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International Officers, District Directors, Foundation Board, Convention Delegates and attendees:  thank you for inviting me to speak before you this morning on what it means to be a “Mu Phi for Life.”  It’s Saturday morning on the last full day of Convention, people are a little sleepy, and there’s still a lot for us to do.  So I’ll do my best to get the point across quickly and sit down.


But first, an introduction:  for those of you who don’t know by now, my name is Marcus Wyche, or, as people have been calling me this week, “Dr. Jones.”  I am an initiate of the Delta Delta Chapter at the University of Maryland (Go Terps!), President of the Mu Phi Epsilon Foundation, and I just finished four years as President of the Washington, D.C. Alumni Chapter.  And I consider myself a “Mu Phi for Life.”


I was initiated in 1990, so I’ve been a Mu Phi for eighteen years.  If you do the math, that makes me thirty-something.  How many thirty-something Mu Phi’s do you know who are actively involved in a chapter?  Who are District Directors?  I know a few.  But, personally, most of the active Mu Phi’s I know are either Collegiates in my District, a few recent graduates who are in their early twenties, or Mu Phi’s in Alumni chapters.  And if your Alumni chapters are like my Alumni chapter, the average age of the members is probably sixty-five to seventy.  Being in between the twenty-somethings and the sixty-somethings, I think, gives me an interesting perspective, though, because I can see both sides.


First, let’s not forget that Mu Phi Epsilon serves both Collegiates and Alumni.  On the Alumni side, we have many members who may be still active but live in retirement communities, who still occasionally refer to Mu Phi Epsilon as a “Sorority,” who still sing Our Triangle with “briars tangling ‘round our feet” and “music scenting the thorny paths.”  This is a generation with a strong sense of postwar duty that came into its own and joined Mu Phi Epsilon in the golden age of rotary clubs, service organizations, and where, in Fraternities and Sororities, people felt a real need for fellowship and contacts.


On the other side, we have Collegiates and young adult Mu Phi’s—Generation Y, the millennials, the ear-bud-iPod-Sidekick-Facebook-MySpace-text-message generation.  OMG, NBD, LOL, TTYL!  This generation is fast and furious, and wired to the max.  If it isn’t online, it doesn’t exist.  You ask them what time it is, and they don’t look at their wristwatch, they look at their Blackberry.  There are online communities, but by and large, life is transient and always on the go.


And then there are those like me.

For Alumni, you’ve heard the bad news:  our older members are becoming inactive, or, sadly, dying off.  During my four years as Chapter President, our chapter lost five members.  Five members!  Out of a Chapter of forty!—which may not seem like a big percentage, but it adds up.  And that’s just Washington, D.C.  What about Boston?  Atlanta?  Houston?  San Antonio?  Kansas City?  Los Angeles?  Tacoma?  You’ve seen the obituaries in The Triangle.  The names of our departed just keep coming.  And that’s just who we know about.


Where are the young adults to fill in the Alumni ranks?  Where are the thirty-somethings?  The twenty-somethings?  Where are the Collegiates?  How come they’re not joining the Alumni chapters and continuing the work of Mu Phi Epsilon?  Well, society has changed.  Adults have to work harder to provide for their families.  You have a marriage and children to take care of.  And when you’re a Collegiate, you’re not thinking about joining an Alumni chapter.  You’re more concerned about graduation, period, or passing that Theory exam, or performing well on that jury.  And when you graduate, there’s grad school, or moving somewhere else, or finding a teaching job, or working as many gigs as you can.  Who has the time?


So, what do we do?  Because if we don’t change course, it’s probable the Fraternity will cease to exist.


I ask you to ask yourselves:  What does it mean to be a “Mu Phi for Life”?  Am I a “Mu Phi for Life”?  Why did I become a Mu Phi?


For me, part of being a “Mu Phi for Life” is not only joining Mu Phi Epsilon, but staying involved for as long as and as much as you possibly can.  Not only being a Mu Phi in name, or as an item you can list on a resume, but in making your Fraternity an active and integral part of your life.

We all joined Mu Phi Epsilon for different reasons.  For some of us, it was to take full advantage of the grants and scholarships our Fraternity’s Foundation offers.  Others joined Mu Phi for the performance opportunities.  Still others joined Mu Phi for the simple fact that you want to be in the company of friends who share your interests—not just musically, but in other ways, as well.  But I would hope that, among all those reasons, you joined Mu Phi Epsilon because, at our core, we are musicians, musical artists, and we passionately feel the need to express ourselves through our Art.  The common musical experiences we have, our love for Music, “the noblest of all the Arts,” is what, at the most basic level, binds us together.

“Mu Phi for Life.”  This is what I’m talking about—the long run, the wider perspective, the Big Picture.  Not just Mu Phi in the here and now, but Mu Phi in the future, and always.

