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Penelope North: 

Welcome to At the Table with Tony, a podcast where we get to sit down with Tony Brown, Professor 
Emeritus at the Sanford School of Public Policy at Duke University and his friends and former students. 
This podcast is meant to be a breath of fresh air, a chance to break away from the stress of everyday life 
and reflect on ideas that help you make better decisions. It's also about connection, sparking 
conversation among Tony's community and creating a shared space to reflect together. And at the heart 
of it all, it's a way to nurture a deeper, more meaningful relationship with Tony, which is a big part of 
making 2025 a good year for him. 

The central ideas of this podcast are rooted in two principles that Tony has lived by and taught in his 
classroom, first from Socrates that the unexamined life is not worth living. And second, from Tony's 
leadership model that when we focus on creating benefits for others, we also strengthen our own 
identity, agency and sense of purpose. My name is Penelope North. I'm the host and producer of this 
podcast and a senior at Duke University, and I'm excited to sit today at the table with Tony and his 
colleague and current Associate Vice President for Development and Alumni Engagement for Duke 
Kunshan University and Duke in China, Wendy Kuran. 
Before we start, if you have listened to previous episodes, you know that Tony is facing some health 
challenges, and since he's shared this news with his thousands of former students and friends, he's been 
getting a lot of heartfelt messages like this one: "Dear Tony and Teddie, you two have touched 
hundreds, probably thousands of lives. You've been loved and admired throughout, but now you're 
taking your positive influence to an entirely new level. You're exercising an entirely new type of 
leadership, providing an example of the best way to handle a health challenge. Not everyone is capable 
of starting a business, but we will all face health setbacks. Your honest communications face the issue 
head on, but help the rest of us to see that we can feel gratitude no matter how difficult a situation 
becomes. Friends and family are a precious gift to be cherished and all the more so when something 
goes wrong. You remind us to focus on the big picture rather than get mired by the details." 
Today we'll talk about vocation with Tony and Wendy. Wendy pioneered the Duke Kunshan University 
development role before the university's opening in 2014, building a US-China team focused on 
philanthropic and corporate support. She also helped launch DKU's Advisory Board and Legal 
Foundation in China and works to connect Duke alumni and parents across the region. Previously she 
was the associate dean at Duke's Fuqua School of Business, leading global corporate relations and 
founding industry centers. And before entering academia, Wendy spent 25 years in senior leadership 
roles across the healthcare industry. She holds degrees from Princeton and Stanford and has served on 
numerous nonprofit boards. Welcome everybody to the table. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Thank you. 

Tony Brown: 

Good to be here. That letter was very touching to me, the whole idea that you could bump into cancer 
and take your teaching and leadership to a higher level has surprised me and given me a lot of gratitude. 

Wendy Kuran: 

It's certainly been inspiring to all of us who love you, and it's not that surprising because you turn every 
situation into an opportunity to give it a framework and see how that framework can help others. That's 
just who you are and it's beautiful. 
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Tony Brown: 

If I had a dollar for every time I used the puzzle metaphor about doing the outline and the borders first, 
I'd be very wealthy, because I do believe that if you frame things properly, you'll make better decisions. 
And if you make better decisions, you'll do more for the world. 

So why are we friends? 

Wendy Kuran: 

Because I'm just super lucky that you decided to include me in your vast network. That literally why 
we're friends is I had a very discontinuous experience in life, which was the beginning of me finding my 
vocation when we moved from Los Angeles, where I was a healthcare executive, to Durham, where I 
unexpectedly found myself working for Fuqua School of Business. We moved because my husband is a 
professor and I thought I would continue in healthcare. After 25 years, for heaven's sakes, why wouldn't 
you? Well, there was a visionary dean of Duke's business school that took a chance and said, "You 
should come to work for me and let's try to do things that are bridging across from industry to 
academia." 
So my first role was as the executive director of the Center for Social Entrepreneurship, for which I was 
very underqualified, but I just loved that field and you were part of that realm. You were one of the 
people at Duke who was deep into social entrepreneurship. And so, probably 30 people said, "You 
should meet with Tony Brown." And we did. And in the beginning, we were solving some problems 
around the center and some of the staff, and I just suddenly was just on another plane realizing the 
power of you to help frame problems and then your interest in me, which at the time seemed very like, 
"Wait, but we're working on case here." And in your inquiry and you're helping me see what's driving 
you, it was right then and there, I was like, "I hope we can meet again." 

