
2011 Valedictorian Speech – Luke Decker 
 
Good morning to our families, our friends, the JSerra faculty, and especially JSerra’s Class of 
2011. Thank you Mr. Waszak for your introduction and thank you for everything that you have 
done for me during my time here at JSerra. I am certain that without your continual support, I 
wouldn’t be where I am today—giving the valedictory address to the most talented graduating 
class in the school’s history and competing at the Track and Field State Championships in Fresno 
simultaneously. You were always there for me when I needed you most; you were always there 
for our class when we needed you most. If there was one person we could count on to be at every 
sport’s game, JSerra event, or just walking around at lunch, asking us how our day was or what 
we had to look forward to, it was you, Mr. Waszak. I know I am speaking on behalf of the entire 
senior class when I say this: you will be missed, but never forgotten. JSerra’s foundation was 
built on your leadership and we will forever be grateful for you dedication to each and every one 
of us. 
 
Although our graduation regalia beckons the beginning of the next chapter of our lives, it also 
commemorates this last one entitled “high school.” In four short years, we did it all. 
Congratulations to the Class of 2011! 
 
When Mrs. O’Reilly was interviewing me for the “20 Faces of JSerra” program, she asked me 
what I thought it meant to be successful. I found the question to be a rather easy one to answer, 
not because I had some time to think about it or because I had been asked the same question 
several times before, but because I had surrounded myself with successful people from the very 
first day I had stepped foot on JSerra’s campus. I recognized that the common ground between 
successful people was this: that success is defined by the courage it takes for a person to set their 
goals high and the diligence and determination it takes for a person to reach those goals. 
Everybody longs for success; it is inherent in our human nature. While some spend a lifetime 
trying to follow a twelve-step program out of a book in hopes of one day attaining it, I found its 
secret here at JSerra Catholic High School. Look around. Our class has excelled in everything 
from academics to athletics, to name a few. It was no mistake that this graduating class gained 
acceptance to some of the nation’s most prestigious universities and took home the school’s first 
Trinity League, CIF, and State titles. If the word “success” doesn’t capture this class in a 
nutshell, then I don’t know what word does. “Siempre Adelante”—the motto embroidered on all 
things JSerra—“Always Forward”—striving to reach for the goals that we set out for ourselves. 
It is evident from the very bottom up, that “success” is central to the school’s mission. To the 
teachers who have kept their expectations high: thank you. Your confidence in our ability has not 
only inspired us to reach our goals, but you’ve encouraged us to surpass them. Look at what 
we’ve done in four short years. Our success is yours too. 
 
As I began to contemplate on what to speak about this morning, I was daunted by the myriad of 
directions I could take this speech. I wanted it to be honest, I wanted it to be inspirational, and I 
wanted to speak directly to you from my heart. I think I found the perfect words to do that: 
 
Four years down, four precious years to learn from. We’ve gleaned the knowledge and 
experience we need to prepare us for what the world has to offer us and we’ve caught a small 
glimpse of what we have to offer the world. High school truly is a microcosm of what we will 



face in the coming years. We had our dreams—some came true while others still remain a distant 
reality. We’ve all found success and we’ve all found failure along the way too. I would like to 
share with you a small snapshot of my life over this past year that encompassed life’s 
kaleidoscope of highs and lows that forever changed me for the better. 
 
As you probably know by now—my absence at graduation being the most obvious indicator—
running is a very important part of my life. Last spring, I was preparing to do something special 
in track: I not only wanted to take home an individual Trinity League title, but I knew a CIF one 
was within arm’s reach too. I was looking to come out of my junior year as a top NCAA 
Division 1 recruit. On May 7, 2010, I began my quest to becoming a Trinity League champion at 
Mater Dei High School, and then from there, it would be on to CIF. With a lap to go in the 1600-
meter race, I had pressed well ahead of all of my competitors. The finish line was just 400 short 
meters away; all I had to do was hold onto my lead. As I continued around the final curve, well 
ahead of the rest of the field, and onto the home straight, I collapsed unexpectedly. I knew it 
from the very moment I hit the ground: I wasn’t going to advance on to CIF and my track season 
was over. 
 
