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Commencement speeches are one of the great collegiate traditions
of modern civilization. It is the time when an academic institution invites
a person perceived to have achieved significant success in his or her
chosen field to address a graduating class and bestow upon it a wisdom
shaped by personal struggles and triumphs.
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In the letter of Rev. Fr. Aloysius Ma. A. Maranan to me, he said in
one brief sentence the institutional perception and the institution's
expectation of me. While only history can validate indeed if I was an
"accomplished Bedan and an ideal public servant," the freshly scrubbed
faces of the graduates before me can immediately validate what Fr.
Maranan "confidently" anticipates, which is that I can inspire the
members of your class. I shall do my level best Father- Rector.

I remember reading from Time Magazine before that a successful
commencement speech should be short, smart, poignant and uplifting.
Graduates, parents and teachers, we will have a problem with "short." I
am a lawyer, while diminutive, is still a lawyer. And as lawyers, we do
have a professional predisposition to while away the time talking.
Nonetheless, I shall try to keep you here for only under an hour.

On the "smart" front, I am assured that, as all of you in the
graduating class, OUR San Beda education has seen to that particular
requirement. However, I will even throw in wisdom for like most
women, I believe I have been receptive and sensitized by the experience
and beauty of pain and joy in my life. I say that again with all confidence
for it is Women's Month after all. Remember to always have a woman's
voice in any area of policy and influence. Believe you me a woman will
hasten the resolution of issues and the realization of what once were
merely possibilities. That is why I was most pleased to have just recently
heard what is old news to everyone and that is San Beda College, since
2005, have already accepted women in the College of Arts and Sciences.
Well done and bravo!

For the latter two - "poignant" and "uplifting" -, I shall endeavor to
harness all my years of being a reader and communicate a message steep
in inspiration and hope.

One of the biggest mistakes about education, most notably
university education, is the view that the sole function of a diploma is to
ensure employability. Yes, of course, I understand the need for
employment. By earning, you support your family. By earning, you
contribute to the dynamic calisthenics of our thankfully booming
economy. But a university diploma is more than economics. An
education is not merely a path to create the means but an opportunity to
define yourself deeper and with more breadth and passion so that you
can be a vital component to a society-in-healing such as our own.
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I hope that everyone here realized very early on that college is the
time you start to really mould the person you will become. It is the time
to discover yourself. This should have been the time to answer the
question: who am I?

Philosopher and social scientist C. Taylor said: I am a self only in
relation to certain interlocutors, ellipses.A self exists only within what I
call webs of interlocution1• I think what he means to say is that "A Self'
does not exist in a vacuum. You are a product of your constant
engagement with society.

I understand that most parents toiled to send their children to
school to land jobs and secure a stable future. As a parent, I cannot help
but agree with that. However, it is erroneous to think that your identity is
hinged only on a job, on your earning capacity, on the kind of watch you
wear or the bag you tote around. Your San Beda education is more than
your paycheck. It is more than your position in a company or in
Government. It is more than a hundred thousand followers in Instagram,
more than the hundred thousand likes clicked on your selfie. It is more
than your earnings in the bank or the jewels in the vault or the stamps in
your passport.

If you were receptive, your San Beda education would have taught
you that your value in society is magnified by the goodness of your
deeds, the purity of your heart and the commitment to contribute for a
good change in society. Your San Beda education would have given you,
as it has given me, the courage to aspire to be a hero and saint, brethren
and friend, counsel and supporter, follower and leader. One standard
should resonate in all of us and that is we live to be the relevant change
our society needs.

We are products of history and we are also beneficiaries of the
defiances of others. I am here because someone defied for me. I was
educated because my father defied his impoverished roots so his children
can claim their place in the sun. I was a young mother and placed eighth
in the bar exam because I stood on the shoulders of women who defied a
society that scoffed at a woman's competencies and strengths. I enjoy the
public's trust because there are officers in my stable at the Department of
Justice that defy the lure of a lucrative practice to prosecute for witnesses
who defied their fear of ridicule, distrust and their own termination.

1As cited by Bethan Benwell & Elizabeth Stokoe, II Discourse and IdentitY,1I p. 35.
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I ask you, what will YOU defy? What defiance, rooted in conviction,
integrity and good sense, will you do to benefit another, to benefit our
society, and our country? Remember to defy because you want to give
and not because you want to take. Remember to defy because YOU ARE
the change. A full life is not determined by what you have but by what
YOU GAVE.

You need not look further than the Benedictine monks who defied
plagues, wars, barbarian invasions and cultural collapse. Their defiance
was most manifest in how they successfully maintained and preserved
the monastic houses as places of piety, work and scholarly activities.
Their defiance to simply exist amid the chaos or despite of it allowed
humanity to preserve the very best of civilization.

By their hand we continue to read and argue today about the
metaphysics formulated by the Ancient Greeks. Through the monks'
hard work, they pioneered in all forms of agriculture thereby
contributing across epochs in the provision of food security for the
communities around it. They helped establish advances in metallurgy,
architecture and engineering.