Tony Brown: 

And you did have a visionary dean. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Yes. 

Tony Brown: 

For him to create this position was unusual, to put someone of your caliber into it. Well, my take on it is 
first place we love diversity. We don't want to be cloned. 

Wendy Kuran: 
That's right. 

Tony Brown: 

But I have this concept of leadership that focuses on anybody can exercise leadership. It's not about 
leading parades. It's not about having all the leaders go to one side of the room and the followers go to 
the other side. It's about incremental benefits. I like the word benefits better than impact. It's about 
being strong hearted. It's about being humble. You embody that to me. 

Wendy Kuran: 
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Really? 

Tony Brown: 

Yes. 

Penelope North: 

Why were you so surprised? 

Wendy Kuran: 

Well- 

Tony Brown: 

I think we're two peas in a pod with regard to my concept of leadership. 

Wendy Kuran: 
Wow. That's such a high compliment. That's what I aspire to, not only because of you, but just because I 
think that is what a mature leader is. It doesn't have to be out in front leading, and the older I've gotten, 
the more I realize it really is about making other people better. 

Tony Brown: 

It's not all about us. 

Wendy Kuran: 

It kind of was when I was younger, but growing into this, that's really... Thank you, Tony. 

Tony Brown: 

We create meaning when we're together. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Yes. That's how I experience it. 

Tony Brown: 

I think that's why we're friends. Plus I like you. So can I make just a couple of short comments about 
vocation. Then, I think the way to do this then is to turn it over to you begin to understand your story as 
it pertains to your vocational discernment, etc. And then I'll add a couple of comments, and if we 
haven't covered the ground at the end, we'll get more specific. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Sounds great. 

Tony Brown: 
To me, I think having taught 2,300 students at Duke and having been very close to my alumni, there's a 
lot more attention paid to careers than vocation. And yet you could argue that vocation is a lot more 
important than a career narrowly defined. And so just to tee this thing up, because it's a fuzzy word, it 
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starts with another fuzzy word and that's work. Our life includes work, and it's not necessarily a job. It's 
things that you do that are productive. And some people, if they can find their work in through their job, 
through their employer or through their hobbies, but their work, they're being productive, they can 
embody that and say, "This is what I'm called to do." 
Now, my story on this is, I started to understand the path when I was in my mid-twenties. I didn't really 
realize my current definition of my vocation until I retired three years ago. So it's a chip away at a 
process. And I'm sure the same is true with you. Some of the most profound experiences are failures or 
defeats or things that you know aren't right. And if you don't pause and take that in, you're wasting a big 
opportunity. So to me, vocation is something you're chipping away at as you move through your life 
looking to become the person where you're doing what you're called to do. So it's a fuzzy word, but it's 
relevant because you can't just sit on a rock and say, "I'm going to sit and take out a pen and paper to 
define my vocation." You've got got to experience it. And if you don't take it in, you're going to miss the 
opportunity. 

Penelope North: 

Wendy, can we start with you and your story? And when Tony just said all of that about vocation, is that 
something that right now you're sitting here, like, "Yeah, I know what my vocation is and what my 
calling is."? Or is it something that, like Tony said, you think you're still on the journey towards finding? 

Wendy Kuran: 

Well, I never want to imply or take myself off the path of growth, but I am living in the condition of 
astonishment that I have found my vocation because I didn't think that would be something I would get 
to do. And it certainly is through a channel that just was never part of the consideration set. So knowing 
that the listeners to this are going to be of all different ages and stages in life, I think one piece of advice 
is just to be open to things that really don't seem on the path, because maybe that's where you're going 
to find it. 

