1
10

“To Pray or to Play” — Uncomfortable Learning Gaudino Style


It is amazing how some people make such a profound impact upon us.  One could argue that they are not accidental, but, if you would permit me to say, an indication of divine grace, or in musical terms they are grace notes of our collective experiences. 


Bob Gaudino added a little something special to this Williams experience.  As you know, his educational orchestration made the enterprise of learning a real hybrid relationship between what, from my perspective of spiritual and religious orientation, I call prayer and playfulness.


This is a humbling task precisely because of the fact that, given the reality of he who looms so large in the consciousness of my alma mater, it is an amazing opportunity to humbly and, yes, frighteningly approach Bob Gaudino’s memory prayerfully and, yes, playfully. 


One thing is certain.  All of us in life have a list of mentors and teachers who loom large in our consciousness; they bring fresh zephyr wings into lives all too often riddled with ordinariness, predictability, and comfortability.  All too often the constrictors and hindering forces so readily imposed by contemporary American education positions us as adults to grow up with a narrow worldview, a tendency to believe that “all we know is what we know.”  Perhaps we can call that educational arrogance.  In that arrogant view there is not much room for painful and probing engagement in arenas where certainty is compromised by possible surprise and by unpredictable discoveries, even discoveries about parts of ourselves that we did not know were there.


Bob Gaudino did not simply engage me in terms of my understanding of international, universal, or dare I say, cosmic reality.  But he also assisted me, accompanied me (and so many others), in operating in the realm of iconoclastic smashing the perceptions that held us bound by an ugly-American consciousness that prevented us from seeing in this world of grand diversity and blessing an opportunity to understand people in all of their integrity, all of their uniqueness, and in all of the qualities that they bring into the universal language and universal experience. 


It is very difficult as Americans, bona fide Americans, to see the critical importance of diversity, to see the integrity in other cultures, in other walks of life, in other perspectives that we do not share as our own.  We must remember too that we have developed lenses across our eyes that thicken through our grown up years.  (Interestingly enough Bob Gaudino told us not so much to “grow up” as to “grow down.”)  And I do hear in that the echoes of the word coming from the prophet of two thousands years ago who said that, except as we come as a little child, we cannot see the kingdom of God.  It is precisely in the arena of seeing, in the arena of the imagination, in the arena of the unexpected, in the arena of the uncomfortable, in the arena where options are possible but where escape routes are limited.  It is precisely here that Bob Gaudino called us to do battle first with ourselves, secondly with the culture from whence we came, and thirdly with the stereotypes, prejudices, and concepts of restriction and concepts of superiority that plague us.


I want to suggest several things that have had impact on my life as it relates to Bob Gaudino.  We must remember that now it is easy to celebrate a dead hero.  And I say this without any mincing of words.  The truth is that Bob Gaudino had many, many rough roads to climb.  Imagine, attempting to build a Williams-in-India program at a time when experiential education was  neither vogue nor fad, when some said that it was just another liberal experience for bleeding hearts who wanted to go to India, experience just a little bit of the pain, and then retire to the Sheraton or to the Holiday Inn.


This is precisely what Bob Gaudino spoke against.  He was not interested in simply taking people on a tour or a trip.  His desire was to get liberal art students, during their four years of respite, opportunity to grow, even ache in pain and in brokenness, in order to find in the “Other” as he called it.  I call it the “sacred Other” or, as Buber speaks about it, the “I/thou relationship” — to find in the Other an opportunity to find ourselves.  And, of all places, why would Bob Gaudino take very upper class young people from Scarsdale and from Daytona Beach and from Beverly Hills to the streets of Calcutta to live with the poorest people on this planet?  Why would Bob Gaudino take the children of MacDonald’s and Burger King to a nation where there are a million plus cows and yet people die in the streets starving because the cow is mother?  Why would Bob Gaudino dare take students into the villages with cholera and with malaria and with emphysema?  It was because Bob Gaudino understood from his own experience of being in India that the only way Americans would be able to break through the barriers that restrict their consciousness is to be exposed to the reality not from the Marriott Hotel’s balcony but right there in the trenches, in the burials, in the gutters of Calcutta, and in the gutters of New Delhi.  


I want to suggest that in the context of Williams College there was resistance, but Bob Gaudino was right on, because for Bob Gaudino, operating during the time of the great Civil Rights movement, one of his mentors was Dr. Martin Luther King.  We understand that Bob Gaudino was an advocate for non-violence like King and Gandhi…… and didn’t he look just like a brother of Mahatma Gandhi, slim in frame, quiet in speech, loving in temperament, one with whom you felt a million years of friendship even though you might have met him for the first time a few moments ago.


