NEBRASKA

WESLEYAN
JUNIVERSITY

/

The Inauguml Address of Frederik Ohles

Sixteenth President of

NEBRASKA WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY
delivered Friday, October 5, 2007

Dear friends of Nebraska Wesleyan University, dear family and friends of mine, Governor
Heineman, Mayor Beutler, President and Mrs. White, Mrs. Rogers, other distinguished guests,
members of the Nebraska Wesleyan University Board of Governors, members of the President’s
Board of Advisors, to the professors and staff members of this fine University, but most of all to
you who were ever students here, and especially to the students of today, how delighted I am to
profess publicly my commitment to serve Nebraska Wesleyan University to the best of my
ability as sixteenth President.

I want to talk today about three prized emblems of Nebraska Wesleyan: the sunflower, the
archway, and the bur oak. But first let me say this, quite simply: It is good to be with you. It is
good to be back in the heartland. It is good to be a Nebraskan.

When Nebraska Wesleyan went looking for a new president last year, you said you wanted
someone with a sense of humor. I tried to put 47 different jokes into this address. Various people
who seem to know what is good for me vetoed 46 of them, leaving just one. Listen closely; it
would be a shame to miss it.

How blessed we are here on the prairie; where sunflowers by the millions winked at the
native peoples, and then at European settlers; where our forebears sacrificed, scrimped, and
struggled to build the first archways to learning; where for 120 years so many seeds of
productive and purposeful lives have taken root.

All over the world the alumni of Nebraska Wesleyan University stand tall, like grove upon
grove of our beloved bur oak tree, firmly rooted in this soil, formed by the traditions of this land,
ever reaching up like a growing oak’s crown of branches, in boundless reach toward new
challenges, new accomplishments, new ways to serve communities, to serve humankind, to serve
all God’s creation.

From the beginning, the Methodists of Nebraska were an ambitious people, and by the 1880s
they had established three small and all-too-fragile colleges, one at York, one at Central City,
and one at Bartley. Still there was no university at University Place; it was not even a place yet.

But look what wise people fashioned here, starting with a cornerstone laid 120 years and two
weeks ago today, on September 22, 1887: a fine liberal arts institution, more durable than those
fledgling colleges, focused on students, on their education, on their growth, on their success. A



principally undergraduate university where each student is invited to grow in the ways that match
her interests and talents best. A solid seat of learning where each student is cajoled to get himself
ready for a full life. An ambitious academic community that holds him up and holds her up as
they scan the horizon of their possibilities and set their sights on productive engagement in
careers.

.. . Firm foundation, boundless reach. . .
Therefrain of the Nebraska Wedeyan songbegins

Q0h, Her emblem is the sunflower
That o@r thelandabound& .O

All great institutions in the state of Nebraska have their roots in the rich prairie soil,
including our universities. “The wild land,” Willa Cather called it. Decade after decade, in years
of drought and years of plenty, the daughters and sons of ranchers, farmers, and businesspeople
have come to Lincoln, some of them to the fine public university three miles southwest of here,
while you and so many others like you have enrolled at this excellent Methodist-affiliated
university.

(We used to compete against our neighbors in football, you know. They were good.
Tomorrow is the ninetieth anniversary of a game they won 100-0. We took them off our
schedule.)

All through the years, your principal reason for coming here has been to study, to meet “the
world of ideas,” so captivating to an eager learner (again I quote Cather) that “when one first
enters that world [that world of ideas] everything else fades for a time, and all that went before is
as if it had not been.”

Passing through the archways that are so emblematic of this place changes you forever.
Henceforth, when you return home, whether your growing years were spent on a ranch between
Arthur and Hyannis, on a farm near Rising City, or in a town or metropolis, be it Omaha, Grand
Island, Kansas City, McCook, Chicago, Scottsbluff, Denver, “Norfork,” or Havelock— when
you return home, you will see those people, and those familiar places differently, and you will
see yourself differently, because you have passed through these archways of learning. As wide
and as distant as the horizon appears from the rounded tops of the loftiest sand hills in Cherry
County, the horizon of your mind is even more expansive because of the liberating arts and
sciences you have learned at Nebraska Wesleyan University.

