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 When first looking into my portfolio project, I was unsure of my approach and 
initial method to realize the task. Like many with the gift of procrastination, as I went 
through my courses I always thought there was ample room and time to start 
contemplating the final part of this educational milestone. Perhaps I was correct in the 
ample time part of that thought; however, room begins to be subdivided very quickly 
because of another important part of the program identified as life.  
 Only months prior to when I started the MALS program, I had enlisted into the 
service and completed basic training in an effort to work towards paying off student loans 
and possibly looking into a graduate education like this one. For reasons I’ll discuss later, 
I decided not to pursue a graduate Fine Arts curriculum and instead came across this 
program offered through UNCG. I planned to knock it out in the minimum time required 
and drive on, but that word life got in the way. Things both fantastic and ill will happen 
along your MALS journey, but the beauty is that your experiences grow with the 
program. For myself, I never thought I’d be deployed to what was for all intent a different 
world and way of life, but since it happened, my understanding of the many lessons this 
education has taught me was only fortified. 
 I can’t stress enough how much I’ve developed in this program. With no doubt, 
understanding lies at the forefront of them all, but there’s been a multitude of little 
treasures I’ve picked up along the way. One is simply my writing proficiency; I’m not 
saying I’m good by any stretch, but I’ve certainly come a long way since I started. My 
thoughts and ideologies have always been there; however, my written words and 
concepts never married until I started this program, not to mention a lot of humbling 
proofreads.  
 There’s so much room for growth in this program, which has been a key element 
in what it has done for me. I’m thankful there was enough in my entrance essay that I was 
allowed me into the program. Someone identified something in that disarray, and I’m 
grateful because that initial mess has slowly become coherent thought on paper. I’m able 
to see and evaluate things from multiple perspectives and present arguments that are 
always understanding of conflictive points. Many people never gain this flexibility, and it 
has considerably intensified my sense for the rational. There’s a reason all things are 
done or acted upon, and there’s almost always a way to understand it; maybe not agree, 
but certainly understand. 
 So, to reference a few classes and their selected essays, I’d consider it my 
privilege to demonstrate some life lessons I’ve learned or reinforced over this program. 
Accordingly, it’s only fitting we should start with Life Lesson 1… 
 
 
Life Lesson 1: Attitudes and principles should always change and 
evolve, by reflecting personal and intellectual growth. 
Essay from Global Arts 610-03D, Fall Semester 2010 
 



This first lesson I learned when beginning the MALS program only became 
reinforced along the journey. Attitude, opinion and principle should change and vary as 
much as the variances in humanity; otherwise, we’re missing a lot of opportunity to 
experience things, and more importantly, re-experience things with a different lens. By 
allowing the freedom of flexibility, you enable more enjoyment from life. Let youth 
preserve its bold naivety, and let age encompass wisdom. This isn’t a question of 
morality or ethics because right or wrong and moral or amoral are concepts that evolve as 
a product of this lesson. Often with experience and wisdom comes the real applicable 
adjective here, understanding. 
 I chose this essay to reflect this particular lesson because it’s the passion I live for. 
This essay was based off my existing artist statement that was part of my work from my 
undergraduate study. I chose to enter the MALS program because ironically, I felt it 
would improve my work more than continuing to study Fine Art. I needed a deeper 
conceptual understanding of the world, people and my reason for making art. I didn’t 
need to be shown how to create images any longer; in an age where blank canvases and 
urinals constitute artistic genius, the point is arguably mute. However, I still needed to 
create, and I’m grateful that my conceptualism as an artist evolved as a result of only my 
first semester in the program. 
 To put it simply, after completing my BFA, my premature assumptions led me to 
think I understood the conceptual logic behind what I was trying to communicate in my 
work. I’m fortunate that I was abruptly corrected in my assumptive error, and as some 
may be wondering, yes, the proof is in the work: 
 
 

 
Untitled. 2008. 22” x 15”. Mixed media with paper on panel.  

Created prior to the MALS program. 



