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Welcome, women of the Agnes Scott Class of 2009 to this evening’s ceremony 

marking an important rite of passage, a turning point in your college career and in 

your relationship to your alma mater … and a warm welcome as well to your proud 

families who are here to celebrate this moment with you.  I want to thank you for 

honoring me by inviting me to speak tonight.  I was so touched and pleased by the 

invitation.  But I have to confess that it also made me very nervous at first because I 

thought, “This is my first Sophomore Ring Ceremony – I won’t know what it is 

appropriate to say or do!” But then I remembered:  it’s YOUR first Sophomore Ring 

Ceremony, TOO  …  so that made me feel a whole lot better.   The person who will 

really know whether we do this right or not is Dean Hudson, who has probably 

witnessed more ring ceremonies than she cares to admit.  But fortunately for all of us, 

she’s too nice to complain if we don’t do it right.  I hope. 

 

One of the many things I love about Agnes Scott is our rich array of rituals:  the 

Honor Code Signing Ceremony, Black Cat, Senior Investiture, Capping, Junior 

Production, Bell-Ringing, Dunkings in the Alumnae Pond, Hub Sings, the singing of 

God of the Marching Centuries, the list goes on … Each of these rituals bind us 

together as a community.   

 

In general, American culture today is impoverished in its rituals by comparison with 

many other cultures and times.  Some of you may have been lucky enough to 

participate in important coming of age rituals such as confirmation, bat-mitzvah, or 

first communion, but for many American children there are few coming of age rituals 

of significance beyond high school prom and getting your drivers license.   

 

Many larger universities have very few community-wide rituals beyond those 

associated with spectator sports and with commencement.  I suspect that this is one 

reason why many students gravitate to ritual-rich organizations like fraternities and 

sororities, which provide a sense of strong belonging.   

 

By contrast, we at Agnes Scott are lucky because we have many community-wide 

traditions and rituals that are not about belonging to a particular club or organization 
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– though of course those are a very important part of life at Agnes Scott, too – but 

that instead bring you together as Agnes Scott women, as a community that 

encompasses all current students, from first years to seniors, and then beyond the 

current student body connects you to the greater Agnes Scott sisterhood reaching 

back to the very first students of Decatur Female Seminary 117 years ago and forward 

to your daughters and granddaughters and great-granddaughters who, I hope will be 

Scotties after you! 

 

Now of all the Agnes Scott rituals and ceremonies I mentioned, the Ring Ceremony is 

one of the richest in symbolic significance.  The Agnes Scott ring itself stretches back 

to the 1920’s and, according to A Full and Rich Measure, a book about the history of 

Agnes Scott coauthored by the college’s former archivist Lee Sayrs and by Professor 

Christine Cozzens, the design of the ring you will receive tonight dates back to 1934.  

Think about it:  this means that you will receive a ring that Agnes Scott women across 

seven decades have worn with pride and affection.   

 

Now, we all know that rituals mean something.  So let’s dig a little deeper and explore 

three questions:  Why a ring?  Why this ring?  And why now?   

 

Why a ring? 

 

First, why a ring?  Rings are perhaps the single most powerful and universal ritual 

object humanity has ever created.  We have ritual objects that relate to a religion, 

such as the Christian Cross, the Jewish menorah, or the Buddhist Prayer Wheel.  

Shamans in many traditions have carried with them ritual objects that symbolize their 

powers of healing or divination – objects like feather fetishes, shrunken heads, and 

such – and aren’t you all glad that you won’t need to wear something like that for the 

rest of your life!  But rings have appeared in most human cultures.  Anthropologists 

think the first rings were designed in ancient Egypt, some 5,000 years ago, and were 

made of plants or reeds, such as hemp.  But as soon as humanity developed the art of 

metalworking rings were made of metals and stones.  Over the centuries, from ancient 

Greece and Rome to the Aztec, Mayan and Inca Empires to India and China to Africa 

and Europe, rings appear as objects of special significance.    

 

The two meanings most often associated with rings are both relevant to you here 

tonight.    First, the ring is a symbol of unity or union – and second, the ring is a 

symbol of power.   

 

The circular shape of a ring is simple yet profound:  it symbolizes eternity and 

harmony, with no beginning middle or end.   It is the perfect symbol of unity.  From 

the very beginning, rings were used to symbolize love and friendship – in fact, those 

ancient Egyptian rings were often used to signify marriage and of course the practice 

of wearing engagement and wedding rings remains very important today.  College or 

class rings are newer but already fairly old – they began at West Point in 1835 and 

quickly spread.   One of the most instantly recognizable symbols of unity – the 
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Olympic symbol – uses five interlocking rings to capture the idea of global harmony 

and friendship. 

