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ON LADDERS 
 

As I was precariously balancing on a short ladder picking hail-struck plums in 
my backyard this summer, I was amazed at how much of a difference one step up 

made. And, as you can guess, even though the “Do Not Use as A Step” 
warning was clearly molded into the ladder’s top, I occasionally stepped up onto it in 
my ambitious reach for out-of-the-way fruit. (I was careful to hold onto the tree, of 
course, but I have found that such precautions are of small comfort to my 
longsuffering wife.)  

I was reminded, as I put the ladder back into the shed, of the 100th anniversary 
celebration of the driving of the Golden Spike at Promontory Point, Utah 50 years 
ago. Our family joined several others to make the pilgrimage, some of whom dressed 
up in period costume, at the monument the day of the celebration to watch the 
reenactment of the driving of the spike uniting the transcontinental railroad. It was a 
historic day for us; our family lore suggests that one of my great grandfathers had 
been to the original event in 1869. Before we left to drive out to the monument, my 
father suggested, since there was going to be a crowd and no seating to speak of, that 
we take along a ladder so us smaller kids could get a good view. That was a very 
prescient idea, and when we arrived, my father set up the ladder within good viewing 
distance and my brother and I were able to rise above the crowds and enjoy the 
reenactment. (I found this photo in an online archives and was pleasantly shocked to 

see my father on top of our ladder, lower right!) 
During the ceremony a man approached us, cameras dangling at his side. He 

said he was a press photographer and wondered if he could climb the ladder to take 
some shots. My brother and I deferred to his Eastern accent and self-assurance and 
climbed down. He took a few pictures, then stepped down, handed us a $5 bill, and 
disappeared into the crowd. We stared at each other, awestruck by our good fortune, 
and then another photographer appeared with the same request, took his shots, and 
gave us another $5 bill. We could not believe our luck! By the end of the day, after our 
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father took down the ladder and we had walked back to the station wagon, we took 
the money out of our pockets and counted over $35 in coins and bills. Our sudden 
wealth so excited our young minds that we spent the ride home contemplating the 
prospects of building our future careers around renting out ladders at commemorative 
events. That business plan, like so many others, fell to the merciless ravages of fiscal 
reality.  

As Academic Vice President Reese noted on Monday, we are a climbing species 
that tends to venture beyond the peak we may initially set as our target, and ladders 
invite and facilitate such upward journeyings. They also play important roles in our 
lives, metaphoric and otherwise. Poets seem to get this: W. S. Merwin notes that 
humans are the only species that carries ladders around to help them climb to greater 
heights, often unaware of what they may find there.1 I am intrigued and haunted by 
the conclusion of William Butler Yeats’ poem “The Circus Animals’ Desertion,” 
wherein the blocked poet mourns being obsessed with the fictional “players and 
painted stage that took all my love/And not those things that they were emblems of.”2 
At the end of his career, bereft of ladders to imaginary heights of poetic vision, he 
concludes with the line: “Now that my ladder’s gone/I must lie down where all the 
ladders start/In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.” In Yeats’ case, ladders are 
the magical means whereby poets elevate the quotidian details of mundane life. 

Ladders may also be useful in describing where we are as a college today: we 
may feel that we are yet as children, trying in vain to peer above the heads of our 
peers at what is really going on in our teaching, scholarship, and citizenship. But even 
though we feel small in the crowd at times, we are in a rather elevated position, 
historically. Nevertheless, there are several helpful metaphorical ladders we can climb.  

§ We are elevated by the excellent graduate training we all bring with us. 
§ We can stand on the shoulders of the emeriti whose sacrifices and 

dedication put us in such a good place.  
§ Most important, we have the elevating gift of the Spirit that can inspire 

our learning and teaching in ways that will set us apart and draw others 
to us, perhaps even without compulsory means.   

I urge you to consider what particular combination of ladders you have at your 
disposal, and use them (safely, of course) to good effect as you begin this year’s 
annual harvest of student souls. Apply the best practices you learned in graduate 
school. Follow the examples of the best of your mentors and peers. And do not 
hesitate to pray for guidance and inspiration in your teaching and in your research. 
Seek to rise above your everyday perspectives. Articulate and share with others your 
elevating experiences, those moments of inspiration that take you from the rag and 

 
1 W.S. Merwin, The Carrier of Ladders, Prologue, 1970. 
2 W. B. Yeats, “The Circus Animals’ Desertion” from The Poems of W. B. Yeats: A New Edition, edited by Richard 

J. Finneran. Copyright 1933 by Macmillan Publishing Company, renewed 1961 by Georgie Yeats.  
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bone shop to heights of enlightenment and vision. As I learned long ago, sometimes 
you can be rewarded handsomely for sharing a better view! 