And perhaps the most relevant to students and teachers alike, it
was a Benedictine monk who defied the practice at that time in Europe
when forms of scripts were written with no punctuation and spaces in
between. Thanks to the defiance, perseverance and innovation of Abbot
Fredegise2 of the early ninth century AD, we now all know a form of
writing with lowercase letters, space between words and punctuation.
The development of this form of writing known as the Carolingian
miniscule paved the way for rapid reading and writing, facilitating
learning and knowledge-sharing and thereby shaping in a great and
grand fashion the progress of civilizations. For those of you who will
become law students, imagine the horror of reading law books without
the benefit of the Carolingian miniscule where a 6oo-page law book
would have been written in only one lingering sentence.

Do you feel that I have imposed upon you the grand narratives of
history and philosophy? Do you think it fair for me to hold you in such
lofty ideals? What I propose simply is this. Do not fear sacrifice.

I do not mean grand acts of sacrifice. The farthest thing from my
mind is for us to romanticize it. You need not engage in massive, grand

2 Pronounced as FRE-DI-GUISE.
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elaborate acts of self-sacrifice. It could be as simple as giving up your
seat on a bus, or at the MRT in favor of the elderly, the physically
challenged, pregnant women or adults carrying little children. It is not
about archaic concepts of chivalry, but a basic and pragmatic
consciousness of your advantage over others, and using that to make
other people's lives, or even day, a little better. These small yet
consistent acts of selflessness could go a long way because you are not
only conditioning yourself to be a better human being, but also helping
ignite such compassion in other people. Grandiose acts of self-sacrifice
can be intimidating, but simple acts of selflessness is much more
accessible and tangible and, hence, easier to replicate and to pass
forward.

Thus, when an opportunity for sacrifice is before you, do not shun
it. To live a meaningful life, it is not enough to work hard. Through
moments of your life, you will need to give up a little or a big part of
yourself for the sake of a cause or the upliftment of another. Welcome
and be thankful for the opportunity of service. Sacrifice and you will see
how life and love will recompense you.

We have told tales about defiance and sacrifice. I share my third
lesson, if you can call it that, to make it a triumvirate. My final sharing is
for all of you young ones to take charge of your life.

Let me validate what you all fear. There will be gut-wrenching
disappointments. You will get hurt. You will suffer and you will know
pain. If you have never known insecurities before, this time when you
will need to engage the real world, you will not be as lucky. You will be
gripped by anxiety and disappointment so intangible that one social
philosopher3 likened it to a bankruptcy of the soul that expended too
much in hope and expectations.

Here is the thing. You cannot stop disappointment. You cannot
stop failure. It is how you react to it that matters. Put a timeline on the
fear, the disappointment, the insecurity. Don't make it last more than it
should.

Graduates, never indulge into thinking of yourselves as victims of
circumstance. Always take charge of your life. Take action. As one person
said, choose to be an active hero of your own life4• You will make
mistakes. Remember them so you can calibrate your exposure to the

3 Eric Hoffer.
4 Bradley Whitford.
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bitter taste of regret. Learn the skill of forgiving yourself and always, but
always, move on for failures do not define us. Neither will success. What
defines us, ultimately, is how we react to failures and to success and the
choices we make thereafter. Remember always to take action, take
charge!

Take a leaf out of the page of the Philippine Government, which is
taking that significant and critical initiative to raise the issue of the long-
standing territorial dispute with China before the International Tribunal
for the Law of the Sea or ITLOS. If you know that you have the
advantage of having the moral high ground and of having the law on
your side, fight for what is right and take charge of the situation.

In my case, for instance, when the former Chief Justice attempted
to leave the country, prematurely invoking a yet ineffective TRO & with
such unseemly haste as to indicate a clear attempt to evade charges
against him, I took charge and made the tough call to prevent her from
leaving Philippine jurisdiction. So, too, when the former President
attempted to leave the country, prematurely invoking a yet ineffective
TRO and with such unseemly haste as to indicate a clear attempt to
evade charges against her for, among others, rigging the 2004
Presidential Elections, I took charge and made the tough call to prevent
her from fleeing Philippine jurisdiction. So, too, when I was informed by
the National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) that they have in their
custody a witness who had startling and shocking news on the use and
abuse of the Priority Development Assistance Fund, I took charge and
supervised closely the criminal investigation of the same. I took charge of
the handling and the treatment of the anxious whistleblowers and took
bullets for my team during the Senate inquiry. In the same way when an
informant told me that one prosecutor was extorting money from a
party-litigant, I took charge and caused his entrapment. His case is now
being heard at the Ombudsman. When I was informed of the horrible
degradation of the Ilocos coastline because of illegal black sand mining, I
took charge. Not only did I go to the province and see for myself the
sorry state of our beaches, I mobilized an operation headed by the NBI
and the Mines and Geosciences Bureau of the Department of
Environment and Natural Resources to put an immediate stop to the
illegal operations. We also arrested the environmental criminals, now
either deported to their country of origin or are undergoing preliminary
investigation. On all of these issues and more, I continue to still take
charge.
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Ladies and gentlemen, Bedans, everything that has ever been
accomplished in this world was made possible by people who took
charge of their lives and who took action because of such belief. Be the
author of your story and hold accountability, always, for your life. When
death is upon you, be assured that you will not be judged by your
stumbles and missteps but by the shining humanity you revealed with
constancy and grace when you lived.

You will have different battle cries as you go through your life's
path. For now, I bequeath you mine: Go forth and defy! Be unafraid
of sacrifice! Always take charge of your life!

Congratulations Batch 2014! I bid all of you good luck! Contribute
well to the creation of the arc of our country's history. God bless all of
you! Maraming salamat po!
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