 

Wearing a ring signifies that you belong to someone or something – they are a symbol 

of fidelity, harmony, and love.  Shakespeare made extensive use of the ring motif in his 

plays, beginning with Two Gentlemen of Verona and continuing through Twelfth 

Night, The Merchant of Venice, and All’s Well That Ends Well.  In each of these 

plays, there is a confusion surrounding the trading, selling, or giving of away of rings 

that produces conflict and chaos until the ring finds its rightful wearer – all’s well that 

ends well when we each wear the ring that’s appropriate to or destined for us, when 

we are united with our rightful partner.   One of the most poignant uses by 

Shakespeare of the ring motif is in The Merchant of Venice, where Shylock’s daughter 

Jessica steals the turquoise ring her father was given by a woman named Leah, who is 

perhaps Jessica’s mother.  Unaware of the ring’s special value to her father, Jessica 

trades it for a pet monkey.  Shylock’s distraught cry on discovering what his daughter 

has done, “I would not have given it for a wilderness of monkeys!” reveals his 

humanity, his willingness to invest more value in love, and in the ritual objects that 

remind him of love, than in money.  The scene, while short, is so evocative that 

renaissance scholar and novelist, Grace Tiffany, used it as a springboard for her 2005 

novel The Turquoise Ring, a reimagining of The Merchant of Venice from in which 

the turquoise ring Leah gives to her beloved Shylock plays a central role. 

 

Rings signify who and what we love, where we belong.  By wearing a ring, we are 

within a circle of love and friendship, as the saying goes, “till death do us part.”  Earlier 

this week the Associated Press reported an incredible little story about how a former 

CIA agent and graduate of Notre Dame College in Cleveland, Ohio, Clare Cavoli 

Lopez, was reunited with a college ring she lost 20 years ago while diving in an 

underwater cave off the coast of Madagascar.  A German diver found the ring and 

searched until he was able to identify the institution from which it came and contacted 

the news office to explain his find.  The college publicized the discovery in its alumni 

newsletter but no one came forward to claim it.  A few months later, the news director 

was interviewing a member of the Class of 1976 for a completely unrelated story and, 

on a whim, asked “so, have you ever been to Madagascar?”  “No,” she replied, “but my 

classmate Clare Cavoli Lopez has.”  Intrigued, the news director followed up with 

Lopez, who was thrilled that her ring had been found.  It turns out that she had been 

furious with herself for losing the ring while diving.  She eventually replaced her lost 

ring but is delighted at the prospect of being reunited with the original ring she 

received as a student at Notre Dame.   

 

Your Agnes Scott ring formally welcomes you to, and signifies your membership 

within, the circle of Agnes Scott women past, present, and future.   This is why Agnes 

Scott women born decades apart will stop a stranger on a street, in a foreign airport, 

in a store, when they spot an Agnes Scott ring and will say, “Are you an alumna of 

Agnes Scott?”  and will then happily and excitedly trade stories and memories as if they 

had always been life-long friends.   
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Your ring symbolizes the circle of friendship that unites you with your classmates, who 

will support you through thick and thin, talk with you into the night about the 

meaning of life, hug you in good times and bad times, and goof off with you at all the 

times in-between.  Your ring binds you to your Agnes Scott classmates and friends 

who, after graduation, will know if you head off to work in Beijing or hike in Peru or 

dive in underwater caves in Madagascar just as Claire Cavoli Lopez’ classmate 

remembered, 20 years later, that her classmate had been in Madagascar way back in 

the 1980s.  And your ring will draw you home as alumnae are drawn home for 

Alumnae Weekend and other important occasions at the college, and will symbolize 

the joy and the sense of belonging that you will feel as you walk around this beautiful 

campus, visit your special places, or pop in to see your favorite professors or staff 

members.   Your ring says, “I belong here.  This is my place, a place that cares about 

me, roots for me, and will always in some very deep sense be my home.” 

 

Why this ring? 

 

But why this ring – the Agnes Scott ring of black onyx and gold?   To answer this 

question, I want to go back to what I said before about the two meanings most often 

associated with rings.  We’ve talked about the first meaning, of unity, love, and 

friendship.  Now let’s turn to the second:  the ring as a symbol of power.   