 
 
 

THE HUMANE CAPACITY TO LOVE 
 

Last week I traveled to China and back, one of the perquisite hardships that 
comes with being a dean. It was a whirlwind trip but was filled with incidents and 
encounters that reinforced to me the beauty of humanity, at many levels. I had several 
flight delays, so my trip there seemed interminable, but was salvaged by the three 
hours I spent at two airline service counters observing customer service 
representatives, whose job is much harder than any of ours, helping an endless line of 
tired, hungry, angry, even desperate people. Several workers seemed almost made of 
Kevlar in their ability to take insults and remain calm; one seemed on the verge of 
losing it when a Ghanaian man who had been detained in immigration and was going 
to miss his bus from Denver to Laramie swore and criticized him. But, after a few 
minutes of silence between them, the worker offered to let the man use his phone to 
call the bus company. I observed a mother watching carefully with Madonna-like care 
over her two girls as they played on iPads in the seats next to her. 

In China I noticed the difference between older, weathered 
people and younger folks and wondered at the generation gap between those who 
survived the Cultural Revolution and those who were raised as a nation of only 
children. From the window of a taxi on the elevated roadway I saw a boy, his back to 
the window, hiding from someone within, and further along an elderly, shirtless man 
watering his windowsill orchids in the sultry morning haze. And, walking in Shanghai, 
I spied a middle-aged woman blindly hanging up laundry on her second-floor balcony 
as she gazed intently down on a small commotion happening in front of the shops on 
the narrow, tree-lined street below.  

But I never ran across any individual who bore even a faint resemblance to the 
Chinese people being collectively stereotyped and demonized in the US political grind. 
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I witnessed a stark contrast between seeing Chinese TV reports 
about leaders taking hardline stances while I myself was engaging in the humanizing 
and divine work of connecting with people across cultural lines. It became crystal 
clear to me that we, in the College of Humanities, are engaged in a meaningful, even 
world-saving, task as we teach others how to communicate clearly in other languages, 
see the human side of life, to sense the miracle of humanity in all its diversity. I 
believe it is humanely fulfilling and soul building to travel. Moreover, the disposition 
to see the good in others, and cheerfully interact with them, can work miracles in our 
daily lives as well, especially if we emphasize seeking and privileging virtue, beauty, 
good people and good things. Seek after those things and make them part of the good 
you report to your families, your students, your colleagues, and your broader network.  

I rode the subway in Shanghai, and took this photo to invite you to do a rapid 

mental calculation What percent of subway riders are 
looking at cell phones? I doubt the percentage would be much different on UVX, 
Frontrunner, or the DC Metro. I wonder how much of life we will look back on with 
a sense of nostalgia tinged with regret over having taken the miracle of other people 
in our lives for granted. As with raising children, it is so easy to be caught up in the 
discomforts of the moment that punctuate our lives to the extent that we do not 
cherish the magic of simultaneity, of contemporaneity, of being side by side, living, 
breathing, eating together. Now that some of my past—all of it, actually—is 
irretrievably swept down time’s steady stream I, like medieval Japanese author Kamo 
no Chômei, have come to realize that, although the water of life’s bubbling stream 
looks ever-present and the same, in actual fact it is never the same water, and is gone 

before we can blink.3  

 
3 Kamo no Chômei, Hôjôkiˆ(1212), Opening lines, my translation 
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Being a college professor or working closely with students can teach us about 
how God deals with us. His core motivation is love, and as we similarly sacrifice for 
students our love for them grows. Whatever your initial motivation for entering the 
classroom may be, I believe that as we become better teachers we come to love our 
students more and in a manner that reflects Christ's love. This is because, once we 
became comfortable with our own vulnerability, we are free to begin to bless our 
students. As we learned from last year’s Humanities Center symposium, we will 
succeed best in many endeavors if we acknowledge and use our vulnerability. Those 
vulnerabilities tend to revolve around three poles: insecurity, which translated in my 
classroom as smarty-pants-itis; a fear of personal weaknesses, which is often an avoidance 
of saying “I don’t know” or only speaking of that of which one is certain; and pride, 
for which we have no real justification anyway but which can be endemic among 
professorial types. When we confront our vulnerability and see ourselves as unsure, 
ignorant, and humble, we can begin to understand what we can actually do in the 
classroom, for it becomes mortal probation in microcosm.  

