
 

 

 

By Jason D. Curtis, Principal 

It is a privilege and honor to speak on behalf of the school community to the Class of 2017, and the family and 

friends who have gathered here this afternoon. 

I would like to first thank our Superintendent, Dr. Michael Fedewa, and our Board of Trustees for their 

leadership of our school.  I’d especially like to recognize three members who are concluding their terms: Dr. Bo 

Hanna, Mr. Richard Derrenbacher and our Chair, Mr. David Nerz.  Over the past 8 years, their leadership has 

given us remarkable growth in building, financial sustainability, and a clear vision and direction for our school.  

As both an educator and parent, I am deeply grateful for your dedication to outstanding Catholic high school 

education, and we commit to continuing your legacy here at Gibbons. 

Thank you to my colleagues, the educators at Cardinal Gibbons, I’ve always been inspired and amazed by the 

work you do for our school.  Seeing you in the classroom, on the fields, in the Theater, at service projects and 

on retreats, I am so grateful that all of our students, including my own children, are blessed to have you as their 

role models.  When our students talk about their love of this school, they are talking specifically about you, and 

what you have created here.  I would ask all of our educators to please stand so that we can properly recognize 

and thank you.  

Finally, to the families, and especially the parents of our graduates, I want to thank you for your faith and trust 

in our school.  Thank you for your commitment to Catholic education, for your partnership with our educators, 

and for sharing with us the joy of forming your children. 

It is a gift to be able to hold our commencement exercises in Reynolds Coliseum today, even though I do realize 

this may be a tremendous sacrifice for basketball fans accustomed to wearing various shades of blue.  



Basketball is a second religion in North Carolina, and this is considered by some to be sacred ground because 

Reynolds hosted the first 12 years of the ACC Basketball Tournament.   

I learned about college basketball in North Carolina 17 years ago when I was moving my family from 

California and was looking at houses.  At a new housing development a sweet, grandmotherly real estate agent 

was visibly annoyed when I asked her if I could see one of the houses … because she was busy watching the 

ACC tournament.  She made me wait until the game was over.  I didn’t end up buying that house, and I think 

that she was fine not selling it to me, since I obviously didn’t understand the importance of ACC basketball. 

Reynolds recently underwent a significant renovation project that showcases both its future and history, and 

when you walk through the entrance you see several Cardinal Gibbons graduates featured.  No matter how 

sacred, each and every ACC basketball cathedral gets a facelift or replacement at some point.  Reynolds was 

replaced by the PNC Arena, Carmichael Auditorium was replaced by the Dean Smith Center, and even 

Cameron Indoor Stadium finally relented and installed air conditioning, much to the relief of Dick Vitale and 

other sportscasters overheating up in the crow’s nest.   

Building and construction has been a theme for the Class of 2017.  When members of this class visited Gibbons 

as middle schoolers our campus was a very messy construction site, undergoing a large expansion to the school 

building.  Parents: you were pretty brave to choose us as a school for your sons and daughters, and pretty 

trusting that we could complete the project in time!  Luckily your class’s first major event on campus was the 

blessing and dedication of our new school buildings by Bishop Burbidge.   

Throughout your time at Gibbons additional construction continued even through your senior year with the 

tennis courts, parking lots and new field.  Your senior class service project was construction for Habitat for 

Humanity. 

Even your last lunch together was held on an active construction site.  Last Friday, this class had their Senior 

Lunch on the site where Holy Name of Jesus Cathedral will be dedicated in July, as that property was the 

former home of Cardinal Gibbons High School.  The Class of 2017 will forever have a special relationship with 

the history of our new Cathedral.  



Building is difficult: it comes at significant cost and sacrifice, obstructions and headaches.  I’m sure that we 

didn’t help out the construction crew on Friday by having a huge lunch in the middle of their final push before 

this summer’s dedication.  As a school administrator, I probably should have gotten more training in 

construction permits and building maintenance than curriculum and assessment.  And, as every married couple 

who has done a significant home project knows, nothing tests marital vows like a “kitchen remodel.” 