 
Sin Offering One. 2010. 36” x 24”. Mixed media with paper on panel.  

Created after entering the MALS Program. 
 

 Both works still reflect me as an artist with very much the same hand admittedly; 
nevertheless, it’s the conceptual development and metaphorical narrative that had started 
to evolve in my work. Put the naturalistic realism in my work aside, as that’s just 
technical skill, I can say with confidence that the latter of the two works is the strongest. I 
just needed a more unbiased and reflective capacity for my thoughts, reasoning and 
understanding of what I was trying to communicate. 
 
 
Life Lesson 2: True poverty can manifest in actions that appear wicked. 
Essay from Global Human Rights 620-02D CN84301, Fall Semester 2010 
 

There’s a reason that “appear” is italicized in this lesson’s heading, for such 
behavior is frequently rooted in something much deeper. It’s often a basic need or 
survival trait that allows such conduct to come to surface. In this essay that was written 
very early in my MALS journey, I discuss human right violations in Sri Lanka with the 
enlistment of children to serve in local militias and warring tribes. 
 In what I’ve noticed as a trend with the lessons learned in this program, the 
understanding came well after the course was taken. What I needed to gain through this 
insight was there; I just hadn’t yet experienced a moment to truly comprehend it. My 
edification came when I was deployed to the Sinai badlands of Egypt. It’s a sobering 
awareness when you see true poverty for the first time and real living conditions even our 
homeless in the United States don’t experience. 



 My realization came when we were stopped near Dahab and had an interaction 
with some of the locals. Two little girls were selling random trinkets, carvings, and 
jewelry that they and their family had made. One of these little girls was a much better 
salesperson than the other, and apparently was receiving more money for what was in 
reality quite similar merchandise. To my surprise, in a sudden quick attack, one girl was 
on top of and assaulting the other with more aggression and violence than I’ve ever seen 
in a 9-year-old girl. Almost as quick as the melee happened, my soldiers had the good 
sense to separate the two, and we were able to calm them down eventually. 

Both girls spoke enough English for us to eventually learn the root of the conflict, 
which was just how much their sales support their family. One girl was part of a local 
Bedouin tribe, and the other a squatter with her family in one of the many abandoned and 
half-constructed buildings that litter 80% of these desert communities (a long-term result 
of the Yom Kippur War and resulting Camp David Accords). Both of their families 
combined may (and I stress may) have survived on the equivalence of $50 USD in a 
month. This is challenging enough, yet this was also accomplished in the desert… This 
money mattered in more of a way than most will ever comprehend. It was life or death 
for them; this permanence is unavoidably clarified when traveling along in a convoy and 
seeing one less kid waving for water or food and one more pile of small stones in the 
desert sand.  

So how does this apply to child soldiers in Sri Lanka or poverty leading to such 
actions? In short, everything. What wouldn’t most people do to ensure the survival and 
well being of their loved ones? I can imagine all kinds of questionable acts I’d do for 
someone I loved. This kind of poverty breeds violence and other acts only out of 
necessity, in both Sri Lanka and Egypt. Make no mistake though; the conscription of 
child soldiers, along with many acts of violence in almost all contexts, is morally wrong. 
Dying from complacency seems feeble when you can choose to fight for any cause that 
may have better odds for you, no matter how ill gotten your gains. I’ve witnessed the real 
catalyst of this abhorrent behavior, and it’s not wickedness or evil, but rather the sheer 
necessity and a struggle for survival. We’re not in conflict with radical Islam or these 
countries in the Middle East; they’re in conflict with themselves and their extreme 
poverty, a lesson even a soldier could learn. 

We gave both girls well over a couple hundred dollars for the promise that they’d 
never engage with each other in the same way. I never saw either again, but I’m reminded 
of their lesson constantly with all the abundance I have here back home. 
 
