
1 
 

Seton Hall Law School 

Commencement Address 

May 25, 2021 

 

Dean Boozang, faculty, member of the Board of Regents, family, friends 

and most importantly, the Seton Hall Law School class of 2020,   

welcome and thank you for sharing this important day with me.  They 

say that all good things come to those who wait; and that patience is a 

virtue.  I hope that those words of wisdom apply here because it is never 

too late to mark and celebrate an extraordinary accomplishment – your 

graduation from Seton Hall Law School.   And I am so glad that I have 

the privilege of addressing you from a live podium than from a zoom 

screen.  

 

This is enormous privilege for me to speak to you today, something that 

my 25 year-old self could never have imagined in 1989 when I sat in 

your seat – for me that seat was at the Garden State Arts Center on a 

beautiful and sunny spring day in 1989.  George HW Bush had just been 

elected President; Phil Collins “Another Day in Paradise” was the 

number one single; Rain Man won the Academy award for best picture; 

and a slice of pizza and a diet coke were less than two dollars at Queen 

Pizza on Broad Street.  Classes were held in “temporary trailers,” not the 

state of the art building that you were fortunate enough to occupy for the 

last three years. There was no internet or cell phones, no selfies or 

Instagram, but we somehow all managed to do legal research and stay in 

touch and take pictures with cameras and film.  

 

So much has changed since that day in 1989; yet when it comes to law 

school, so much is timeless;  the apprehension the first time you are 

called on in class; the Rule against Perpetuities and Marbury v. 

Madison; settling into the rhythm of reading cases all day long and 

discussing them with classmates in your section; job interviews in navy 

blue suits; the magnificence of a courthouse on the first day of an 

internship; editing tedious journal articles and preparing opening 

statements for mock trial;  drinking too many cups of coffee to count and 
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making plans for your future; but still not complete sure where to begin 

or what to do.   

 

Now you have all begun that journey; you have taken those first steps, 

and, like my 25 year-old self, I would venture to guess that many of you 

are not entirely certain where your journey will take you.  And choosing 

what road to take, which law firm or prosecutor’s office or corporation 

to join -- can be daunting.  And only you know what road to take.  But I 

will tell you what I need you to do in whatever job you choose: I need 

you to change the world.  I’ll say it again:  I need you to change the 

world. For the better.   

 

Yes, that is a tall order for each of you, especially since you have been at 

this now for only a few months.  But I would not ask it of you if it were 

not critically important or if I did not have complete faith that you were 

completely capable of doing it.   

 

And to be clear, I am not asking you to quit your job and volunteer with 

the Peace Corps unless of course that is what you want to do.  Nor am I 

asking you to forgo a job at a big law firm or a corporation.  Change is 

needed in those places too. What needs to be front and center, during 

every step in your legal journey, the northstar that guides you, is the 

answer to this single question: am I using my legal talents to make the 

world better?  And not necessarily the whole world, just your corner of 

it.  And if your heart and your mind are open, opportunities will present 

themselves, because they are right in front of you.   Listen for them.  

Look for them.  They are right there.  I am sure of it.   

 

Make no mistake, this is something you absolutely can do.  You are well 

prepared for this task.  You have received an outstanding legal education 

at Seton Hall Law. I know this because I was lucky enough to attend the 

same law school and to have some of the very same brilliant and 

inspiring professors who taught you.  And today I want to thank them 

publicly for all they have done to prepare me and generations of Seton 
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Hall lawyers before and after me who have changed the world for the 

better.  Let’s give them all a round of applause.   

 

Because of them, and because of your hard work over these past three 

years, you are more prepared than you know.  I have had law clerks 

from Seton Hall and from other top law schools working side by side, 

and Seton Hall Lawyers are always stars. They are extraordinary 

thinkers, and writers and strategists. They have souls and moral 

compasses.  Seton Hall lawyers are exceptional, and genuinely good and 

decent human beings.  And by graduating today, you are part of that 

enduring legacy of excellence and goodness.  Be proud of it and cherish 

it, like I do.  You are a Seton Hall lawyer.  It means something.  And 

because of that, each one of you is especially prepared to change your 

corner of the world for the better. 

 

 

 I will also tell you why you must do this.   

