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Why Read 



Brooks graduated from The University of Chicago and in a 2013 interview 
with that university’s newspaper, The Chicago Maroon, he spoke about the influence 
that the books he reads has on him. When asked about why he values keeping and 
re-reading books, Brooks said, “…you read them differently, because you’re at a 
different stage of your life. I mark in all my books so I can go back and find what 
I thought was an important passage, or what seemed important. I think, like most 
people, I can’t remember the name of the person I met yesterday. But I remember 
where on the page a certain passage was—I know sort of top left a little, and from 
years ago…. I think if you lose all that—all that work you’ve put into reading the books 
and marginalizing and notes and underlining—to me all that goes from your brain”  
(http://chicagomaroon.com/2013/10/04/uncommon-interview-david-brooks-a-b-83/).

Brooks went on to remark about the way reading literature has impacted his 
work, “It widens your repertoire of understanding human nature. You understand 
how people interact; you get certain phrases to stick in your head. I’m reading 
Middlemarch right now, and Eliot’s ability to define and judge character is pretty 
astronomical. We might say somebody’s honest, somebody’s brave; George Eliot has 
categories that are super fine distinctions on how to describe someone’s character. 
That only comes from a lot of reading, combined with actual observation.” 
(http://chicagomaroon.com/2013/10/04/uncommon-interview-david-brooks-a-b-83/)

As you begin reading The Road to Character, it is the hope of Boston College 
that this book gives you insight into human nature.  Since 2004, Conversations in 
the First Year has engaged members of the incoming class in an intellectual and 
reflective dialogue with a common text. This practice embodies the richness of the 
Catholic intellectual tradition at Boston College, which calls us to examine our faith 
and experience in conversation with other thinkers. Not only do we wish to develop 
skills for rich professional lives and careers, but also to develop our character in a 
way that includes, but also transcends, our world of work into our most profound 
vocation: human flourishing. It is our hope that this dialogue will carry into 
conversations with all members of the Boston College community during your next 
four years.
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a way to approach the text
As you enter into this Jesuit, Catholic University, we will ask each of you to 

engage in conversation, to live together, and to share your life with one another. 
As members of the Class of 2019, your conversation will include this book which 
invites us to consider how character is formed through the stories of men and 
women who grapple with how to respond to the culture of their time – as well as 
through our own stories. 

Student formation is an essential component of a Jesuit education and 
at Boston College there is an emphasis on three particular dimensions of this 
formation – DC 
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Questions to Consider

As you prepare to read the stories of individuals who faced their “inner 
confrontations”, we invite you to consider these questions, and your own challenges 
on The Road to Character:

In his chapter on Frances Perkins and her life, Brooks discusses how she 
focused less on what the world could offer her and more on what she could offer to 
the world. “This is the way people tend to organize their lives in our age of individual 
autonomy,” Brooks writes. “It’s a method that begins with the self and ends with the 
self, that begins with self-investigation and ends with self-fulfillment. This is a life 
determined by a series of individual choices. But Frances Perkins found her purpose in 
life using a different method, one that was more common in past eras. In this method, 
you don’t ask, What do I want from life? You ask a difference set of questions: What 
does life want from me? What are my circumstances calling me to do?” (The Road to 

Character, p. 21).

As you reflect on how you have made your own decisions in the past, which method 

have you used? As you make decisions moving forward, in what ways can you “create” your 

life by looking inward to make decisions rather than being “summoned by life”? How will you 

live out those decisions during your time at Boston College? What does life want from you?

Brooks also examines how Perkins viewed her private life versus her public 
life, a distinction which George Marshall also made in his life. “Marshall was a 
private man,” Brooks writes. “That is to say, he made a stronger distinction between 
the private and public spheres, between those people he considered intimates and 
everybody else” (The Road to Character, p. 119).  

What do you consider to be the public sphere in today’s world? What parts of your 

life do you share with the public? Who are the people in your “inner circle” and why have 

you chosen to share your life with them? What parts of your life do you share with them? 

