
 

 

Grand Exalted Ruler and Members, 

 

If I stand tall this morning, it is because I rest on the shoulders of many people: the gentlemen on the 

platform behind me; Grand Exalted Ruler Tom Brazier, and our wonderful First Lady, Venita, who 

have personified their theme as beacons of light; the Past Grand Exalted Rulers, whose guidance has 

shepherded this great Order beyond its 145th year; my sponsor, Jim McQuillan, and his gracious 

wife, Karen; Bryan Klatt, our Grand Secretary, and all his wonderful staff; the Elks of Area 6; the 

EAGER Committee; and, indeed, all who contributed so generously to our fund-raising efforts and 

participated in such a spirited celebration; the Elks of Missouri, who accepted a young college student 

first as a charter member and later as a twenty-five-year-old exalted ruler and under whose careful 

tutelage I learned about as much as I did in obtaining a college degree; the Oklahoma Elks 

Association in my home state, where this adventure began in 1976, whose support and 

encouragement led to this moment, particularly the late Past State Presidents Ernie Smart, Earl 

Clark, Neal Whitley, and Dan Kirk, who are with us in spirit this morning; the officers and members of 

Sapulpa, Oklahoma, Lodge No. 1118, who have worked so hard for so long to prepare for this day; 

and indeed, the many, present or absent, who laid the foundation upon which we continue to build the 

future of Elkdom. It is in their name, all these names, that I have the courage to accept your 

nomination and election as Grand Exalted Ruler for the fraternal year 2013–2014. 

 

I am happy to share this moment with family and friends: in-laws Brad Taylor and his wife, Margie; 

their children, Madison, Kendall, and Kamran; and Dr. Susan Roberts; my sister, Edna DeGraffenried; 

and my niece, Cheryl Bilby. Thank you for being with us. 

 

And I save, of course, the best introduction for last. This lady is a highly accomplished person who 

holds degrees from prestigious universities and has built an impressive and important career in higher 



 

 

education, guiding thousands of people through the complexities of college toward their dreams and a 

better way of life. Her mother, about whom I will speak a bit later, named her after St. Therese, known 

as the little flower, and, like her patron saint, she does not seek the spotlight but prefers to lead a 

simple life of service and gratitude. She does not lag behind me to push me in any direction or to be a 

burden I must bear. Neither does she run ahead to pull me in any way or to be an obstacle I have to 

overcome. Since 1989, she has been by my side and we have stood shoulder to shoulder facing all 

the challenges and adventures of life. Now for this time and for this year ahead, you have chosen my 

little flower, Susanne Therese Pickering, as your first lady. 

 

On Tuesday, I will have a little more time to give you some details about the Grand Lodge program. 

For now I want to talk about our theme and tell you a little about who we are and what I believe about 

the Order.  

 

Our theme this year is Elks Live, Elks Give. Elks live the American way of life, and Elks give of their 

time, talent, and treasure to support our country and our communities and to build a better world for 

us all. Developing this concept caused me to think about our charge as Elks to be distinctively 

American. To be distinctive is to stand out from the crowd, to be unusual and extraordinary. To be 

distinctively American is quite a challenge and it begs the question—what are the core values of an 

American? Is there an American mission statement, if you will.  

 

Author Dennis Prager, addressing this same question, suggested that an American mission 

statement should be available to everyone, widely distributed, easy to find, and consistent. He found 

his answer, and mine, in a surprising place—US coins. What better place to publish something you 

want everyone to see? If you take a look at any of your coins, three things stand out prominently and 

represent the best of American ideals and test the measure of being distinctively American. 



 

 

The first of these I remember asking my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Thompson, about when I first 

noticed it. The Latin language was strange, and the words didn’t seem to fit. She gave me the best 

explanation I have ever gotten on the question even after sixteen more years of education. Mrs. 

Thompson said that the language was used for only very important thoughts, to attract attention, and 

to make us think more about the meaning of the words.  

 

The phrase is: E Pluribus Unum, roughly translated, out of the many—one. If we are to live an 

American way of life with distinction, we have to honor and exhibit that principle. It reminds me of my 

first experience in an Elks lodge. I was a twenty-one-year-old college student working part-time in a 

grocery store and commuting to college three days a week. The father of a fellow I worked with was a 

member and invited us to a social function and fund-raiser. When we arrived, we were warmly 

greeted and seated at a long table with about twelve others. The hall was full, with over a hundred 

people attending. It was a cross section of a small town of around 5,500. Across from me was the 

local bank president; at my side was the auto parts man; down the row was the police chief; next to 

him was a fellow I knew who worked in the oil fields, there was also a taxi driver, a car salesman, and 

a ranch worker, everyone enjoying each other’s company. As the evening went on, the crowd 

suddenly stopped their frivolity, and the room grew very quiet. As everyone started to rise, the parts 

man patted me on the back and said, “Stand up, boy,” and when I did so he grabbed my hand. I 

heard some chimes toll, and I caught a few words that were said by a person I later learned was the 

exalted ruler. Then everyone toasted “to our absent brothers,” and the music was back on again. 