It is a privilege to be invited as we are into the lives of each student, to get to 
know them in varying degrees of familiarity, to size them up, to try to take them to 
the next level of understanding and watch them connect dots between their 
experience, our courses, and the Gospel. The better we get to know our students the 
more we will find ourselves able to act in ways that help them learn what they need in 
order to make their way through this mortal probation and succeed on an eternal 
scale. As I reconnect with my former students and catch up on what is going on in 
their lives, my life is greatly enriched. Living through them allows us to catch a small 
taste of the glory that is God's reward for all His work: bringing our students to pass, 
rather than fail! As you may have already noticed from reading the most recent issue 
of our college magazine Humanities, grading and judgment, especially as a teacher, is 
no easy task, and one that we may learn much from as we consider restored truth. In 
the broader scheme of things, Christ's atonement allows God maximum opportunity 
to extend mercy to us. And that mercy is not only directed at personal sins. It extends 
to the blood and sins of our cultures, our families, our political systems (all of which 
are, in their own way, ‘generations’). Faith in the Atonement changes the all-or-
nothing, pass-or-fail nature of mortality and turns what can appear to be a hopeless 
world into a house of learning.  

May I suggest that we consider ways we might model our classrooms after that 
house of learning, design courses that allow us to get to know our students personally, 
act upon inspiration on their behalf, watch them face and transcend their weaknesses, 
share the joy they find in learning and personal accomplishment? This is, after all, 
what Christ wants for us, and one of the great revelations of the restored Gospel is 
that we don’t just have to buy into a system of dogma and follow along in a 
mechanical or nationalistic way. Every testimony begins with an individual praying for 
an answer to a question. That is the beginning of divine learning. And we are not the 
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real teachers, nor are missionaries, nor Gospel Doctrine teachers, nor parents, as 
important a role as we all play. It is the universally accessible still small voice, the 
voice of the supreme teacher, who knows us intimately, loves us, wants us to succeed 
here, and being infinite has no time nor volume constraints. He can, and does, guide 
us through our life course, and we only hurt ourselves and diminish this experience of 
life when we fail to visit Him often through prayer. Let us not buy into the fallacies 
that a certain percentage of us must necessarily perish or linger all our days in 
mediocrity, that we have all that we need in others’ written words, or that our 
relationship with God must necessarily follow the one-way, distance learning, model. 

I propose that the $64 question for the year, and perhaps for your career at 
BYU, is this: How can I maximize the chances that what I really teach my students is 
a greater propensity toward receiving and following inspiration? Is this not a worthy 
goal to pursue for each of our students, and something that transcends discipline 
while being part of it?  

 
CONCLUSION: TEMPEST TOSSED 

 
Last November, as I was deep into reading through CFS and Full Professor 

portfolios and composing my letters, I was working in the evening in my office and 
suddenly was overcome by a strong and heavenly fragrance. I had smelled something 
like it before, but couldn’t put my finger on it, and wondered where it was coming 
from. As I got up and started looking around my office, I finally noticed that a 
Dracaena plant that I had inherited with the office, which for three-and-a-half years 
had been sitting like a statue in the corner, never really growing much, had suddenly 

burst into miraculous bloom. It only bloomed at night, and its fragrance, 
night after night, became a kind of divine surprise that seemed to sustain me in the 
midst of difficult labor. As I kept reading and writing, learning details about you, my 
colleagues, my attitude and feelings changed in a way similar to what you might feel 
grading student papers: at first a chore and a difficult, time-consuming task; then, over 
time, through laboring in the spirit of sacrifice and duty, morphing into a labor of 
love. By the end of such a process, we can come to catch a brief glimpse of another 
soul’s beauty, hard wrested from nooks and crannies never seen in the superficial 
interactions of daily life.  

We can come to learn to know and love our students through the same kind of 
intensive and sometimes wearying labor. We need to remember how new our students 
really are in the Gospel, that their acculturation has been very different from ours, and 
although they have access to more information more readily than we did, the liability 
of such free access is a tendency to know many things shallowly. At times they seem 
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to live off the rumor of knowledge, like the souls Odysseus finds in Hades who 
subsist on the smoke of burnt offerings. Our students have relied upon the smoke of 
digitized information for most of their young, short lives. We need to teach them to 
eat real food and eschew the dangers of a little knowledge from the web. We need to 
focus on what they didn’t learn in Primary, and not assume that they understand the 
Atonement. How can they, when we are barely getting it ourselves with decades of 
experience on them?  