So briefly to just make this make sense, I'm just going to cover a couple of points. Something that I knew 
at the time was defining and has been defining was, I was an AFS exchange student between high school 
and college, and I lived with a family in Finland, and it was 50 years ago. There weren't too many ways 
for high school students to go abroad. And the opportunity to really have to think hard and feel hard 
and love hard people who are different and cultures who are different was really transformational for 
me. So keep that thought. I then go to college. I'm friends with a lot of foreign students. I ended up 
marrying one. My husband is from Turkey, and so this is all in me. But then I did this weird thing and 
went into healthcare, which is not global, it's not American. I had my reasons. 
I went to business school with the idea of doing good in the world and getting skills to do that. There 
was no such thing as social entrepreneurship because the guy who coined it hadn't done that yet. But I 
wanted to do good, and going into healthcare seemed like a good space. And so I was a hospital 
administrator in an inner city hospital in Long Beach, California and loved it because it was very close to 
the mission. I'm not Catholic, but I really loved the sisters and what they were trying to do. And then I 
got a bigger job in a health plan, and that was really interesting. It's a much bigger place, and I ended up 
getting asked to do a lot of like, "Could you start up a division in this?" So it was kind of an 
entrepreneurship without having to be brave or raise capital thing. And then got bought by a much 
bigger health plan, United, and it was a very soul sucking time. 

And I was turning 50 and I thought, "You know what? I think I'm done here. This is not gratifying. It's so 
far away from why I got into healthcare." And I wasn't clever or creative enough, and the biggest 
problem I had, I did not know Tony Brown. If I had known Tony Brown when I turned 50 and wanted to 
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have a session on discernment, then a lot of things could have gone better, but I didn't. And what 
happened instead was a bloody miracle. My husband got recruited to Duke and just lifted us out of this 
quandary. And our second child was going to college so we could move across the country. And then, as 
I mentioned before, there was this visionary dean who gave me a chance to work for Fuqua. But to go 
now to the real vocation, after working at Fuqua, I was asked very... Things were not going well. There 
was a big leadership change. And some close friends who are also friends of Tony's wanted to sit me 
down and say, "You know what? You should just do something else." 
So before they came over for dinner, I thought I better do some homework. And I thought, "Okay, I am 
now 55. I've got a lot of energy. What would I care so much about that I would work 80 hours a week to 
do?" And I came up with two things. One is mental health. We have a lot of mental health problems in 
our family. I care tremendously about that field. And I had this healthcare background, and I'm like, 
"One direction I can go in is mental health." And the other one is more compelling, more emotional, but 
so unattainable. And that is the exchange of people and ideas across cultures. That's not going to 
happen, but it's good for me to realize how much that AFS year has meant to me and how much I care 
about this topic. And two weeks later, honest to God, the provost said, "We think you should consider 
taking this job and helping build this university in China." 
I couldn't have been more stunned. I said, "I've never been in fundraising. I don't speak Mandarin. I 
don't have any idea what I'm doing, and you could get so many people better than me to do this." And 
he said, "Well, let's just look at this. You're really good with ambiguity. You're globally minded. You love 
startups, and when you don't know what to do next, you just try something." And I thought that was the 
flimsiest pretext for hiring somebody for this job. But I want the listeners to take away from that, this 
happened to be another person doing it, but you need to think about what you bring to the world in 
things that don't necessarily wouldn't fit a word search in a job thing. And those actually have been 
fantastic. So my vocation is the exchange of people and ideas across cultures and now across 
differences. This addresses polarization and it is so fulfilling that I feel like I will do this as long as I can 
just because this is what I am meant to do. 

Penelope North: 

That's so special because it's so clear that the provost obviously saw something in you before you 
necessarily saw it in yourself. And I think there are things in life that are serendipitous, and then there's 
things in life that fit and fall into place exactly how they should. And I feel like that's a great example of it 
working. 

Tony Brown: 

Well first, your dean saw something in you and then your provost. 

Wendy Kuran: 

But it was about them as much. So be the person that sees other people out of the box. 

Tony Brown: 
So you're in the right place. 