 

First and foremost, you are lawyers.  You have joined the world’s oldest 

and the most noble of all professions.  It comes with enormous 

responsibilities and burdens.  What will develop for you in the years to 

come is not a merely a job, but a higher calling.  The law is a practice 

because, in a lifetime, we never perfect it.  We stand on the shoulders of 

so many great lawyers – from Abraham Lincoln, to Nelson Mandela to 

Ruth Bader Ginsberg to Saint Thomas More, and far too many to name 

from Seton Hall Law, all of whom accepted the challenge to change the 

world. In fact, we have more Seton Hall federal judges, and elected 

officials and managing partners at law firms than at any point in history.   

Like them, you take a solemn oath, and at the heart of that pledge is a 

commitment to equal justice under the law. It means respecting the rule 

of law.  It also means safeguarding the truth.   And keeping the peace.  

And speaking out for justice.  Social justice. Restorative justice. 

Economic justice.  Environmental justice.  And those are not just words, 

they are an obligation that make you different from everyone else.  And 
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you must breathe life into those solemn words every day and in 

everything you do. 

 

 

 Because you, the class of 2020, are not just lawyers.  You are lawyers 

who began their legal career during the most extraordinary time in 

modern history: from the Me Too Movement, to Black Lives Matter, to 

a deadly global pandemic.  And those events caused many of you, over 

the past three years, to experience a sense of frustration and 

hopelessness and dread.  And now, finally is your time to stand up and 

do something. You may not be able to end racism, but you can start a 

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion committee at your law firm.  You can’t 

stop the pandemic but you can volunteer to help tenants wrongfully 

evicted and protect them from homelessness.  You may not be able to 

end mass incarceration, but you can volunteer at a reentry court.  You 

can speak up if someone makes a sexist comment at your workplace.   

And you can do it firmly and loudly.  Let them know it is wrong.  You 

can ensure that your corporation does not withhold data on the efficacy 

of a new drug or illegally dispose of pollutants.  Tell them with 

authority.  Let them know will you not back down.  But in your passion 

and zeal for justice, remember that must always be respectful, even 

when you are angry.  Angry, mean people have never changed the world 

for the better. Be firm yet be kind.  You can do big, grand things, like 

Abe and Nelson and Ruth and Thomas, and you can also do small 

things, every day, when you are a Seton Hall lawyer.  And they are both 

important.  Because when you add up the little things, they become big 

things.  And when everyone in the class of 2020 does little things every 

day, you are making the world a better place.   

 

 

One day about ten years ago, when I was still a magistrate judge, one of 

the district judges approached me in the parking garage by pure 

happenstance and asked me if I would be interested in starting a reentry 

court.  I said yes, not even completely sure what a reentry court was.  A 

year later, the district court Renew program was born.  If you read about 
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it, it will say that we provide support services for those coming home 

after lengthy terms of incarceration.  And we have data to show that we 

have made a difference in our little corner of the world. We have so 

many beautiful success stories of young men who have defied the odds 

and changed their lives for the better, working, going to school, taking 

care of their communities.  And I had a front row seat to this 

transformation.    

 

And I see firsthand how this is possible because of our ever-expanding 

team of interns and lawyer volunteers. They are now tutors, municipal 

court counsel and resume builders.  One law firm run by Seton Hall Law 

graduates donated tickets to a college basketball game for the entire 

reentry family. I have learned from the giants in this field, like Governor 

McGreevey and Father Greg Boyle, who have reached out in support.  I 

am overwhelmed by so much generosity and goodness.  They are 

overwhelmed by the gratitude expressed by our participants and by their 

commitment to change.  And all of the little things have added up to a 

big change for the better.  And it all began quite accidently after a 

conversation with a colleague in a parking garage.   And it happened 

because our hearts and our minds were open to the call.   

 

And here is the big secret:  In making the world a better place, you 

become transformed. The judges, prosecutors and defense attorneys in 

our renew court have learned more from former gang members, than 

from anyone or anything else. Many of our participants have come from 

the most difficult of circumstances – poverty, neglect, addiction and 

abuse– but through hard work and determination and have beaten the 

odds.  They see the possibilities in their own potential.  The Renew court 

has made me a better judge and a better person. It is the most rewarding 

work of my career.  I am surrounded by so many passionate, decent and 

good people, and I am so glad that they are no longer incarcerated.   