 
Life Lesson 3: Organized religion is very bureaucratic, with more gray 
area than black and white. 
Essay from In Search of the Church 610-04D, Spring Semester 2011  
 
 It’s prudent to state that from this life lesson comes a bit of humility. My search to 
understand my father’s passing when I was younger led me towards religion, Southern 
Baptism in particular, which my mother was denominationally. Perhaps I just wanted to 
know that my father, who had died an untimely death, wasn’t consumed among imagined 
fire and brimstone because he never really went to church and wasn’t that religious. 



Regardless, this event led me to reading the Bible in its entirety for the first time, and it 
did the exact opposite of what I thought it would by leading me away from religion.  

I’m not going to discuss contradictions, apologetics or dogma because entire 
books are written on each individually. Still, the overall message of this life lesson was 
confirmed for me over the experience of the MALS curriculum. Never before had I taken 
a class and just studied the evolution of the Catholic Church or studied literature that was 
religiously inspired - that would speak to me more than the Bible itself… suddenly I 
could see a context to what I read in Biblical scripture and an interpretation of ideologies 
that led to the institutions as they are today.  
 My graduate experience in this program has given me the intellectual confidence 
to stand more solidified in my own beliefs. For myself, it’s incredibly liberating to be a 
man of moral fiber when you’re not doing it out of concern for a deity’s eternal 
punishment or reprisal from an organizational system. When being a good person is not 
only natural but also an extension of your education, that’s a remarkable achievement, 
especially when it comes with an ability to see things from multiple perspectives 
providing greater adaptability.  
 I don’t want to imply I’m attacking or against organized religion, but there’s just 
something more to humanity than even religion can encompass. Which leads me to my 
next point… 
 
 
Life Lesson 4: Spirituality can be totally autonomous of both faith and 
religion. 
Essay from Literature and the Religious Imagination 610-08D, Fall Semester 2013  
  
 Wait, what? Exactly… what I want to touch on is the spirituality that can be 
experienced with no link to a particular faith or religion. I was fortunate enough to see the 
Holy Land when I was deployed (there’s that “deployed” word again) and I traveled to 
Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth and a multitude of other places that almost made the 
whole experience worthwhile. However, the real value came from baptizing soldiers and 
the Spanish woman I discussed in the referenced essay. What that gave me was nothing 
short of a lifelong gift and an awesome story. 
 This woman and I did not speak the same language; we were from different 
backgrounds, different nations, different generations and different faiths and belief 
systems, but what happened worked in the only way you can imagine two people 
interacting in the most ideal situation kind of “worked”. I’m incredibly hard-pressed to 
find any moment of my life where I’ve experienced such a powerful moment of profound 
spiritual and human interaction. I’ve never come close to experiencing anything similar 
from Church, and if some people do, they are fortunate indeed; I would never want to 
take something like that from them. For me, that experience in the Jordan River was a 
perfect moment between two strangers and exactly what love, religion, faith, spirituality 
and existentialism should embody. It was a truly pure moment. 
 Literature and the Religious Imagination was my next-to-last class in the MALS 
program, and without taking away from any of the other classes I enjoyed, I have to say it 
was my favorite. I gathered so much from it, even somehow connecting science fiction to 
exegetical thought and rationale, which is exactly what a graduate level class should 



exemplify. Maybe a lot of this has to do with my taking the class after my experiences 
overseas; either way, it really changed my approach to looking for genius for it can be 
found in the most unexpected areas. Everyone, even if they share nothing similar to you 
in any way, can potentially teach you a life long lesson. 
 