.. . Firm foundation, boundless reach. . .
The U.S. Forest Service guide to the bur oak tree tells us:

QQuercusmacrocarpa. . . hasthelargest acornsof all native oaks andis very drought



resistant It grows sowly on dry uplandsandsandyplainsbutis also foundonfertile
limestonesoils andmoist bottormlands. . . [andag a pioneer tree. .. [on] prairie
grasslands.O

I have sat under the majestic bur oak tree just to the northwest of Old Main. Beneath the
shelter of its branches on a cool autumn day, as its canopying leaves grow sere and regain their
true russet color, I have pondered what Nebraska Wesleyan University has been these 120 years,
what it is today, what it will become in our future days, and further out, in the days beyond our
watch and ken.

Here are my reflections from sitting in that sun-dappled haven:

First: Nebraska Wesleyan University has always followed its own path. It has never needed
to imitate someone else’s definition of what makes a fine University. And so it should be. What
keeps this University strong is sustained attention to its own muse. Our duty is to be strategic,
have a concise plan, follow it, and take joy in seeing it unfold.

Everywhere voices tell us what we must try. Be more elite but also more market-driven.
Charge more because of our quality but charge less because of our location. Add these programs
and subtract those programs. Pay more or less attention to athletics, put the resources into
different accounts, draw the mascot with different lines, use different colors, and above all else
be more Methodist but less Methodist at the same time. To all of that I say perhaps, perhaps. But
before any of that, I would recall the words of the Stratford verse-master:

Thisabow all: to thineown self betrue,
And it mug follow, asthenighttheday,
Thoucang notthen befalse to anyman.
[or woman|

Second: We fulfill our mission best by being both excellent and inclusive. We trust our
instincts about who is ready for the kind of education we offer, for example among the young
people from rural communities across our state. How they rank in their class and what their
teachers say about them matters even more to us than test scores. And their test scores are strong.
Now we are taking our commitment to inclusion the next step. We are welcoming among us
more students from large urban communities in our region. Their preparation for an excellent
education also needs to be considered sensitively.

We seek students who are ready and eager to “get up and say ‘yes’ to your calling every
single day,” as Suzan-Lori Parks urged from this stage three weeks ago. We welcome into our
academic village those who would heed Chuck D’s call to responsible citizenship, also spoken
here recently: “When you leave this place,” he said, “leave with your own mind.”

Third: We should and can and will speak with greater confidence, more audibly, full of



vigor and passion, about our pride in this, our own academic community. How proud we are of
this place dedicated to intellectual and personal growth. How proud we are of this setting for a
liberal arts-centered education. How proud we are of this beacon of hope for all God’s people,
founded out of Christian concern, sustained today by that same Christian concern.

Here is a University worth proclamations. We educate students. We make them our own. We
celebrate their success—in their studies, in their careers, in their communities, in the world.

Fourth: This University is a treasure—Ilocally, in Nebraska, across the Great Plains and the
Midwest, nationally, and globally—such a treasure that it deserves our generous and everlasting
support. Ours is a frugal University, but there are not many bills that can be paid with a smile
and a handshake.

Someday we will have the resources to reduce the debt that our students carry when they
leave Nebraska Wesleyan. All of us working together could make tomorrow that day. Someday
we will have the resources to refurbish all of our halls as well as Old Main was refurbished in
our centennial year. All of us working together could make tomorrow that day. Someday we will
have the resources to ensure that throughout the faculty and staff there is sufficient support for
the excellent work they do, and sufficient recognition for the many years of devoted service that
are so common at Nebraska Wesleyan. All of us working together could make tomorrow that
day.

The challenge is before us right now. How will we honor the founders of 1887, the professors
and students of that first year and of every year since then? What commitments will we make
throughout the years that have been given to us? How will Nebraska Wesleyan University be an
even better academic community tomorrow because we walked this campus with pride and
called it our own today?

These questions are all around us. They are in the faces of our professors if we are students,
in the faces of our students if we are professors and staff members, in the faces that rest in our
memories and that we refresh at reunions if we are the alumni; in the faces of the University’s
accomplished students, faculty, staff, and alumni if we are its friends. These questions about our
commitment to Nebraska Wesleyan University are always before us. And the answers—yes, the
answers are in our hearts.

Let us commit ourselves today, let us recommit ourselves every day, to do our part so that
this University is always strong, always remembering the sunflowers that were here at our
beginning, always opening archways to learning and growth, always adding capable graduates—
a ring of them each year like the rings that form the trunk of that bur oak tree, whose roots reach
down so deeply as its firm foundation, whose branches stretch up and out in its boundless reach.
We together are the living University. It is our own. Together we will keep it strong.

Thank you.