Even though construction is challenging and difficult, it’s also exciting.  We’re so fortunate to experience 

growth in our school, in our city and our Church.  It’s inspiring to see the construction of new, beautiful 

structures that will serve our community for many years to come.  

Yet for all of the construction around us in the world, there is also an increase in destruction … especially, in 

the efforts to tear down people. We live in a world that increasingly rejoices in the failures of others, takes 

delight in exposing human frailties, and more than ever, encourages efforts to dehumanize and devalue people. 

Our Holy Father, Pope Francis cautions us that “Our immense technological development has NOT been 

accompanied by a development in human responsibility, values and conscience.”  

And, just this morning as I was scrolling through Twitter, Pope Francis tweeted out a very timely message 

where he said, “I encourage everyone to engage in constructive forms of communication that reject prejudice 

towards others and foster hope and trust today.” 

Class of 2017, we hope that you see your formation at Cardinal Gibbons as a call to build … yes, to construct 

buildings, build businesses and form communities … but above all, to build people. 

Just as a building needs a plan, design and a vision, so do people.  Buildings need a foundation, support and 

security.  Buildings require flexibility and space, purpose and beauty, networks, connections and maintenance 

plans.  People need these as well. 

Build people giving them the security of friendship, the vision of a happy future, and a structure of loyal 

relationships. 



Build people by giving them opportunities to succeed, connections that offer advancement, and mentorship in 

their professional and personal lives. 

Build people by giving them the maintenance of challenging but charitable feedback, the upkeep of 

encouragement, and the opportunity to start anew after mistakes.  

Build people by giving them the gift of ideas, innovation and inspiration, and a daily reminder of the grace-

filled beauty and joy in the world. 

And take on the most challenging building projects: the poor, the disenfranchised, the sick.  The lonely, the 

vulnerable, and even the unlikable and difficult.  Take those who appear to have no future whatsoever … and 

build them up. 

When you decide to build people, there will never be a groundbreaking ceremony or ribbon cutting, and you 

won’t get your name on a plaque.  Yet, it will be the only construction project in your life that will continue to 

grow and develop long after you are done building.   

When you build people, you contribute to a living legacy. 

Be a builder of people who will go on to do remarkable things, and let their deeds, their contributions, and their 

accomplishments be your legacy. 

Thomas a Kempis, the author of “The Imitation of Christ,” wrote “The loftier the building, the deeper must the 

foundation be laid.” 

And so above all, build people by being a living reflection of God’s love for them so that they know they have 

the deepest of foundations: the love of God our father, and eternal life through Jesus Christ. 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus instructs us to: “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.”  

Build people. 



You will do this for others, first and foremost, by loving them.  Pope Francis reminds us that “A heart without 

love is like a deconsecrated church, a building withdrawn from God’s service and given over to another use.” 

In loving others, you will build up people who will go on to construct buildings such as Reynolds, Cardinal 

Gibbons, and maybe even a Cathedral.   

You will build people who know that a building’s purpose is not to be simply a structure, but to be a place 

where people will be inspired to gratefully share their gifts in service to God.   

You will build the Kingdom of God, here on earth. 

Class of 2017, you have already started to build others, whether you know it or not.  You have built our school: 

you inspired Gibbons educators by your hopeful enthusiasm and your willingness to engage.  There is no other 

high school with the breadth and depth of academic and co-curricular activities, and they were built because you 

were committed to making them happen.   

You have inspired younger students: last week underclassmen shared stories about specific members of your 

class, explaining that you had encouraged and challenged them to become leaders.  Their hope is to live up to 

the example you have set and to continue your remarkable legacy.   

And in the most difficult moments of all, when one of our families has lost a parent or a child, they have told 

me that it was your love and prayers that lifted them up.  Your class has a remarkable capacity for love and care, 

and we have been blessed by your time at Cardinal Gibbons. 

You have built a legacy that will live on in all of us. 

So next year, while we may have the same school building, we will be missing a most significant part of our 

school.  Please know that we will miss you, and we hope that you come home to visit soon.  We love you very 

much, and pray that God continues to bless you in all you will do.   Congratulations 

 