 
Life Lesson 5: We’re not living in sync with “divine” intent. 
Essay from Religion and Ecology 610-02D, Fall Semester 2010  
 
 The selected essay for this lesson was developed with thoughts on how humanity 
could reconnect to a more harmonious interaction with the global environment’s 
ecosystem. There are implications in practicing a religious doctrine that’s suggestive of 
world rejection, and many people are unaware of the concerns. The “big three” 
monotheisms of the world are guilty of this, and though it doesn’t seem dangerous at 
first, it leads to a complacency that’s endangering the human condition.  
 Assuming there is divine will to human interaction within the world, logic would 
dictate that this intent should be in congruence with the natural planet. Claiming a 
removal from the world and its temptations, as a path to an eternal metaphysical 
existence is not compatible with continued existence. A promise of salvation that comes 
by living contradictive to the way true divine intent designed and evolved, is only making 
us victims of our own religious social development.  
 This is not a new thought; most are more than aware of the human carbon 
footprint, our abuse of fossil fuel and our direct impact on the global landscape and 
environment. What many don’t see is the damaging effects of dogmatic doctrine that 
feeds belief in a benefit for the soul at the exchange of needs in giving back to the planet 
and providing a continued existence for humanity. All is not lost, however, for many 
liberal Christian organizations and even the Catholic Church have shown an amazing 
resiliency by adapting, and fortunately there’s beginning to be an awareness that’s 
shaping up in current doctrine. The lesson is simple, there are parameters in which 
humanity has evolved and lived within. The divine intent of our local ecosystem offers 
the opportunity of a continued benefit to all, but the harsh lesson is that we’re currently 
not in accordance.  
 When collecting my thoughts for this essay I had no idea they would actually lead 
to an analytical exegesis, however simple it may have been. I’m not an environmentalist 
by any stretch, and my own lifestyle could easily claim hypocrisy regarding this lesson, 
but I’m aware and have begun adjusting. This isn’t just a flaw in the teachings of 
organized religion, but also a flaw in the practice of our consumerism and corporate 
resolve. 
 
 
Life Lesson 6: Knowing your self, even analytically, leads to better 
understanding and performance. 
Essay from Biorhythms 630-31D, Summer Semester 2013  
 
 I’m not a man who’s generally a practitioner of the scientific method. I’m much 
more comfortable taking things as they come, adapting and rolling with the punches if 



need be. This course and the Self Analysis Project, however, brought an awareness of 
myself that I was honestly ignorant to. Knowing even simple specifics when it comes to 
your biological workings can give you an ability to adjust to every minute advantage as 
they come. 
 There’s a reason I’m more into my workout in the afternoon than the morning, 
there’s a reason why I feel mentally sluggish later in the day, and there’s even a reason I 
feel more compelled to draw or paint at some times over others. Your internal timings 
and thermal fluctuations dictate much of your peak times for mental, dexterous and 
physical tasks. Obviously, you can perform any one at any time needed; my past training 
and experiences can attest to much of that misery, but in knowing where and when your 
peak proficiencies lie, you can adjust what you plan to accomplish… and no kidding, I’ve 
become more productive as a result of applying this lesson in practice. 
 There’s a distinct paradigm that’s evident in observing your performance 
analytically versus just assuming you know how your body and mind works. It’s very 
akin to monitoring your caloric intake, versus just assuming you’ve got a good grasp on 
what you’re actually consuming. The details are often shocking and adjusting your 
practice can ultimately increase performance. Knowing yourself is an understanding that 
allows you to truly set and exceed your goals. Just like the more creative endeavors, 
wisdom can be gained from critically systematic observation and scientific interpretation. 
 
 
 In conclusion, regarding the modern age there’s a tendency for everyone to feel 
they have to be an expert in a chosen field or choose their educational path that leads 
down a very narrow route. I don’t believe the Renaissance man (or woman) is dead, and 
consider myself proudly embodying its survival. I’m a product of family, art, the military 
and a graduate education that has developed the tools to tackle most any obstacle I may 
come across. The way I think and reason has become more acute and flexible, not 
streamlined and directed towards a very finite endpoint. No one needs to recall vast 
amounts of information today; instead, they need a proficiency to comprehend and apply 
the limitless information that’s available at their fingertips. 
            I’m very proud of this program and support it whole-heartedly, admittedly both as 
a product of the curriculum and the enjoyment that comes with continually improving 
and learning. Life will continue and society will evolve from generation to generation; 
the one constant is your ability to understand every new lesson presented that enables 
your participation within it. 