 

Throughout history, rings have symbolized special power and authority and have often 

been invested with special virtues or magical qualities.  Rings could have sacred power 

– think of the pope’s ring.  They could have sinister power – think of the Godfather’s 

ring or of probably the most famous example from modern literature, THE ONE 

RING TO RULE THEM ALL, THE ONE RING TO FIND THEM, THE ONE RING 

TO BRING THEM ALL AND IN THE DARKESS BIND THEM.”  Tolkien wasn’t the 

first one, actually, to tell a story about a ring that made you invisible.  Plato used the 

same conceit thousands of years earlier in his great parable of moral agency, the story 

of Gyges Ring, in which a shepherd steals a ring from a corpse and discovers that it 

makes him invisible – and in that invisible state, no longer subject to social 

accountability, he abandons all moral norms and ends up seducing the Queen, 

murdering the King, and becoming a King himself.  Thus Plato poses a question that 

remains as important and challenging today as it was to the ancient Athenians:  would I 

do the right thing if no one could see me, or – less magically – if no one was looking? 

 

So rings invest us with power.  Fortunately for us, the great Agnes Scott Black Ring of 

Power, as it is affectionately called by alumnae, carries with it a positive, not a sinister 

power.   I was curious about the cultural meanings associated with black onyx and was 

delighted to discover that these are the qualities it is supposed to invest in its wearer: 

 

� It is a symbol of eloquence which helps to eliminate apathy.  It is 

considered a strength-giving stone that stills and clears the mind and is 

an excellent aid to decision-making.   
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� It sharpens the wit, brings spiritual inspiration, and helps one change 

habits.  It also helps the wearer to remain rooted and free of negativity.   

 

� It has traditionally been used for protection from dark forces and was 

often used by soldiers heading into battle.  Its protective powers are 

considered particularly useful for athletes, people under stress, and those 

who have to endure conflict or walk down dark streets at midnight.   

 

� And, last but not least, it is supposed to help you sleep! 

 

Now, while I admit to a tiny bit of skepticism about the magical powers of minerals… 

particularly since many of the web articles about these powers are sponsored by the 

jewelry industry … I confess that I love the symbolic meanings invested in black onyx.  

And what could be more perfect for a college student than something that sharpens 

the wit, stills and clears the mind, helps change habits, and protects you from stress 

and danger?   What could be more perfect for the smart, warm, and feisty women of 

Agnes Scott than a stone that brings eloquence and eliminates apathy?   And what 

could be more perfect for educated women committed to living honorably than a stone 

that brings spiritual inspiration and helps the wearer remain rooted and free of 

negativity? 

 

So, wear your Black Ring of Power with pride – and may it, and the Agnes Scott 

education it symbolizes and evokes, help you speak with eloquence and wit about 

things that matter, to counter apathy and negativity in yourself and others, to remain 

always committed to and rooted in your core values, and to be strong and protected 

from stress and harm.    

 

Why now? 

 

And finally, why now?  Why are you receiving your Agnes Scott rings – these rings of 

unity, friendship, and power – in the February of your sophomore year?  Sophomore 

Family Weekend itself is a much younger ritual than the Agnes Scott ring.  It was first 

held in 1958.  My understanding is that one of the reasons why the college began to 

give students their rings in their sophomore year was that it was very common, in 

those days, for women to leave Agnes Scott after their sophomore year to get married.   

 

Times have changed.  But it remains an inspired idea to link the Ring Ceremony, the 

sophomore year, and Sophomore Family Weekend.  As sophomores you have 

committed to Agnes Scott and to the majors and academic concentrations that will 

shape and define your undergraduate career.  As sophomores, you are stepping into 

positions of campus leadership and preparing to become the “older sisters” of next 

year’s incoming first-year class.  As sophomores, you are beginning to show – as your 

parents and professors and staff mentors observe with pride – the many and magical 

ways in which you are growing in mind and spirit and will and voice, as your Agnes 
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Scott education stretches and enriches you and helps you make yourself into the 

woman whose achievements we will celebrate at Commencement in two short years.  

And just as, in a wedding ceremony, your family will be present to witness your 

marriage to a beloved person, so now it is fitting that we invite your families to come 

and witness this ceremony in which, by receiving your Agnes Scott ring, you formally 

assume your membership in the amazing sisterhood of smart, warm, and feisty women 

who make this great college what it is. 

 

So, as you hold your ring and wear it for the first time tonight, and as you wear it in 

the days, weeks, months, years and decades ahead, I hope it will always remind you of 

the priceless joy, love, friendship and belonging you have experienced here, will 

empower you to engage life’s challenges with honor and intelligence, and will remind 

you that, no matter what life brings, you have the power of an Agnes Scott education, 

and the support of your Agnes Scott sisters, at your back. 


