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Ludwig Mies van der Rohe once said, “Less is More” and so, I promise to heed his advice and I shall give you just that: Less but more.

Another whose counsel I value greatly, The Dalai Lama, says of his teachings on Love and Compassion: Take what works for you and throw away the rest”.

So, I’ll be brief and as the Dalai Lama suggests, whatever I tell you, if it doesn’t work for you, just forget about it.

This is a great day for everyone; the graduates are soon to achieve a life’s dream; the parents and friends are rightfully proud and relieved that this day has finally arrived; and the educators are gratified that they have mentored another class of aspiring culinarians who will do The CIA proud.
I was told that my remarks should be characterized by an inspirational, upbeat tone.  No problem; I don’t know any other way.

My relationship with The CIA dates back to 1978, when I was a Vice President of the Wechsler Coffee Company.  A long time friend of The CIA, Brother Herman Zaccarelli, had introduced me to Joseph Amendola, then among other things The CIA Development Director, and Joe quickly convinced me that I should get my company to invest in The CIA.

I then, under the hypnotic spell of Joe Amendola, blindly convinced the then President of Wechsler Coffee, Joe Diamond, to commit the funds to create The Wechsler Coffee House here on campus; which not that long afterwards quietly became the St., Andrews Café (Apparently St. Andrew was more generous than the Wechsler’s) and today it is the covert headquarters of The CIA Special Security Forces Militia and Vigilante Operatives.
I visited my old coffee house last weekend and reveled in the nostalgia of it.  Obviously, there had been some design changes; the seating area has been greatly reduced, but there is more counter or shall we say “desk space” and most importantly, coffee remains the beverage of choice.  The Maitre‘d Hotel is now referred to as “Chief” and the menu has been replaced by various instructions on what to do in the event of a terrorist attack.
If we can send a man to the moon, if we can send robots to Mars, we as residents of planet Earth are capable of far more than most of us can possibly realize.  Discovering and living your true capabilities is about making significant life choices:

●
Defining Excellence as a way of life…


●
Always be part of the solution; not part of the problem… 

●
Learning that Service is the highest calling…

●
Open your heart to the world and the world opens its heart to you…

●
Think globally and act globally…

●
Identifying a cause or purpose greater than serving yourself and dedicating the rest of your life’s work to benefiting it in your chosen way…
●
Helping your co-workers to create a Sanctuary, a place where people find it a daily joy to come to work and that honors each associate’s path on the way home

Taking ownership of your destiny is all about defining excellence; not bring separate from it.  I was at the Adolphus in Dallas many years ago, the Adolphus being one of the classic hotels in Dallas, when I noticed a sign in one of the administrative offices that read “Strive for Excellence”.  I asked the employee with whom I had been talking what he thought about that sign?
He immediately replied with a broad smile “Oh, that’s our motto, here, we Strive for Excellence”.  I thought for a moment about what he had said and then I asked him “Well, okay, but if you were going to re-write it to make it better, what would it say”?  He looked at me in wonder; then he looked at the sign…he shook his head and said “I wouldn’t know how to make it better”?
So, I replied “Well, what if the sign read “Define Excellence”?  Would that make it better?”  He starred at the sign for a good 30 seconds and slowly turned to me with I twinkle in his eyes and replied “Yea, I guess that would make it better, wouldn’t it”?  I suggested he might want to recommend this to his boss.  He said he would.
You have to define excellence; not be separate from it.  This is a very important lesson.  Examples of excellence abound all around us every day, especially at a Sanctuary like The CIA.  Would it be okay to serve a plate that was not perfect in every way?  Of course not.  Are short cuts that compromise quality acceptable?  Of course not.  Is living the CIA code of ethics important?  Of course.  It’s all about defining excellence; not being apart from it.  “Compromise” is not compatible with defining excellence.

We all encounter problems in our everyday lives.  But as we know, a synonym for “problem” is “opportunity”; the opportunity to improve what is not right or what is not working.  No matter how dire the situation or bad the news; we have a choice to make; we can choose to be part of the problem and never find a solution or we can visualize a solution and become one with it.