The paramedics arrived and rushed to my side. They didn’t know exactly what was wrong with 
me, so they hooked me up to a series of machines and began some tests. The first was an 
electrocardiogram. I didn’t need an EKG to tell me that my heart was broken. I had devoted my 
entire existence to competitive running because I had a passion to succeed in the sport. It was 
this commitment to chasing my goals that got me out of bed at 5:30 AM for morning practice 
and kept my desk lamp on late into the night as I finished my homework. I expect a lot from 
myself and I get frustrated when I don’t meet my expectations. I am determined to achieve what 
I set out to do. So when I threw my whole heart at the race, and less than twenty seconds before 
reaching the finish line as the 2010 Trinity League champion, found myself face to face with the 
ground, my heart was shattered. 
 
My dad scooped me up into his arms and sat me down on the back of the athletic trainer’s golf 
cart next to him. With his arms around me, he held my body close to his as he tried to comfort 
me. He whispered that everything was going to be okay, but I couldn’t believe him. The world as 
I knew it had stopped spinning on its axis. As the cart rolled away from the track, I couldn’t help 
but notice that everyone’s eyes had darted my way. I simply felt broken. I closed my eyes to shut 
out the world, and leaned on the one solid truism in my life, in that cart, and at that moment—my 
father. My junior year track season had come to a dramatic end and all my hopes and dreams of 
making it big in the running world seemed far from possible. I cried until my tears ran dry. As I 
got up to leave, I took one last look up at the vast night sky and began to count the stars. In the 
process, I realized how many more opportunities God had ahead for me. 
 
At that very moment, I knew I couldn’t do it alone. I realized that in the process of becoming so 
fixated on securing my own running future, I had lost sight of God. For a short time, running had 
replaced my Creator, my Maker, and my Father in Heaven. It was easy for me to say that running 
was the most important part of my life. God took a back seat. Consequently, God humbled me; 
he literally brought me to my knees. From that moment on, I allowed him to take lead of my life. 
I trusted that he had a plan in store for me. I prayed for an answer. I desperately wanted to know 
what God wanted me to do with my life. I knew that my God-given talent of running was going 



to be used in some way. I knew that God had answered my prayers in a big way this Track and 
Field season. My fall was not a failure—rather, it became a defining moment in my life. It 
enabled me to see that I was focused on being a runner before being a Christian. Now, I am once 
again, a Christian, who, oh by the way, is a runner too. I thank God for all that He has blessed me 
with and pray that my ability to run brings glory to Him. 
 
Our time at JSerra has reminded us of this: God has blessed us with our own unique talents. 
JSerra has taught us that “Lion Pride” is not pursuing our dreams and achieving our goals for our 
own glory, but rather doing it for the glory of our Father in Heaven. “Siempre Adelante”—
“Always Forward,” pointing ahead to where our paths will one day lead us—at the feet of Jesus 
Christ, our Lord and Savior. 
 
Before closing, I wanted to thank some people who have had a significant impact on my life. 
 
To Mrs. Cappelletti: I’ve never met a teacher more dedicated to her students. Your undying 
passion for what you teach is evident in all that you do. Your own love for teaching has instilled 
an enthusiasm and eagerness to learn in each and every one us. 
 
To Dr. Kilduff: I can’t think of a single person who didn’t look forward to blowing things up in 
your classroom. Thanks for keeping it fun! 
 
To Mrs. Harrell: Your classes are always the first to fill up for a reason! I’m glad I got to spend 3 
of my years at JSerra in your classroom. 
 
To Mr. Misiow: I don’t think there is a funnier guy on campus! 
 
To Sr. Solórzano: For your words of wisdom: “If you think you can, you can. If you think you 
can’t, you won’t.” 
 
To Mrs. O’Reilly and Mrs. Desmond: For your smiles and your prayers. I am truly grateful for 
everything you did for me this year. 
 
To Mr. Sulick: Thank you for convincing my parents that JSerra was the right place for me! 
Thank you for making JSerra a home for me these last four years. 
 
To Kat Delaney: My training partner, who could not be at graduation today, but is keeping me 
good company up here in Fresno at the State Meet. 
 
To my parents, my brother Jake, and my Aunt Nene: Thank you for your love, your 
encouragement, and your faith in me. God has truly blessed me. 
 
And a big final thank you to our principal, Mr. Waszak. 
 
To my JSerra classmates, it is my hope and my prayer that you can learn from my own 
experience. Every one of us will be faced with adversity. Never allow this to dissuade you from 



pursuing your goals. “Lion Pride” is not self-reliance, but rather pride in knowing that we are 
using our talents to glorify God. “Siempre Adelante!” 
 
Thank you and may God bless JSerra! 