Williams College education was at the time, as now, highly competitive, and that kind of education all too often boils over into becoming utilitarian.  And back then in the 70s as now in the 90s, I’ve become somewhat uncomfortable when students tell me they already have their major and their minor, they already know what they are going to do for the rest of their lives, they already know how they are going to take the route, which contacts to make, which strategies they shall employ…..and it’s as comfortable and as easy as can be.  Liberal arts education — tiptoeing through the tulips, seeking not so much to be broken but rather to find the slick route, the escape hatch, the opportunity never to have to start out in the mailroom and to work one’s way up, but to start out in the corporate room and demand, after a year of work, a key to the executive lounge.


I want to believe that there are students today, that there are faculty today, that are willing to break through this paradox of comfortability and willing to take the risk.  Bob Gaudino understood that not everyone would receive the call.  The call is an invitation, an inelocutable invitation that woos us, allures us, to come forward and, as Dietrich Bonhoffer says, that when we are called, we are sometimes called to sacrifice and to die.  This death that Bob Gaudino called us to was not a physical death, even though going to places like India or to the inner city might put one at risk……but the real issue was to be called to be broken, and indeed to have all of our perceptions up for inspection and for review.


I liken the experience of education of Bob Gaudino to be that of, forgive me being a Baptist preacher, the baptismal ritual that we generate in our churches.  Every fourth Sunday at 10:15 a.m. Memorial Baptist Church, where I have been privileged to pastor for the last 23 years, we do some things that represent life-transforming opportunity.  Baptism in the Baptist Church is not an anointing, it is not a sprinkling, it is not a zap….. it is called immersion.  The total person is immersed underwater and kept down long enough to feel the sense of uncomfortability, to feel the sense that the old person has died.  Brought up from the water it becomes an experience of being drenched but not drowned, the opportunity to walk in newness of life.  This is the experience that Bob Gaudino helped me to understand — that experiential education is really baptismal education.  It is to be immersed in the experiences of the Other; it is to be exposed to the challenges of the ugly and the beautiful, where we find ourselves far away from home.  It is the ability to discern in the diversity of others an opportunity to learn from them, to share with them, to celebrate with them, to pray with them, and yes, to play with them, just because respect demands an honest appraisal and an honest embrace of the other.


But mind you, in all baptismal experiences, it can never happen with the individual baptizing him or herself.  There needs to be a mentor, there needs to be a loving Other who can guide us through the process lest we drown.  And what made Bob Gaudino’s teaching so powerful, so exacting and so life threatening was precisely the presence of Bob Gaudino there with you, for you.  


No question was stupid or ignorant; he was always there with a twinkle in his eye, making you feel that you were the most important person on the earth.  What made Bob Gaudino so incredible was precisely the fact that he understood something of the struggle of being a professor out of phase with perhaps the majority of the teaching staff at a college of the 60s and 70s.  But moreso, ever a loner, he also understood that pioneers are always loners who know that when seeds are planted, some future generation will rise up and become the flowering of a planting that took place many, many decades before.


Can you see him standing before an entire educational establishment that viewed much of this as liberal sentimentality, that viewed this as something less than deep intellectual pursuit, and understood nothing of what he attempted to deliver to us because what Bob Gaudino attempted to deliver to us was a message that will save America?  It really is a message that will save this world.


America today is a nation of nations, cultures, institutions, and personalities from every walk of life and from every inch of the globe’s geography.  Our colleges put more and more emphasis on technology, more involvement in utilitarian, technical learning that land our students a job.  But if we would pause for just this moment, in honor of Bob Gaudino, and recognize the fact that he is really one who stands among us and above us…..if we could hear his voice speak to us today, it would be this: “I call on you to pray, to be contemplative, to focus on your life, your life direction, your life purpose, and your life goal.  But I do not want to become so serious that you miss out becoming playful and enjoying life and seeing in the smiles of the children around you the opportunity to set you free from adulthood.”  If there ever was a word that could be spoken about Bob Gaudino as I conclude, it would be, strangely enough, some words written in the Brown Book magazine in 1904 by Bessy Anderson Stanley, who gave this eloquent definition of success:


(And please forgive the sexism of the language and hear the sentiment.)  “He has achieved success who has lived well.  Laughed often and loved much; who enjoyed the trust of pure women, the respect of intelligent men, and the love of little children, who has filled his niche and accomplished his task; who has left the world better than he found it, whether by an improved copy, a perfect poem or a rescued soul; who has never lost appreciation of earth’s beauty or failed to express it; who has always looked for the best in others and given them the best he had; whose life was an inpsiration; whose memory a benediction.”


May the life, the love, and the legacy of Professor Robert Gaudino be forever ours as an inspiration and as a way of leading us out of the wilderness of broken dreams, as we achieve in the next millenium the reality of the beloved community, the global village that is sincerely a village for all.
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