 

That evening had a profound impact on me as a young person. Most of the people at that table were 

not folks I would have socialized with on a daily basis. They were from all parts of town, with different 

occupations, incomes, and modes of dress, yet they all came together, enjoying each other’s 

company, raising money for a good cause. Out of the many—one. 



 

 

That same type of thing goes on in Elks lodges everywhere, thousands of times a year, and serves as 

irrefutable proof of our Order’s embrace of the principle of E Pluribus Unum in an enthusiastic, 

indeed, a distinctive manner. 

 

The second core value on those coins is probably the most obvious: Liberty.   

No less a document than the Declaration of Independence has highlighted that principle for all time 

with the revolutionary words: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” 

 

There is no need of argument about this one. We Elks have stood strong throughout our history in 

protecting and defending liberty for all. And no organization pursues happiness more effectively than 

we do, as one would expect from the successors to the Jolly Corks. 

 

Lastly, the third, and arguably the most important, of the core values of a distinctive American, are 

four simple words: “In God We Trust.” 

 

How much more could we embrace this value? Our Order is among the least restrictive when it 

comes to membership qualifications: a person of good character who must be at least twenty-one 

years of age, must be an American citizen, and must express a belief in God. How you choose to 

honor that God or practice your religion is your business.  At conventions such as this, trust in God is 

a constant presence, and although there are those who would suggest that that requirement is 

invidious discrimination and somehow unconstitutional, we hold this belief as unalienable. 

 



 

 

So, as Elks, we honor the initiatory charge to be distinctively American by living the American way of 

life. And by living the American way of life, protecting and cherishing liberty, pursuing happiness, and 

trusting in God, we generate time, talent, and treasure to the benefit of others.  

 

A sentiment we repeat frequently at the conclusion of what was once called the Elk’s Pledge: one 

nation, under God, with liberty and justice for all, Elks live, Elks give. May it ever be so. 

 

I want to close with a few personal comments. You may have noticed that I did not mention our 

parents when I introduced the family earlier. Well, we are fortunate to have one surviving parent 

whose health prevented her from traveling, who I will say more about in a minute.  

 

I am the son of a veteran of the World War II campaign in France who returned home, went to work , 

and became a proud union glassworker. He missed work twice in a long career at Liberty Glass Plant 

in Sapulpa, Oklahoma, the first when I was born, the second on the day he died far too young. My 

mother had to quit school in the third grade to join her family in the cotton fields of western Arkansas 

and eastern Oklahoma so they could survive the hard times of the Great Depression. She was a 

“Rosie the Riveter” type of woman who worked hard to provide a better life for my two sisters and me. 

She worked in the cafeteria in the high school I attended, so I ate well in those days. She lived a long 

and colorful life that took her from the covered wagon to the space shuttle, dying in her late eighties 

after a long and well-earned retirement. 

 

Susanne’s father, Amon, also served during the war, stateside, and was known for his good humor 

and friendliness. After retirement, he volunteered many hours at the local hospital. I am forever 

grateful to him for the wonderful daughter he raised and for allowing her to go out with me. I’m sure 



 

 

he had some initial concerns about me when I drove my motorcycle up on his sidewalk to pick 

Susanne up for our second date. 

 

That leaves us with one parent: Susanne’s mother, Alicia, a remarkable woman of ninety-four. Her 

parents fled the Middle East during a particularly brutal civil war which cost many lives. They traveled 

the world in search of a place to call home. Alicia was born in Mexico City and lived her early adult life 

in Brazil. But she often read of America and dreamed of the opportunities it offered. So it was in her 

thirties that she immigrated, legally, to the United States, met and married Susanne’s father, himself a 

first generation American, and had three daughters, two of whom you met this morning, the third, 

Kathy, is on caretaking duty in Oklahoma. You see, the years have taken their toll on Alicia’s mental 

facilities so she now needs someone to look in on her a couple of times a day. But although she often 

forgets where she is and can even confuse morning with evening, if you were to spend some time 

with Alicia Naifeh, there are two things that will come up every few minutes in conversation. She will 

express gratitude to God for his many blessings, and she will remind everyone what a great country 

this is. 

 

You see we are an American family on all sides. My parents and Susanne’s father were native born. 

Her mother left family and friends thousands of miles away and won her citizenship under the law, an 

American by choice. 

 

So there are three flags in our family that support the bold claim that we are distinctively American. 

One was handed to me by the honor guard at my father’s funeral, the second was presented to me by 

the exalted ruler of that little Oklahoma lodge I first visited, and the last was found by Susanne and 

her sister Kathy when they were going through some drawers in her family home and happened on a 

dusty binder containing notes on America written in a hand they recognized. Carefully pressed 



 

 

between the pages was the little flag her mother received when she became a proud American 

citizen. 

 

All of you have stories just like these of your proud American families. It is indeed a great honor to 

serve as your Grand Exalted Ruler, to be national president of over three quarters of a million 

distinctive Americans. We look forward to visiting your states and hearing these stories first hand of 

how you live the American way of life and give of your time, talent, and treasure to make the country 

and the world a better place. 

 

Together let us embrace and exemplify our theme: Elks live, Elks give. 

 


