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Opening  

Last week was an unusual Education Week at BYU, unusual for the College and for BYU: 

we had over 15 faculty participate in various ways, running three streams through the 

Humanities Center as well as some sustained courses throughout the week. I had the privilege of 

attending nine of the talks, and am pleased to report that we, as a College, can be very proud of 

our colleagues for the value they added to Education Week this year. My wife Judy accompanied 

me to several of the talks, and commented on how inspiring it was to see professors in their 

element, discussing with such great passion topics they had studied for years and about which 

they had developed great insights, and doing so in the context of strengthening faith. And 

audience responses underscored that they were successful in this effort. Personally, I was filled 

with respect and love for each of the presenters, for these same reasons but also because, now 

that I’ve been deaning for a bit, I have a greater appreciation for where that passion and faith 

come from. 

This is not an easy profession, and it takes real effort and sacrifice to remain committed in 

the face of its challenges. However, in the passion that came out in the Education Week 

presentations, and in your classes and writings, you also underscore the joys it can bring into our 

lives. As we anticipate another season of Rank and Status files, with over 15 of you going up for 

CFS or full professor, and another half dozen or so for Initial Review, I have thought back upon 

my own journey through the halls of the academy, and it has been sobering to reflect on how 

often during that journey I felt like an imposter, or overwhelmed by what I felt I should do, or 

what I thought I could do (and found out I couldn’t), or saw myself in a continual balancing act 

between family, faith, and profession that had me ever on the verge of tumbling to the ground.  

A necessary requirement of our profession is making one’s mark. For most of us, we will 

have three major moments when we must render an accounting of our time and talents. In my 

case, coming to BYU as an associate professor, I added a second tenure bid to the mix, so I know 

how rough things can be. These are difficult moments, both because of the haunting “What if’s” 

of paranoia that lurk in the darkness and also because the act of self-promotion which, for many 
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of us, despite egos bolstered by graduate school, is an unnatural state. We look at what we have 

done, in the classroom and for the department, but especially in our scholarship, and wonder, “Is 

that all I have done? Is my mark on the profession sufficient?”  

 I was grateful to hear our new Academic Vice President, Jim Rasband, address this topic in 

his remarks on Monday. In discussing how we negotiate the balance of our careers in light of 

BYU’s focus on undergraduate education and mentoring, he said, “The quantity of what we 

produce, the number of peaks we climb, might be less than if our teaching obligations were 

lower, but that shouldn’t trouble us.” He then suggested that our roles as both climbers and 

climbing instructors means our students will go on to conquer peaks we cannot. And isn’t that 

appropriate, given that our goal as teachers is to prepare our students to do greater things than 

we, ourselves, have done? 

This morning I would like to address the balancing act we all have undertaken by choosing to 

be at BYU and in the College. Central to that act is making ourselves sufficiently known, leaving 

our mark in the world, while not allowing that aim to cause us to neglect those sustaining 

influences that are the source, and object, of our existence: our faith, our families, and especially 

the influence of the Spirit in all we do. 

 

I. Don’t Be Selfie-ish 

There is something about the human experience that compels us, both figuratively and quite 

literally, to leave our mark in the world. My recent forays abroad have shown me the breadth of 

this very human instinct. One finds graffiti wherever there are groups of people, for example: 

Vienna, Paris, London, Tokyo.  This is not a 

new trend, nor is it limited to the written word: an image will do, more recently a photo image. 
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 Go to any famous site worldwide and you 

will find people commemorating their pilgrimage with a snapshot, perhaps even in front of 

graffiti!  And, thanks to Banksy, I have come 

to appreciate the ambiguous line between vandalism and art. 
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What motivates us to leave our names, or something representing our identities, behind? 

There is, perhaps, something compelling about seeing evidence of ourselves in the world, that 

truly existential moment of Lacanian individuation that occurs when we write our own name and 

recognize evidence of ourselves outside of ourselves. One might channel Schopenhauer and 

suggest that this will to manifest oneself in the world has been the mechanism driving power 

grabs across human history. It is certainly a dominant theme in architecture! 

 Although this is an ancient prerogative, it 

spans the breadth of human society and, I submit, has taken on an intensity recently that may be 

unparalleled in human history.  

I knew, this summer, that we as a species have undergone a dramatic change when I visited 

the Louvre and went to see the Mona Lisa for the fourth time in my life. A couple of decades ago 

I stood in the back of the large hall, aloof, priding myself in shooting a photograph of a mob of 

Japanese tourists surrounding the painting, most taking reverential no-flash photos with their big 

single lens reflex cameras. I anticipated the same this trip, but was shocked by the difference that 

confronted me when I stepped into the gallery. 
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 The hordes were there, in greater numbers, 

and so there were more security measures in place, including a barrier that kept everyone safely 

removed from the painting. But, I noticed, at any given moment around a third of the visitors 

were facing away from the painting, and were not looking at the Mona Lisa at all but rather 

taking photos of themselves in front of it.  