Brooks goes on to write, “This code of privacy is different from the one that is 
common in the era of Facebook and Instagram. This privacy code, which he [Marshall] 
shared with Frances Perkins, is based on the notion that this zone of intimacy should 
be breached only gradually, after long reciprocity and trust. The contents of the private 
world should not instantly be shared online or in conversation; they should not be 
tweeted” (The Road to Character, p. 119).  

•	Large-hearted ambition, and 

•	A desire to find God working in all things. 

These qualities were the product of the distinctive spirituality that the early Jesuits 

had learned from Ignatius and that Ignatius had learned from his own experience. Jesuits 

hoped, in turn, to form their students in the same spiritual vision, so that their graduates 

would be prepared to live meaningful lives as leaders in government, the professions, and 

the Church.



10 11

Do you use social media to gain what Brooks terms “victories in the currency of 

‘likes’” (The Road to Character, p. 251)? As you begin your college experience, how will you 

place value on your most intimate friendships where you can reveal your most authentic self, 

sharing your hopes, fears, and vulnerabilities?

Brooks further examines the tension between a public life and a private life 
in the chapter on A. Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin. He writes of them, “They 
shared a worldview based on an awareness of both social sin and personal sin, the idea 
that human life is shot through with veins of darkness” (The Road to Character, p. 151). 
As part of his own “inner confrontation”, each considers his own weakness as well as 
the shared struggle in the world around them.

Where do you see instances of social sin in our world? How do you respond to it? How 

does that societal struggle impact your life? As your world-view broadens over the next four 

years, how will you continue to respond to those struggles?

That response, that moment when an individual begins to make decisions 
based on his or her reflection during the “inner confrontation” is what Brooks calls an 
“agency moment”. He describes George Eliot’s agency moment when he writes, “After 
the years of disjointed neediness, the iron was beginning to enter her soul and she 
became capable of that declaration of her own dignity. You might say that this moment 
was Eliot’s agency moment, the moment when she began the process by which she 
would stop being blown about by her voids and begin to live according to her own 
criteria, gradually developing a passionate and steady capacity to initiate action and 
drive her own life” (
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reviewing the mistakes of his day. His central sin, from which many of his other sins 
branch out, is a certain hardness of heart. He’s a busy guy with many people making 



continuing the conversation
As you enter Boston College, you must consider how we live in the 21st century 

and how the world is growing rapidly and changing in unforeseen ways. In the midst 
of this globalized and technologically driven world, we ask you to critically evaluate 
all that has come before us. To enter into the University core curriculum is to enter 
into a foundation of knowledge and experiences that will better equip each of you to 
synthesize and adapt to the ever-changing world that you are part of each day. Being 
able to read, write, and think critically will be important building blocks within your 
academic journey here at Boston College. 

To fully embrace your Jesuit, Catholic education, you also need to consider 
how you will grow in your own understanding of faith. There are many conversation 
partners, including the Jesuit community, faculty, staff, and administrators, who are 
here to be your companions in contemplative action and reflective conversation as you 
search for truths in your life and the world around you. 

Boston College hopes that each student will deepen their individual faith over 
the course of their years here. There are a number of sacred places within our com-
munity where you can go to contemplate and recognize God in all things. 

 

We would encourage you to seek out

these sacred places on our campus: 

www.bc.edu/prayermap.
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Fall in Love with God

Nothing is more practical than finding God,

that is, falling in love

in a quite absolute, final way.

What you are in love with,

what seizes your imagination,

will affect everything.

It will decide

what will get you out of bed in the morning,

what you will do with your evenings,

how you will spend your weekends,

what you read,

who you know,

what breaks your heart,

and what amazes you with joy and gratitude.

Fall in love,

stay in love,

and it will decide everything.

—Pedro Arrupe, SJ
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coming full circle 

Graduation Lineup on Linden Lane.

First Flight First Year Convocation
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As you enter into your first year of college, 



CONVERSATIONS IN THE FIRST Y