There are even life lessons to be found in the Fraternity precepts.  Think for a moment about the Triangle, the Mu Phi Epsilon Triangle.  Why is our Fraternity symbolized by a Triangle, more specifically, an equilateral Triangle, where all the sides are equal?  A triangle has three points, three sides; Mu Phi Epsilon has three precepts—Music, Friendship, and Harmony.  In the Mu Phi Epsilon equilateral Triangle, all the sides are the same; none of the sides are greater than any of the others.  Likewise, Mu Phi Epsilon gives Music, Friendship, and Harmony equal value.  Mu Phi recognizes that one is just as important, but not more important, than the other two, and that in life we seek to strike a balance between all three.  What good is it to have phenomenal musical ability, to be able to perform in sold-out houses and in front of millions, but not have the support and fellowship of friends?  What does it profit to have friends and influences who, intentionally or not, may distract you from your musical and personal development?  How can harmony, or lack of it—physical harmony, mental and emotional equilibrium, spiritual balance—affect how you communicate with your friends, communicate to your audience in a performance?  Balance is the key, the goal, and the challenge.

But let’s get down to brass tacks.  In practical terms, what can we do?  You have choices and options available to you:  prepping your graduating seniors for Alumni membership by seeing if there is a Mu Phi Chapter there.  Becoming an Associate Member, Non-Resident Member, Allied Member, or Visiting Member.  Gradually setting aside money for Alumni dues beforehand, or taking advantage of the Fraternity’s certificate for one year’s free Alumni dues upon graduation.

All of this applies to Collegiates.  But, Alumni Chapters—you have to do your part, too.  You can’t just be content with what you have.  Actively seek out your Collegiate counterparts.  Find our from either your nearby Collegiate chapters or from the International Executive Office who’s graduating, so you can gradually—note, I said gradually—bring them into the Alumni fold.

But we also have to acknowledge the social differences between the Mu Phi’s of yesterday and the Mu Phi’s of today and tomorrow.  Different generations do have different ideas about the world—different levels of experience often result in different political views, different notions of etiquette, different outlooks on fashion and on propriety.  It can make a young Mu Phi perhaps feel uncertain.  I know I sometimes did.  (I found myself wanting to say, “Yes, ma’am,” a lot.)  Add to that the fact that, because the Fraternity did not become co-ed until 1977, more often than not you will find that the majority of Alumni Chapters are older women, so there could be gender differences at work here, too.

These cultural divisions go deeper than we’re willing to admit.  A recurring theme I’ve heard among the Collegiates this week is that you seek more empowerment.  But there’s a lot of member turnover in Collegiate chapters.  How do you keep on top of things?  I agree that Collegiates need a stronger voice, but as Spider-Man said, “With great power comes great responsibility.”  To Collegiates, I say:  you have to consistently demonstrate you’re up to the challenge.

Alumni have less member turnover.  As such, we have longer-lasting relationships, but also tend to get set in our ways.  Alumni have no shortage of opinions, and Alumni like to make their opinions and experiences known to Collegiates, but, quite frankly, it can be a turn-off to a Collegiate you’re just getting to know.  To Alumni, I say:  don’t assume you know everything (even if you do).  Share, encourage, excite—but don’t force your will.

For younger Mu Phi’s, though, I would also ask you to also consider things in these terms:  If you were someone young, like Joshua Bell, wouldn’t you have wanted to observe and learn from someone, say, like Isaac Stern, despite the fact that he was old enough to be your (great) grandfather?  If you were a young vocalist, wouldn’t you want to garner some of the wisdom obtained by a performer with the longevity of a Beverly Sills, of a Placido Domingo?  As musicians, we often study music and performance practices that have endured for hundreds of years before we were even born!  What’s a few decades between Mu Phi’s?  And more than likely, that older Mu Phi, especially if she’s in your field of study, has encountered the same musical joys and the same musical challenges you have, and may be able to help you avoid some pitfalls.  So there is actually something to be gained by developing a relationship with them.  And in building a relationship, you may discover that, on both ends of the spectrum, you are probably not as different as you think.  And, in a business where so much of it is “who you know,” the older Mu Phi may be able to put you into contact with some key people for what you’re seeking to accomplish.

This goes to the larger, deeper point—indeed, my overall point, what I’ve been trying to put into the context of “Mu Phi for Life.”  Regardless if you’re eighteen or eighty:  Why are you a Mu Phi?  What drew you to Mu Phi Epsilon?  What is it about Mu Phi that you hold dear, that moves you, that makes you feel unique and special, honored to be a part of this organization?  Is it the power, majesty, and sublimeness of the Art of Music?  Is it the Friendship—the bonds of fellowship, of making friends in music wherever you travel in life?  Is it a harmonious blending with other aspects of your life that Mu Phi has afforded you?  Whatever it was that brought you to Mu Phi, I’ll bet that, most likely, it is the same things that have brought that other person—old, young, male, female—to Mu Phi as well.  That is why, when you see someone else, even if it’s a stranger, wearing those Greek letters “Mu Phi Epsilon,” you can say to yourself, and to them:  “We share something in common.”  The Mu Phi spirit, and the Spirit of Music, transcends all differences.  That transcendence, if you will allow it, is something you can carry with you throughout your life.


Look at us, all here, gathered in this room in unity of thought and purpose.  The spirit of Mu Phi Epsilon, established all those years ago by Winthrop Sterling and Elizabeth Mathias Fuqua, is strong.  The fellowship is strong.  Let us now translate that energy and artistry into action, by being involved, Collegiates and Alumni, shoulder to shoulder, from inactive to active, now and always.  It begins with considering yourself a “Mu Phi for Life.”


Thank you.
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