Wendy Kuran: 

That was 13 years ago, and the university is spectacularly successful now. Not because of me, but it was 
a great idea with great people. 
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Tony Brown: 

So here's a question I've asked myself because while you were trying to do your thing in medical health 
insurance, I was trying to figure out how to make money in Massachusetts automobile insurance. 

Wendy Kuran: 
Exactly. 

Tony Brown: 

I spent 15 years in that company. I've often asked myself, "I wonder if my life would've been better off if 
I had spent seven years or not gone at all." What do you think on you? 

Wendy Kuran: 

I just don't think like that because you can't go back. And I tend to be a optimistic person who 
rationalizes, and I feel like I look back at that time as it was necessary at the time. I was lucky at the 
time, and I learned so many skills. And I love the Steve Jobs advice, which is, a career, you can only see it 
looking backward. 

Tony Brown: 

That's true. 

Wendy Kuran: 

You can't connect the dots. It's kind of a cliche, but the part of that that's really important is, make good 
dots. Whatever you're doing, just try to do it well. And somehow much of that carries forward. 

Tony Brown: 

My answer is, I look at my career in insurance and investment banking and slight, short stint as 
university vice president is I classify them all and think about all my jobs and which ones were the most 
demanding, which ones were the most meaningful. 

Penelope North: 
That's a good exercise, Tony, to list out, looking backwards, the things that were demanding versus the 
things that are meaningful, because they're not necessarily overlapping. Wendy, you said, when you 
came to Duke because your husband was recruited here, that you sat down and did an exercise on, 
"What could I spend 80 hours a week doing?" What did that exercise look like in more detail? Was it 
something similar to what Tony was just describing, or how did you almost prompt yourself and think 
through that really deeply? 

Wendy Kuran: 

Oh, that is a great question, because in that very moment, it wasn't deep, but I opened a space to get 
myself out of the immediate situation. So this is when I was transitioning from Fuqua to what would 
become the China job. I actually had an offer from a lovely professor to do something in that realm, 
build a center, and there was something about that that just didn't feel compelling. And so I just let 
myself step out of the, "Shall I take this next step?" Because next steps are always offered to you and 
say, "Wait a minute, this is a next step, and what could it be?" 
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And you talk about meaning, I feel like meaning sometimes people believe is a luxury that you don't 
always get to have meaning, especially early in your career. And so I stepped back to say, "What is 
meaningful to me?" But it was in a domain. It wasn't about what kind of people to work with or anything 
like that. It was just like, "What almost causes do I think are important in the world that will move the 
world forward?" So there are many better ways to do that. But these people were coming for dinner, I 
knew they were going to pressure me, and it was three in the afternoon, and it's like, "Oh my God, I 
better take out a piece of paper and start drawing some circles and..." The pressure of it. 

Penelope North: 

But that's where you have to start somewhere. 

Wendy Kuran: 
Well, and maybe it's better to have a concrete thing, maybe a course, maybe a meeting with Tony 
coming up, because otherwise the questions are too big and it's too easy to just put them aside. 

Tony Brown: 

So being a salesperson, sales professional, that has a lot of... You can be peddling vacuum cleaners door 
to door, or you could be a trusted estate planner with a lifelong relationship. You're in a sales position. Is 
this correct? 

Wendy Kuran: 

Yes. 

Tony Brown: 

Would you call that? 

Wendy Kuran: 

And proud of it. 

Tony Brown: 

Unpack that, because when I say in my class, "Anybody who wants to be in sales go to this side of the 
room," nobody goes over there. 

Wendy Kuran: 

No. No. 

Tony Brown: 

They want to be strategic advisors. They want to be something where they're not on the line frequently. 

Wendy Kuran: 
So I realized that my job, fundraising from Chinese people in mainland China mostly for a university, is 
actually I hit the jackpot. I am in the business of generative relationships. This is, fundraising is and much 
of sales- 
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Tony Brown: 

You're not peddling anything. 