 

And there are so many Seton Hall lawyers who set the example every 

day, both globally and at home.  Let me mention two.   
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International Justice Project, or IJP, was formed by a Seton Hall lawyer 

and her husband to advance international justice – all from an office in 

downtown Newark. Among other things, they help women and children 

who are victims of genocide and unspeakable violence. They have 

represented victims from the Darfur region in the Sudan before the 

International Criminal Court at the Hague in the Netherlands.  They 

educate, they advocate and they have changed the world for the most 

voiceless and deserving.  I know at least one woman who has literally 

been saved from likely torture and death because of IJP.   And these 

lawyers do it while maintaining full time practices in law firms.  And if 

you ask Wanda Akin and Ray Brown, they will tell you that they are 

better, more compassionate lawyers because of the remarkable women 

they have represented and who inspire them every day.   

 

Second story.  I read an article in the paper last month about a woman 

who was killed by a car while riding her bike in Brick NJ.  She and her 

family were homeless and had been living in an encampment behind the 

Lowes – until it was ravaged by fire and they lost anything.  Her 

husband rode his bike eight miles back and forth each day to work as a 

handyman and was devastated by this tragic loss of family and of his 

makeshift home. And then two Seton Hall lawyers from my class - the 

class of 1989- heard about their plight and answered the call to make the 

world better.  They reached out in compassion and service to the 

grieving family.  They paid for the funeral and temporary housing in a 

hotel.  And as we speak, Tom Scrivo and Kevin O’Toole are working 

more broadly for long term housing solutions for the working homeless.  

And they did it because they saw an opportunity to ease suffering and to 

work for justice.  They are better and more compassionate men and 

lawyers because of it.  And that little corner of Brick NJ, right behind 

the Lowes is better because of them. 

 

So where do you begin?  I have a plan.  First, recognize that being a 

good lawyer like Wanda and Ray or Tom and Kevin, is not magic- it is 

the result of years of hard work and dedication.  And be prepared for  

difficult days and times ahead – the partner who is who is critical of 
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your brief, or the client who is dissatisfied with your oral argument.  

This happens to the best of us.  But the best lawyers accept these setback 

as part of the learning process; they know that learning the craft is as 

important as celebrating the victory.   

 

For lawyers, September is a time of new beginnings.  So here is what 

you must do, every single September going forward. It is the start of the 

Supreme Court term and when Seton Hall Law celebrates the Red Mass.  

Right after Labor Day, mark September as the month that you evaluate 

your career path.  It is a month to review and reflect.  Ask yourself three 

questions:  Am I learning and getting better at this?  Am I happy?  Am I 

making a difference?  If the answer to any of these questions is no, 

reevaluate where you are.  And if you are unhappy, stagnating and not 

making the world better, it may be time for a change.  Honest self 

reflection is difficult but so necessary.  You have much to lose if you 

stay in a place that is suffocating your soul.  So do not be afraid to make 

a change. Look around for new opportunities. They are right in front of 

you.  Ask a Seton Hall lawyer.  Always keep your hearts and minds 

open and the day will come when you will be able to answer all three 

questions affirmatively.  I promise.   

 

Class of 2020, I will leave you with this:  We are all but temporary 

custodians of our legal community.   If we are lucky, we get four or five 

decades to rise up and to make this world a little better.  To work for 

peace.  To fight for justice.  To tell the truth.  To protect the rule of law.  

There is so much to fix.  There is so much protect.  And each one of you 

is so ready to do it.  I feel it.  I know it.  And do not waste a single day.  

The need is urgent.  And time moves fast.  There is no time like the 

present.  

 

 Your journey begins today.  Do not be overwhelmed.  Start with your 

own little corner.  Make it better.  Join together with your colleagues 

here today and let this be the solemn pledge that unites you, despite any 

differences that may have divided you.   And let your voices be heard.  

A choir is stronger than a single voice.  Today, I pass this sacred torch 
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and responsibility to you.  We are all here to support you – the entire 

Seton Hall Law Community.  And no one is rooting harder for you than 

me.  And I know you can do it.    In the words of St. Catherine of 

Sienna, if you use the talents God gave you, you will set the world on 

fire.   

 

But first, take a moment to reflect upon and celebrate your 

accomplishment today.  It is a big deal.  Hug you parents and loved 

ones. They are so proud of you. Continue to make them proud.  They 

will be even prouder of you when you use your legal gifts and talent to 

help others. 

 

 Beginning today, the Seton Hall law school  classes of 1989 and 2020 

are forever connected.  Stop by anytime to visit me at the federal 

courthouse.   Especially in September.  I am here to listen and gently 

guide.  Or drop me a note and let me about the great things you are 

doing. I have great hope for each one of you.  I know the future is in 

good hands with you, the Seton Hall Law, class of 2020.    

 

Congratulations! 

  

And thank you for this honor of a lifetime.   
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