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Students, parents, faculty and staff, and the graduating class of Aley National 

School, greetings and congratulations on this 22nd day of June, 2017. My name 

is Fadlo Raja Khuri, and 36 years ago, I stood where you stand today, albeit as a 

soon-to-be graduate of International College and standing in the American 

University of Beirut's Assembly Hall. I was excited about my future but 

apprehensive at the same time. Above all, I felt a sense of deep gratitude to the 

school that I had entered as a seven-year-old in second grade. 

 

In my years at the school, I had undergone a transformative experience. I gained 

knowledge, expanded my perspectives, accumulated not only confidence, but a 

rich company of lifelong friends. 

 

School was for me a voyage of self-discovery. I was never one of the cool kids.  In 

fact I was decidedly un-cool. But I started with a small circle of friends that 

expanded from second grade to the end of high school. We have kept in touch 

with each other over the course of our lives. They became doctors, engineers, 

entrepreneurs, journalists, businesspeople, and creative souls, all admirable and 

inspiring in their accomplishments—leaders, but also servants, of their 

communities. At school, we stretched our creative and social limits, while 

troubling our parents with our mini-rebellions, in my case starting a rock band 

and a football team, which we called Dynamo Beirut. We showed movies to the 

younger children, and worked together to tutor the disadvantaged.  We 

immersed ourselves in sports, culture, political thought, learning, and in service 

to the community. Many of you here today have had similar experiences of 

stretching your intellectual capabilities. These are among the many opportunities 

a great school provides for its pupils. 

 

 نواحي جميع من الناس تجمع لبنان في التعليم تجربة فإن ببساطة، اليوم؟ هنا للمتخّرجين تجربتي تعني ماذا

 هنا يكون ما أصدق هو التوصيف وهذا. والمحرومين والفقراء الميسورة غير واألُسر الغنية واألسر الحياة،

 المختلفة السياسية واالنتماءات الطوائف من الناس اجتمع حيث عاليه، فيه بما لبنان جبل في لبنان، قلب في

 والمصير التآزر من شعور بناء أعادوا الناس هؤالء. األهلية الحرب حطّمته الذي المجتمع نسيج بناء إلعادة

 .أجدادنا بيت في المشترك،

 



 

Like you, I was fortunate to be guided by some magnificent mentors.  From 

elementary school through high school, you have felt the deep commitment of 

those teachers who have cared about you, mentored you, and helped you rise 

again once you have fallen. 

 

Like you, I was empowered by the great advantage of growing up in a diverse 

school. In the prewar years, we had no idea what anyone's religion was and 

could only guess from accents at one's national origin. That sense of comfort 

with all carried us through the Civil War years as a closely-knit group of secular 

friends. Keep that in mind as you create your own friendships outside this 

school. Never fall into the trap of judging people on their wealth, their fame, and 

least of all their sect or their religion or lack of religion. Judge people, in the 

timeless words of the great Martin Luther King, on the contents of their 

character alone.  

 

The sense of openness, fairness and transparency was reinforced by our high 

school teachers. They too were diverse in origin. My Palestinian-born history 

teacher answered our questions with patience, treating us as young colleagues, 

not vessels to be filled with dogmatic learning. My American-born English 

teacher taught us to listen to the sound of our own voices, to love, appreciate 

and in turn create poetry and lyrics, to write with confidence and daring.  

 
 معلميكم، وحكمة والديكم دعم من مستفيدين عاليه، في الوطنية المدرسة في دراستكم تنهون وأنتهم اآلن

 .ذاتها الرائعة الفرص لديهم ليست الذين أولئك في للتفكير لحظة خذوا

 
Among those that I got to know while in school were some children far less 

fortunate and privileged than I. Some I befriended and others I taught, whether 

in the Palestinian refugee camps or the Southern suburbs of Beirut. I felt great 

nobility in these individuals, in their determination to make a better life for 

themselves and their parents, and felt enormously privileged for the opportunity 

to befriend those in my age group and to tutor those younger. 

 

 

 

 

 
 كشخص . الفرصة تسنح عندما حياتهم في التأثير حقا   يمكنكم الذين أولئك مع التواصل فرص من فيدوااست

 تعليم إلى السرطان، مرضى من المجتمع، في الحاجة أمس في هم من وتحسين لخدمة وعمله حياته كرس

 سيستمّدون األفراد هؤالء أن واثقين وكونوا. مكافأة أكثر مبادرة وال أعظم، رسالة توجد ال حرمانا ، األكثر



 

 التفاعل من وجوديا   إحساسا   و بل تحويليا   شعورا   أيضا منهم تستمّدون وأنتم معكم، تفاعلهم من كبيرا   خيرا  

 .معهم

 
And do it confident in the belief that, as these individuals derive great good from 

their interactions with you, so too do you derive a transformative and even 

existential sense of purpose from your interactions with them. 