Wendy Kuran: 
No, I am in a tremendously privileged position of getting to know people who tend to be tremendously 
interesting, understanding them better, understanding what makes them tick, how they would like to 
see the world be better. Many people in China have not been philanthropists before because it was 
crushed out in the Cultural Revolution, and they're coming to this for the first time. And there's so much 
joy in being able to give away money to make something happen, support students, change their life. 
And the goal of fundraising, whether it's cross-cultural or not, is to help people get in touch with what is 
meaningful to them and how they can express it through your organization. And the sales part is making 
sure that you spend a lot of time getting to know them and that you can explain the impact of your 
organization well. And those are great skills to have. 

Tony Brown: 

So listening to you describe it sounds to me as if this selling aspect of your job is really an important part 
of your vocation. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Well, yes. 

Tony Brown: 

If you put that aside- 

Wendy Kuran: 

Yes, that is- 

Tony Brown: 
It might not be in the same place. 

Wendy Kuran: 

That is exactly what it is. And I'm using deliberately your beautiful phrase of generative relationships 
because generative meaning something happens out of that. 

Tony Brown: 

That's right. 

Wendy Kuran: 

That is actually what I live for is to be in relationship with people and to put people in relationship with 
each other. You're the absolute best I know at that. Putting people in relationship to others. I made up a 
word connectelation, like elation, like when you connect somebody, you feel elation. That's what I get, 
and it is very much part of my vocation. 

Tony Brown: 
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Well, again, where we have similarities, when I say I discerned my vocation three years ago because I 
had made a decision when I came to Duke to teach and I wanted to be in the human development 
business, but I had an organizational position. I was teaching my class, and when I retired, I said, "I want 
to have formative relationships with individuals," which is different than teaching. And that's really your 
current job. It is not organizational leadership. 

Wendy Kuran: 

It's a lot of- 

Tony Brown: 

I went through that. We both have our MBAs. I went through there thinking I was meant to be an 
organization leader. And it's really, I want to be a good friend. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Well- 

Tony Brown: 

Generative friend. I want to be a generative friend. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Well, I'm going to suggest something here, which is that you have just drawn a distinction between 
teaching, which is an organizational position, and being a generative friend with one-on-one 
relationships. I think that for almost anybody else who is a professor at a university, and then not, that 
would be true. In your case, you wove your need to have these individual relationships into your 
teaching. How do you happen to have more than 1,000 students that you're still in touch with? But I 
appreciate what you're trying to do here, which is to create a distinction between two different things. 
But I think maybe this is true for every fortunate person that you somehow find a way to infuse yourself 
into what you're doing. 

Tony Brown: 

But for me now- 

Wendy Kuran: 

Now it's free. 

Tony Brown: 

It's really one-on-one. 

Wendy Kuran: 
Yes. I see that. 

Tony Brown: 

It's not programs, it's not incubators. 
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Wendy Kuran: 

I know. I know. I know. 

Tony Brown: 
And you have a lot. You're part of an organization, but your relationships, you're not teaching a class 
with these... They're one-on-one relationships. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Yeah, that's very true. 

Penelope North: 

You talked about how one of your natural skills, which is this people aspect, is woven into your now 
vocation that you see and have defined. I'm curious where both of you or either of you, how do you see 
skills fitting into the process of defining your vocation? Because I know, Tony, you've given us the model 
before of the category of things that you love to do but maybe aren't that good at, things that you're 
good at but don't love to do, and then things that you love to do and are good at. How do you 
recommend thinking about the things that you are good at and almost optimizing or taking that into 
how you think about discerning your vocation? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, for me, partially because I'm an outcomes-oriented, results-oriented person, the idea of biting 
something off that I like to do it, but I'm not very good at it, doesn't work. That's a model where you say, 
"If you love golf and you're not very good at it, make it a hobby. Don't make it part of your vocation." 
But if you find the things that... I prefer the word competency to skills because it's a broader word, but if 
you can align your competency with things that you're highly motivated to do, if you care about results 
and meaning, that's being paid to play. It's that simple and takes a lifetime to figure that out, at least it 
takes me a lifetime. 