Service is the highest calling.  If you are ever going to find happiness, however you may define it, you must serve others one way or another; it may be volunteer work, it may within your family aiding other family members, it can be anything or it may be everything; but very few people in this life have ever found true happiness focusing purely on themselves.  It may work for you in the short term (And sometimes we need to indulge or spoil ourselves), but for the long hall, we must live our lives in service to others, if we are to be happy.  The hospitality industry is one of the best examples of a service industry.  Mastering technical cooking skills and memorizing recipes and culinary history is one thing, but cooking with love in your heart and for the benefit of others is quite something else.

Open your heart to the world and the world opens its heart to you.  Live life to the fullest and with an open heart; include others in your life, don’t exclude others from it.  You need them and they need you.  We are all connected; every one of us on this planet.  We are all very old souls.  If you believe in reincarnation and that of course is your decision, in a past life we have all known one another and possibly been even closer.  Treat all others as though they were immediate family; they may have been.  Give them the benefit of the doubt.  Open your heart without qualifications or strings attached.

If we are going to live life to its fullest, we must first make peace with death: We need to accept that just as we were born, someday we will pass and when that day arrives, we must be prepared.  The only way to be prepared is to accept this reality and having done so, not live our lives as though we had the gift of “eternal life” on earth, but that there will come a day when we must face the end of this life’s path this time around and we must face our end with grace, serenity and the joy of knowing that there is hope for the future of each of our souls, however we choose to define it.

Having made peace with our inevitable condition, we are freed to get on with living life as never before; we are, in fact, reborn to the rainbow of unlimited opportunities presented us each day as we open our eyes and discover that we are still in this life.  The Buddhists have a very specia saying that speaks to these truths: “One never knows what comes first, the next morning or the next life”.  When we are passing, will we think about all of our worldly riches?  Our stocks, bonds, cars, houses and possessions?  Or will we wonder if we loved enough?  Will we wonder if we were loved enough”? The answer is “Yes”; these are the themes that we will ponder when there are but minutes and then but seconds before it is over.  So make your peace without delay, get on with living a full, rich existence and by all means, live your life with a heart full of joy for the beauty of all life.
The world has become one market place: We must now think globally and ACT globally; in every important step that you take, consider the global implications, not just the local, immediate, regional or national implications; consider the world.  We are all connected and it is all connected.

Identify a cause greater than yourself and learn to serve it as you would yourself.  Take only what is given and you will want not.  Service is the highest calling.

And finally, it is your responsibility to labor with your associates and colleagues in the work place to craft a genuine Sanctuary; a haven from all that is harmful to our souls and our bodies.  Honor each individual’s path on the way home.  The landmark book that revolutionized the concept of “Sanctuary” for the new global community is Reclaiming Higher Ground by Lance Secretan.  I urge you, one and all to read this amazing work and let it move each of you to transform your work place to become a true Sanctuary for all who are employed.
I am not a Master of Wine nor a Master Sommelier; but I know what works and I have traveled around the world many times and I continue so to do, defining excellence in what I do, which is most often helping many of the world’s top hotel and restaurant chains decide their wines by the glass programs.  As a matter of fact, as a result of my dedication to the craft and my years of service, I now write the wines by the glass programs for more chain hotels and restaurants in more countries than anyone else.  Do I respect wine degrees?  Absolutely.  Kevin Zraly, Hugh Johnson and Robert Parker, to name but a few, have no formal wine degrees, yet it doesn’t seem to deter their defining excellence in the ways that they do and that they have defined excellence.  Yes, I was eleven years with Seagram in New York and then two years with Kobrand before founding my now global wine and spirits consulting business in April of 1992; but my real degree is in life and greeting all others with compassion and an open heart via my wine programs and my advice.
I lived at the Karma Trianya Dharmachakra Buddhist Monastery in Woodstock for a year and a half and it changed my life.  What I have shared with you today is greatly the result of the work I have been able to do on myself and what I have learned traveling the globe.  But I speak from my heart and you know it.  I speak for the universal mentors of us all: I have connected my soul with yours for these precious few moments we have been together and we will many of us meet again to celebrate what is beautiful and what is sacred in another place, be it in this life or the next.
All my best to the graduates, may you find some pearls of wisdom from my remarks to savor and practice and may you, as I previously suggested, discard the rest and get on with the rest of your lives.

Thank you very much.