It is my custom to read a bit of scripture each morning, slowly, pondering and 
trying to wrest meaning and spiritual sustenance for another challenging day. I have 
been doing this for a number of years now, recently facilitated by the scripture app 
that lets us include our own commentary alongside that the footnotes and references 
the Church has added over the years. Sometimes my comments are tangents that 
proceed from whimsical thoughts, other times underscoring of important points I 
have re-learned through my own recent experiences. And there are the questions, 
some rhetorical, others sincere, that come from my readerly choice to suspend faithful 
reading conditioned by canonized interpretations over the years. Those are sometimes 
the most poignant writings in my growing midrash commentary, because I am willfully, 
if cautiously, stepping away from orthodoxy, from tradition and surety, into the 
unknown wilderness of vulnerability, where all of my received interpretations could be 
wrong, and where I may, through new discovery, be forced to abandon what I know 
for new beliefs. If my questions are motivated by a perverse sense of disgruntlement 
or done out of spite or rebellion because I am miffed about some trivial annoyance 
my culture has imposed upon me, they come off as sophomoric and spoiled in re-
reading them weeks later. However, if my questions are sincere, then they often yield 
new dimensions of insight and understanding that can be accompanied by a kind of 
joy that I can only call enlightenment.  

It occurs to me that the people of Lehi do something similar. They leave the 
comfort of Jerusalem and go into the wilderness, again and again journeying deeper 
into the unknown where they suffer and find greater revelation and new agents of 
enlightenment. This could not happen without a willingness to make themselves 
vulnerable. As Judy and I were reading the New Testament one Sunday morning 
recently we were struck, as we read in Matthew about Herod’s slaying of John the 
Baptist, that, when Jesus found out about the tragedy, he would have been particularly 
grieved because of the close bond he had with his cousin John. The bond was strong 
both because of their dual miraculous births as well as their tag-team roles and 
spiritual connections. Matthew is particularly poignant in describing Christ’s sorrow 
upon John’s death; how he removes himself to be alone, to pray. And then we learn 
that the people keep searching for him, imploring him to teach and heal in one of his 
moments of greatest vulnerability. Shortly thereafter he walks across the raging waters 
and rescues Peter as his weakening faith causes him to sink. I wonder to what extent 
we can read Christ’s walking on the swirling sea as a metaphor for his service, and 
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ours, when we continue to approach and reach out to others in peril in spite of the 
personal tragedies and sorrows that confront us.  

I believe that we, like the Savior, live out our ministries to each other and our 
students while life happens, while the tempests rage. I know this now better now than 
I ever have before, especially since I’ve come to serve you and get to know more of 
you better and see the struggles you face. The poet Christian Wiman has noted that 
“To be truly alive is to feel one’s ultimate existence within one’s daily existence.”4 
That ultimate existence, that connection to the divine whisperings that speak of the 
here and now and the eternities, can sustain us through our trials and tribulations. May 
we all find, through inspiration and trust in God, divine buoyancy this year as we learn 
to sustain and reach out to our students even as our own lives may be tempest tossed. 
As we do so, may we experience that sense of being truly alive as we unite our daily 
and ultimate existences, and may we find ways to help our students receive and follow 
inspiration. 

As Steve Smith noted last year, we need to reflect the love of God to our 
students. In the eternal scheme of infinite relationships, it is not our professional 
expertise that matters; it is our pure, unfeigned love that will change student lives and 
prepare them for a lifetime of learning in all dimensions. We are indeed a very rare 
species of humanity to our students: intelligent, thoughtful, highly trained professional 
experts who are also deliberately committed to the process of becoming saints. We 
need to share with them how we walk that path, both in our words and with a love for 
them and the Gospel that shines through our countenances (some of us with shinier 
countenances than others…).  

As we seek after these things, a primary benefit will be an increase in our 
capacity to love, and that capacity holds the key to making all the difference in a world 
we wish to change. As Pierre Teilhard de Chardin has noted, “Someday, after 
mastering the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the 
energies of love, and then, for a second time in the history of the world, man will have 
discovered fire.”5  Let us discover, and learn to use this fire to change the way we live, 
the way we teach, and the way we build the kingdom of God in this very unique part 
of His vineyard. 

In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen. 
 
 
 

 
4 Christian Wiman, “My Bright Abyss” as quoted in the NYT by David Brooks, 22 Dec 2014 “The Subtle 

Sensations of Faith” 
5 Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, "The Evolution of Chastity" (February 1934), as translated in Toward the Future 

(1975) edited by René Hague. 