Penelope North: 

Wendy, do you have any thoughts on that in terms of- 

Wendy Kuran: 

I'm in strong agreement. The thing I would add is, the development of skills, especially early in your 
career and mid-career, is the currency that then you have to spend. I couldn't have gotten the job at 
Fuqua or the job doing China if I didn't already have certain core skills that I had developed in these 
other settings. And even though they weren't a 100% transferable, but there was enough of being 
organized, I'd done a lot of strategic planning, whatever it was doesn't really matter, but that was what I 
came with. And then these open-minded leaders said, "With those skills and things that I see in you, you 
could do this." And so, again, make good dots wherever you are in your career, try to do the things that 
you're given the opportunity to do, do them really well. Pay attention. If you just hate it, then know that 
you hate it and you're not going to like it if you're doing that same skill in a place that you like what the 
organization stands for. I was just not meant to be in finance, just period. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, you learned. 
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Wendy Kuran: 

But you learn. So I think the skills are, you say pay to play, that's right, but this is the tuition you're 
paying or something like that. Anyway, I don't want to... Even if I had known that I wanted to end up 
being in fundraising in another country, developing relationships, to your earlier question, part of you 
always wishes you had gotten that more quickly, but it wasn't really possible. But even if I had known 
that when I'm 55, I get to do this great thing, I'm not sure I would have done other things differently. 

Penelope North: 

I also think it's hard to have an idea of the direction you want to go in but not have the concrete steps. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Oh, very hard. 

Penelope North: 

To sit with that uncertainty and just almost to use what you were saying earlier, take the dots, the jobs 
that you're in, and just be present and take advantage of it and learn from it and develop those 
competencies and then trust in the fact that you're getting yourself to the next place and the next 
jumping off point. 

Wendy Kuran: 

I'm glad you brought that in because, one thing that I regret is that I got too swept up in the culture and 
norms of wherever I was. So you go to a top business school and there are certain values and things that 
are appreciated and applauded, and you absorb those, if you're not a super grounded person, and I 
wasn't. So there was that. Then you go to an organization or a business or something, and it's so much 
easier to see the path forward to promotion and the next promotion and everything without stepping 
out of that and saying, "But if I don't take that path and I don't rise in this organization, it doesn't mean 
that I'm not going to progress. It means that something else will come along." And I don't even know if 
it's possible to see that, but I'm bringing it up here because if anybody's listening to this and needs to 
just step back and say, "Maybe I'm not next in line or ever in line to be a vice president of this." 

Tony Brown: 

Well, again, it's about career success versus personal vocation, but work does not necessarily mean a 
job. 

Wendy Kuran: 

Yes. That is really important I think. 

Tony Brown: 

Just to understand that, it's really hard to take all that. Now, my comment to you, Penelope, is to say, 
you said concrete steps. My model very strongly is concrete step. Take the next step, learn from it, be 
confident that there's another step forward. And if the next step forward is not great for you, it could be 
a great experience for you. So you don't have to see all the steps. You need to know your values, know 
when to get out but have a concrete next step. 

Penelope North: 
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What I'm hearing in both of the things that you guys said is both of those require a lot of courage to just 
be able to sit with that, or to even prompt yourself to question what my next step is or question if the 
path that I'm on isn't the right one. I don't know if either of you have anything to say on how you built 
up that courage or where that came from. 

Tony Brown: 

It depends on your definition of courage, right? Because there's perceived risk. And if you have your 
land-on-your-feet confidence and you're realistic, you're not saying, "I'm only going to do things that 
involve systemic change for the world. I'm going to fix everything," if you're practical, if you do your 
analysis, you'd frame it first and then you get specific. It takes decisiveness. You have to make a 
decision. 

Wendy Kuran: 

I'm going to say, try to put people like Tony in your life. There's only one of you, but the person- 

Tony Brown: 

Teddie would say, "Thank God." 

Wendy Kuran: 

Who's going to help you do things like that and how to frame it and how to think differently. And that is 
great wisdom. But also, the people that love you, your college roommate, your friend from whatever 
who don't have such a stake in the game of whether you're going to get promoted or not, or whether 
you need to quit and start your own company. Family usually know you best and love you most, and if 
you're lucky to have a life partner, but they often have a bit of a stake in what's going to happen here 
and just to be able to search it through and talk it through with people. I guess if you're a high 
relationship person it's required, and I'm confessing to that, but you need a variety of people, 
soundboard. Ultimately, those generative friends are pulling out of you things that you are maybe afraid 
to face or didn't think were important or seeing something in you. 

