they wondered about the natural differences between men and women. How ironic that Lawrence Summers gets thrown out of Harvard for asking the same difficult questions? Tom Kerr asked the same difficult questions here for years without getting into trouble. He said the only thing a woman couldn’t do was be a sperm donor, and the only thing a man couldn’t do was be a wet nurse. He had things pretty well figured out.

On the first day of my first class with Tom, I was thinking like wow, this guy is really good. Intellectual dynamite; a force. After the second day of my first class with Tom I found myself checking out the electives catalog to see what else he was teaching as I became drawn by the invisible gravity of his talent. I signed up for everything. Years later I reflect that my exposure to the many dimensions of his wisdom was worth the entire price of admission. He is the reason I give back what I can and return each year to chair a game team. He is the reason I care about what goes on at the Tepper school.
When I finished here I left with about ten feet of text books and class notes and as the years passed and I started running out shelf space, the notes went away, some of the books went away, but my notes from Tom’s classes remained and I chip away at his reading list to this very day.
Tom is the reason I made my kids read Harper Lee ahead of the academic schedule of the Apollo Ridge School District. He is a big part of the reason my kids are turning out alright.
Tom is the reason I raced to the bookstore to pay full sticker for the latest Taylor Branch. There he is years later still teaching me a thing or two about our civil liberties.
Plato and Socrates also talked about the natural divisions of labor in a perfect republic. There were Merchants, Farmers, Laborers, Craftsmen and Philosophers. There were also Guardians.

Tom guarded our freedom as he blasted his way across the Pacific. Some of his atoms got scattered there, but he got himself patched up and decorated and came home. I can only imagine his troops loved him and were also drawn to him by the intense gravity of his courage.

When he stood up for the Janitors at Mellon bank he guarded the human beings who clean toilets for a living and in doing so he taught me the virtues of compassion. He guarded the disenfranchised and he instructed the fortunate. The blessings of providence placed him before me at last. My beacon. My pillar of fire.
And now what are we going to do? His body is gone but he is still here and I don’t think he is going away. I was in Washington last weekend and saw him all over the place. There he is on the great bronze doors of the Supreme Court, there with Julian and the student, there in the Shield of Achilles, there working to perfect Justinian’s code of law. 
He is in the Library of Congress there in the Gordon Parks photograph of Ella Watson holding her broom and mop in front of the flag, guarding her, and in a more expansive way guarding the courage of Rosa Parks and our Great Society.
I saw Tom in each of the bronze plaques on the Pacific side of our newest monument in Washington. There he is listening to the radio with the news of Pearl Harbor, there he is getting his physical; there he is 20 or 21 years old subject to the sudden mayhem of underwater torpedoes; there he is, guarding our Freedom. There he is dancing to the jitterbug and at last coming home to teach us. There he is today, and forever, next to the peaceful waters, closer to his friends in that magnificent field of four thousand gold stars.

And how do we choose to remember him after today? Can I be so bold to ask for the establishment of an endowed chair in ethics and the law in his honor? Who will press on with his work? It isn’t done yet. In 1997 I was mobilizing a construction project that would soon employ more than 500 workers. A young man in the relatively high position of pipe-fitter superintendent just 20 miles from Atlanta and the King Center felt compelled to ask my permission to have a black guy on the job. My jaw dropped and I thought about Tom. Can I ask his family to gather his letters and arguments and get them in the library right where they belong near those of Cicero, Martin Luther King and Thurgood Marshall? Can I ask a permanent monument be placed to guard the gates to our school?
I said earlier that Tom taught me how to live; I’ll close by narrowing it down a little. He taught me the value of compassion, the value of liberty. He taught me to be decent to people. He got me to understand the meaning of human duty. He taught me honesty over money.
In his meditations, Marcus Aurelius wrote:

The elements move upward, downward, in all directions. The motion of virtue is different –deeper. It moves at a steady pace on a road hard to discern, and always forward. 
And so I thank nature and the god of nature that I will always have Tom and the great light of his intellect to guide me down the path. The fire may have gone out but my beacon remains, growing brighter still.
David Glass

