
What is a Baccalaureate Ceremony? 
 
You may be thinking, “I know that I am getting a Baccalaureate degree, but what pray tell, is a Baccalaureate 
ceremony?” Good on you, as your inquisitive nature shows that we have taught you well. To answer your ques-
tion the Baccalaureate Ceremony is one of the high holy days on the collegiate calendar that traces its origins 
back to Oxford University where it is said to have originated in 1432 (60 years before Columbus sailed the 
ocean blue!).  
 
Originally, the services were held the Sunday before commencement and the graduates were required to deliver 
a sermon, in Latin. It would be another 300 years before the tradition apparently took root in America, with the 
first Baccalaureate Ceremony allegedly being held at the College of New Jersey (better known as Princeton) in 
1760. Given the Christian origins of the event and focus on sermons and worship, it is likely that other institu-
tions held these ceremonies earlier than this, especially since almost without exception the institutions of higher 
education that were first established in America were primarily intended to train individuals for the ministry. 
 
In any event, the Baccalaureate service throughout the centuries has been primarily intended as an occasion of 
prayerful reflection and the expression of gratitude for the privilege of learning and the vocation of service. 
As such, Simpson’s Baccalaureate service sets the academic accomplishments which we will honor at Com-
mencement into the frame of the eternal and unfinished quest for godly wisdom. It is built upon the greatest 
commandment to love God with all one’s heart, soul, mind, and strength and its close companion command, to 
love your neighbor as yourself. 
The ritual acts of praise, reflection, and remembrance elicited through prayer, praise, and prose, conspire to 
make us mindful that knowledge is not a destination, but rather a path leading toward the quality of communi-
ty for which we continue to yearn as we seek to see God’s will be done on earth, as it is in heaven. 
In this common spirit, in this remarkable company, in service to this noble goal, we will gather on [the eve of 
Commencement] to remember, to rejoice, and to give thanks. 
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