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Congratulations.  This is a real accomplishment.  As I grow older – an 
unfortunate phrase that I find myself uttering with increasing frequency – 
as I grow older, I have come to appreciate the importance of ceremonies 
like this one.  There was a time when I took the formality and formalism of 
most ceremonial occasions – whether it be a graduation or a wedding or a 
swearing-in or virtually any other rite of passage conceived and 
choreographed and scripted by some unseen off-stage ancient authority – 
as a sure indication that the ritual had long ago lost any real meaning or 
vitality.  How can something that is so rote and depersonalized have any 
blood still running through its veins? 
 
But now I understand better that these moments serve a very important 
purpose, which is to carve out a brief oasis of time in our busy lives to 
actually break from everyday habit, to pause and take a deep breath and 
look around at the new world we are entering, to reflect inwardly a bit and 
give thought to what it is that we are becoming; in this case, an attorney 
licensed to practice law in the State of Connecticut.  If you have not done 
so already, I urge you to take some time today to reflect on whatever it is 
that pulses just beneath the skin of this formal ceremony.  There is 
something alive and exciting and meaningful there, I assure you. 
 
On the advice front, after almost 30 years of parenting children, I hesitate 
to say anything at all.  I will keep it to a few minutes. 
 
For my bar mitzvah invitation, my mother chose a card that had these 
words on the front: “All beginnings are difficult.”   I was puzzled when I 
first saw that.  My mother, may she rest in peace, was a very loving 
person, and I doubted that she intended to use my bar mitzvah invitation 
as the occasion to place a curse on me -- “All beginnings are difficult” as in 
“I hope you have a rough start, son.” 
 
No, she meant to tell me that it was okay to stumble, to make mistakes, to 
feel overmatched and over my head, in a word, to fail.  I have found 
profound comfort in that message over the years, with each new beginning.  
Even quite recently. 



 
And so, I want to convey that same comforting thought to you.  Unless you 
are almost impossibly fortunate, you too will encounter difficulties as you 
begin your careers, or your new career.  Probably more difficulties than 
you can count, in the beginning.   The difficulties will never end 
completely, of course, but what will diminish greatly over time is the feeling 
that you are lost, or just pretending – the anxieties and fears that often 
accompany new beginnings. 
 
I have two bits of practical advice to guide you along the way.    
I warn you that these words of wisdom are deceptively simple-sounding.   
They will seem simplistic, which is to say, not only trivial and obvious but 
also underpowered and insufficiently nuanced.  But please give them a 
chance.  
 
First, particularly in light of what I just said about beginnings, be patient.  
Be patient with yourself.  By all means learn from your mistakes, but don’t 
beat yourself up over them.  Overcome your fears but don’t feel bad that 
you are afraid.  (I worry more about those who have no fear.)  Be kind to 
yourself.  Understand that it takes years to develop the base of knowledge 
and experience and practical judgment that you need to feel secure and 
confident as a lawyer.  Be patient and stick with it.   
 
The second piece of advice is not altogether unrelated to the first.  Be kind 
to others.  Yes, it’s an adversarial profession.  Yes, you have a client to 
represent.  Yes, the other lawyer is acting like a jerk.  Yes, sometimes the 
judge or clerk or marshal is abrupt to the point of rudeness.  Without any 
doubt, you will feel a strong urge to be unkind at times, and sometimes that 
urge will be entirely justified.   But be kind anyway.  Resist the temptation 
to be unpleasant, to bite back.  As I said, this sounds so simple and easy.  
It isn’t.  It is especially difficult to be nice to others when you are right and 
they are wrong (which is almost always the case, of course).   It makes it 
that much harder when, as occurs with surprising frequency, you are 
defending or championing a very important principle.  Sometimes, when 
we just so happen to hold the moral high ground, a little nastiness seems 
almost appropriate, doesn’t it?  And it sure feels good to let it out.   This 
is what the recently departed author, Philip Roth, called “the ecstasy of 
sanctimony.”   Add in the fact that you have a difficult client, or you have 
other clients, or you have bills to pay, or you have other headaches on any 
given day – well of course you are justified in throwing a verbal punch or 



two.  Don’t do it.  Do your very best to restrain yourself and remain 
pleasant.  
 
If you follow this advice, I promise you that you will be very happy that you 
did.  You will be happy for utilitarian reasons – what goes around, comes 
around; you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar, etc.  You will 
also be happy at a moral or human level, or whatever level it is that makes 
human beings feel good about being kind to others.   
 
You can be a staunch and zealous advocate and still be decent, civil, and 
even nice.   Find a role model who has figured out how to pull it off, and 
watch that person.  Surround yourself with ethical people.  As I said, you’ll 
be happy you did. 
 
Best of luck to you, one and all. 