 

So what can you take from the thoughts of a lifelong academician and healer, 

now an academic leader, such as myself? Many of you will enter university in 

search of your own story. You may ask yourself; did I use my years in school 

wisely? Did I make friends who could help me grow and whose growth I could 

participate in? Did I listen to the quieter voices, which are often the most 

inspiring and insightful? These are questions to ponder, but not to despair from. 

Life teaches us many lessons, including that the same lesson can represent itself 

in many different guises. Wisdom is rarely tied to a single moment you must 

learn from. 

 

That is a lesson you should have learned at Aley National School, which has much 

to do with the origins and the ethos of the school. Founded in 1907, closed at 

the height of the Civil War in 1983, and re-opened in 2001, the school was built 

on the principles of enlightened education, shared values and a strict adherence 

to non-violence. It shares a similar longevity and resilience as AUB, whose 

founder, Rev. Daniel Bliss, was a visionary with an impact on Lebanon and the 

Arab world—through the institution he started—that is hard to fathom. He was a 

Protestant Christian missionary, but the commitment he shared with his 

successors—up to and including myself—was to provide education to people 

regardless of their beliefs. His son, and first successor as president, Howard Bliss, 

said: “The purpose of the College is not to produce singly or chiefly men who are 

doctors, men who are pharmacists, men who are merchants, men who are 

preachers, teachers, lawyers, editors, statesmen; but… to produce doctors who 

are men, pharmacists who are men, merchants who are men, preachers, 

teachers, lawyers, editors, statesmen who are men.”  In this day and age, one 

might call them not just men (and women), but citizens of the world, servants to 

their communities, upholders of civilized universal values.  

 

My favorite Modern Lebanese writer has been since my childhood the great Bard 

of Baskinta, Mikhail Naimy, one of the famous Shu’ara al-Mahjar, who from their 

exile in the US sought to trigger a rebirth of Arabic literature as a dynamic 



 

modern expression for the early 20th Century. I was lucky to visit him in his 

modest mountain home as a child, once with my class at IC and once on a private 

visit with my father. Sitting in the presence of your literary hero is an 

unforgettable experience, and I was overawed to listen to Naimy and my father 

discuss their shared bond with the country they both loved and willingly 

returned to after their sojourns abroad. They spoke of service, to their 

motherland, to the Arab world, but most importantly to the people. Since my 

return to Lebanon, I have visited his graveside which bears his own ever-so-

simple yet profound words:  

 

 ِطفلك أنا يا ربي
 وهذه األرض البديعة، الكريمة.. الحنون

 التي وضعتَني في حضنها
 ليست سوى.. المهد
 أدرُج منه إليـــــــك

 
The conversation I heard that day with my father, and the lesson I will share with 

you now, was a simple message of service to others, of service to those more 

needy and less fortunate. It was that day more than any other, at the age of 11, I 

discovered that whatever I wished to do with my life, I was determined to be of 

service to my fellow man and woman!  

 

Naimy has many quotable quotes, perhaps more than his friend, colleague and 

great artistic rival Gibran Khalil Gibran. In his novel, the Book of Mirdad, Naimy’s 

protagonist says, "Often you shall think your road impassable, somber and 

companionless. Have will and plod along; and around each curve you shall find a 

new companion." Your years at Aley National School have given you the great 

opportunity to make the companions of a lifetime. The next stage of your 

education, college and university, will be an even greater opportunity. Use it to 

explore the boundaries of your intellect and your character.  

 

 

. المشتركة قيمكم إلى باإلضافة اختالفاتكم استكشفوا. أخرى وظروف أخرى خلفيات من أفراد مع انخرطوا

 وهذه الوطن، هذا مستقبل أنتم معا ، تذكروا،. ومحتِرمين منفتحين، فضوليين، كونوا ،"اآلخر" من تخافوا ال

 .والعالم المنطقة،

 
It is these very principles that can propel your generation to make of Lebanon a 

modern nation of citizens and not the plaything of warlords and opportunists.  

Remember the lessons you have been taught in this most unique of schools.  



 

Know them.  Understand them.  Live by them. 

 

My final word to you is to remember to appreciate those around you. Teachers 

and mentors, parents, friends, and family. They all matter. Every one can teach 

you something. Take time to grow in knowledge and understanding as well as in 

compassion. These qualities will help you contribute to a society that badly 

needs you. Equipped with a wonderful education, with opportunity, with 

confidence, with friendship and with mentorship, start to realize your own 

untapped potential. The next phase will help you further broaden your 

perspective. Seize that opportunity. Do not step back from life's challenges. The 

world awaits you, Aley National School Class of 2017. Congratulations and go 

forth, in confidence and competence, and with a mission, and the steely 

determination, to leave the world a better place than you found it. 

Congratulations to you, your parents and your teachers! 

 


