
Equipment 
 
Thank you, _____________, for that introduction. I am truly honored to be here.  
 
The late, great Whitney Houston said, “I believe that children are our future.” We need to “teach 
them well and let them lead the way.” And if our children are to lead the way, they can’t do it 
alone. They need the proper equipment. And they need guidance from people like you and me.  
 
Just last month, Social Media Week was held all across the world. Social Media Week explores 
the social, cultural and economic impact of social media. Its mission: to help people and 
organizations connect through collaboration, learning and the sharing of ideas and information. 
In this regard, there was a lot of emphasis placed on using social media to better society…to start 
trends…aid in business efforts. But there was also a large emphasis placed on giving young 
people the tools to change the world. In that context, social media was the tool; but in the real 
world, the equipment needed for success is much, much more.  
 
“Figure it out for yourself, my lad.  
You’ve got all that the greatest of men have had,   
Two arms, two hands, two legs, two eyes, 
And a brain to use if you would be wise. 
With this equipment they all began, 
So start for the top and say, ‘I Can.’" 
 
This Edgar A. Guest poem was George Washington Carver’s favorite, and he read it during his 
commencement address at Selma University in May of 1942. “Equipment,” it is called, and I 
think its message of using every resource available to achieve your dreams is as powerful today 
as it was those many years ago.  
 
Each of us was placed on this earth for a reason, though it may be yet unknown; and we were 
blessed with unique gifts and talents to aid us in taking this world, shaping it and making it 
better. But where to start? you may ask. Right here, right now. Do not pass “GO” and do not 
collect $200. But DO follow this three-step process. 
 
The first step is to find your comfort zone and vow to stay out of it. If you want to go somewhere 
you’ve never been, then you must do something you’ve never done. Your playing small does not 
serve the world. Sure, you may fear public speaking even more than you fear death, you may 
think you aren’t cut out to live beyond the latitudes and longitudes of Louisa County, you may 
not be the best singer or dancer; But there’s something about you that sets you apart from the 
crowd. Find it. It’s your equipment. Use it to your advantage. Cultivate its growth and allow it to 
transform your mind and your lifestyle. Give way to its splendor.  
 
You see, “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful 
beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us.” Marianne Williamson 
said that, and I believe it’s because when we become a source of light, when all eyes are on us, 
we are given power. And with great power comes great responsibility. Many of us don’t want 
that responsibility. That means we are to be held accountable for our impulses, our 



imperfections, our inexactitudes. And that’s a tough spot to be in. So we stick to what we know, 
what we’re used to. 
 
But that’s a tough spot to be in, too: it’s called complacency. And complacency is a crippler. 
When you get too comfortable, you get cozy; when you get too cozy, everything becomes casual; 
and when it’s too casual, you reach contentment. Contentment is for those who lack ambition, 
those who can’t see past today, not for the people in this room. It is only when you find your 
comfort zone, not to be comforted, but to be liberated that you can begin to shape this world. 
 
The second step is to adopt a healthy disregard for the impossible. If you go through life with the 
fear of rejection or of disappointment or of failure hovering over you, it will hinder you. You 
will never be able to achieve all you were meant to achieve. Your dream will surely dry up like a 
raisin in the sun. So waste not your time asking, “Why?” Instead, ask, “Why not?” 
 
Four years ago, there was plenty of doubt that then Senator Barack Obama would be elected the 
44th President of the United States, and our nation’s first African American president. It seemed 
impossible, even given how far we had come since slavery, Jim Crow Laws and the Civil Rights 
Movement. It seemed impossible after several failed attempts by men of color to receive the 
Democratic National Convention’s nomination. It seemed impossible because of his lack of 
military experience, the youth of both his political experience and his years. It seemed impossible 
because there was speculation on whether or not he was even, in fact, an American-born citizen. 
Even in a nation in which we believe everyone has the capability of rising through the ranks and 
achieving the American Dream, the scope of our vision still remains much like a tunnel—blind 
to the possibilities beyond what we can see at a glance.  
 
Now, you and I may agree to disagree on the job President Obama has done in his first term. We 
all have our own views on what’s best and who’s best for this nation; but what I think we can all 
agree on is that the president is the epitome of a healthy disregard for the impossible. When 
Hillary Clinton and then John McCain told him, “No,” he said, “Yes, we can.” When 47% of 
voters chose not to vote for him in 2008, he said, “We still can.” “You may not have voted for 
me, but I still represent you.” When the Republican Party fought hard in opposition to his 
universal healthcare plan, he held his ground. He is no stranger to being told no, that his dreams 
are far too big, that his demands are irrational. Yet, he has removed the word “impossible” from 
his vocabulary. I advise you to do the same. 
 
No matter your age or where you come from, there is a world out there waiting for you to make 
your mark on it. There is a task or cause designed especially for you and your equipment. And if 
there isn’t, use your equipment to manufacture one. If the president’s story isn’t enough to 
prompt you to act, remember the power of these words, words written long before you and I 
were even a thought, the words of Philippians 4:13: “I can do ALL things through Christ which 
strengthens me.” That includes shaping this world to be all God meant it to be. 
 
The third step is to embrace education as the escalator of your upward mobility, as Dr. Lance 
Watson of Richmond would say. Education isn’t simply a matter of GPAs and honors and 
degrees. It’s about knowledge. Your knowledge may come from the books you’ve read, the 
experiences you’ve had or the friends you’ve made. It may even come from the mistakes that 



made you stop and think. And it is my hope that you’ve learned at least one thing in each 
classroom you’ve ever been in, because knowledge is power. And with power, comes great 
responsibility. So it’s what you do with that knowledge, it’s how you use that equipment, which 
makes all the difference. It becomes your responsibility to use it to enhance the lives of others in 
some way. 
 
But don’t take my word for it. Kerry Washington, star of ABC’s “Scandal,” graduated The 
George Washington University in Washington, DC, while simultaneously pursuing her acting 
career. She is now the first and only black actress to lead a drama on primetime television. 
Rapper J.Cole majored in communication and minored in business at St. John’s University in 
New York City on an academic scholarship and then graduated magna cum laude. He’s one of 
the “hottest” rappers out, my kids tell me. And why wouldn’t he be, with as much knowledge as 
he has on communicating and running a business? And even Doug Straley, a man you may know 
personally, graduated Louisa County High School in 1990. He then attended Virginia Tech in 
Blacksburg and came back home to Louisa, allowing his education to equip him in propelling 
from athletic director to high school principal and from that position to assistant superintendent 
of Louisa County Public Schools in a matter of years. So take their word for it.  
 
The equipment you have been given deserves more than an honorable mention. It deserves 
unleashing. Use it for the greater good and you, too, can be well on your way to shaping the 
world on a local, national or even international scale. And with education, knowledge, power—
equipment—you can define your own success based on your own scale.  
 
Remember, you must first find your comfort zone and vow to stay out of it. Become comfortable 
with being uncomfortable. Face and overcome your fears. You must then adopt a healthy 
disregard for the impossible. No dream of yours is too big, no idea too ridiculous to be a 
possibility. And finally, you must embrace education as the elevator of your upward mobility. 
This is your equipment. But begin small. A marathon runner doesn’t wake up one morning and 
run a 5k; he or she trains long and hard for it, steadily increasing the distance until it’s time for 
the marathon.  
 
You are a marathon runner and this world is your race. You are a journalist and you create world 
news. You are the Leonardo da Vinci of your time and the world is at the mercy of your canvas. 
 
Use your equipment to run it, write it, and paint it. Use your equipment to shape this world. 