Tony Brown: 

I think we're talking about a certain intentionality, a process, but you've got to be attuned to it. If it's not 
front of mind, you're going to miss opportunities to learn and grow from it. And these steps are steps 
towards discerning your vocation. And the more you do that, for me, the more meaning I find in life. 

Penelope North: 
I think this whole podcast, it's what we said at the beginning, serves to bring things back to the front of 
mind of people who might be stuck in the weeds or might not even know that the tool of self-reflection 
exists. And I think today's conversation touched so many different areas in terms of what generative 
friendship means and looks like and what vocation looks like and how do you discern it. But I think at the 
root of it all, every insight that you each shared came from each of you self-reflecting on the things that 
matter and coming to that realization only after, whether it was somebody else brought it out of you or 
whether you sat down with a piece of paper and brought it out of yourself, but you brought that idea 
back to the front of your mind and then saw it clearly and you were like, "Okay, now I know what to do 
next." 

Wendy Kuran: 
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I think your respective summary comments are wonderful. I'm going to add a new idea, but because I 
think it really grounds all of this, and it's the concept of seriousness and being a serious person in all that 
that means, and very serious your whole life about finding your purpose, finding meaning, not drifting. 
We didn't mention that. I think you can tell that we are. It's a concept that has come to me through my 
daughter-in-law, Catherine Boyle, and she writes about this, and it's not lack of frivolity. It's being 
purposeful. Even when you're wandering around, even if you're lost, you know that you are here on 
earth for a purpose, and your job is to find out what that is. 

Tony Brown: 

That's right. It requires rigor. 

Penelope North: 
I think the things that I'm walking away with, and this doesn't even scrape the surface, but first and 
foremost, what we started with and what we ended with is that work is not your job necessarily. It's 
what you feel called to do, what you're doing when you feel the most productive and you feel the most 
fulfilled. And I think to figure that out, it requires, like Socrates said, analytical, deep thinking, I think. 
And that leads into the next thing, which is, regardless of where you are and what you're doing, make 
that purposeful, be serious about it and take it seriously. Whether or not you like it, and whether or not 
you're good at it, make the most of the opportunity. And I think that's something that we all could do 
more of is really taking advantage and making the most of that or every opportunity. 

And I think the last thing that I love that you said, Wendy, which is, be open to things that don't look like 
they would fit in your path or in your bigger picture. Because for example, in your story, in your case, 
you didn't even necessarily believe in yourself. When the provost came to you and said, "Come start this 
university," you were like, "Why me?". 

Wendy Kuran: 
Yes. 

Penelope North: 

And it's funny because I was asked about how I got into starting this podcast, and Carol, who is our 
producer and my former podcast professor was like, "Penelope, come join this podcast." And I was like, 
"Why me? What?" That doesn't fit in my engineering box and whatever I'm going on to do in the next 
stage of life, but I was open to it, and now it's the biggest part of my last semester at Duke, and one of 
the things I'm walking away I'm most grateful for at Duke. So I really loved that, and I think a lot of 
people can benefit from that piece of advice. 

That concludes our seventh episode of At the Table with Tony. Before we go, I have one more letter to 
Tony from a friend that I think will leave us with a bit more gratitude and inspiration for how to handle 
challenges as we go off into the world. So it says, "Dear Tony, you've been a shining light in my life and 
in countless others', and I value you beyond words. I appreciate you sharing and admire how open, 
positive and grateful you remain. This is difficult news to process, but I have no doubt that you'll go 
through it with the strong-hearted fortitude that you've modeled at every turn over the decade that I've 
been lucky to call you one of my most special, extraordinary and kind-hearted people that I know. With 
love." 

Tony Brown: 
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It's touching. 

Wendy Kuran: 

So touching. 
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