I marveled at this continual orgy of self-validation, watching people from around the globe 

raising their cell phones and documenting…what? 

 Mass art appreciation? Contiguity with 

famous paintings? Fame through association? Were these people just recording art, documenting 

their trip, or, as I styled myself, ironically detaching themselves from it for a bit of pick-up 
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cultural criticism?  (I noticed the cold stare of 

this gray-haired, middle-aged man in a portrait looking down on the frenzied, selfie crowd and 

realized with a start that, in my cynical pose, I was very close to becoming that man!)  

What hath the cell phone camera wrought? Are we, thanks to its ubiquity and advanced 

photographic technology, more creative, more artistic? Or is the urge, unleashed by art museums, 

to create our own art purely a self-indulgent one, like the selfie culture, that makes us want to 

link ourselves with those whose talents dwarf us? It occurred to me yesterday that perhaps a 

particular variation of the “will to selfie” (or, as Nietzsche might have coined it, Der Wille zum 

Selfie) is exactly the kind of pride Elder Bednar suggested Monday we, as scholars, should avoid.  

As I wandered the Louvre with my two children the rest of that day I grew both fatigued 

from the effort to soak it all in and also philosophical about where, in such a monument to art, 

true beauty could be found. I remembered a moment from the week before, when we had been in 

Bath, and dusk was approaching as we walked the cobbled streets. At a random corner, suddenly, 

two stunningly red-haired teenage sisters stopped, faced their accompanying mother, froze for a 

fleeting instant as she took a photo of them, and then headed off in the opposite direction. I was 

startled by the image that still haunts the gallery of my mind: two sisters, smiling at their mother, 

radiating their sheer joy in being together. And for the balance of that day in the Louvre I 

concluded that the real beauty to be found there was in the living, breathing, milling multitudes 

whose divinity, like that in the eyes of the cover of our recent magazine, shined through at every 

turn. 
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In one sense, we belong to a profession of graffiti artists whose medium is writing and 

thinking and whose aim is to make a splash on the intellectual walls of the academy. And in 

today’s academic culture we are encouraged to leave our mark, boldly and in bright colors. Many 

of you in this room have, like Banksy, established your own style and reputation, and are doing 

remarkable things within your respective genres. And there is a satisfaction to recognition for the 

work and effort that is very real. But, like graffiti, it will ultimately fade, or get covered over by 

the work of younger scholars. As Thomas Gray notes in his famous “Elegy,” The paths of glory 

lead but to the grave. So, I am of the belief that, whatever sort of mark we seek to leave upon the 

world, it will be ephemeral and transitory unless it touches another soul. As I age I come to 

realize that the eternal marks that matter are those we leave upon our students, our families, and 

our friends.  

I was attending a conference in Toronto this past March, and leading up to my departure 

was suddenly reminded of a former student, from decades back, who had moved to Toronto. We 

had not been in touch for years, and something prompted me to reach out to him. Finding him 
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was difficult, but made easier through Google and social media, and I sent an invitation to meet 

for lunch or dinner. Hearing no reply, I went to the conference, still wondering why I had been 

prompted. The last day, on my way to the airport, I received an email from him. He was on 

vacation in Mexico, so we didn’t get together, but we did reconnect and he reminded me of a 

time when I had helped him out and made a lasting difference in his life. In personal terms this 

correspondence is as precious, to me, as any work of art I saw in the great museums, because it 

commemorates a sacred moment of connection. 

So, I urge you to channel your inner Banksy, reach out to former students as moved upon, 

and reconnect, that you might be reminded of the kind of unselfish marks you are leaving upon 

the world, and into eternity, by the service you render to your students. 

 

II. All That Jazz 

I recently read A Certain Ambiguity, a book cited as reflecting the religious turn in academe 

by Lori Branch at our Literature and Belief symposium held in the fall of 2015. One of those rare 

novels about math (even rarer for being a co-authored novel about math!), it is the story of Ravi 

Kapoor, a young Indian mathematician who discovers beauty in math and the mystery of his 

mathematician grandfather’s debates with a judge about the depths and limits of human 

knowledge.1  

A phrase not totally unrelated to the religious turn that I gleaned from the novel was a clear 

articulation of something we probably don’t talk about enough that the authors call “the Ahá 

moment.” The protagonist, as a youth, is puzzling over an enigmatic math problem given him by 

his grandfather.  

I wasn’t getting anywhere and it was getting to be dinnertime. Ma had 

already called me twice. I knew that risking a third “I’ll be right there” would 

be unwise, and so I put my notebook away and headed to the kitchen. I stopped 

thinking about the problem. And then mysteriously, out of nowhere, just when I 

was wondering if Ma would let me have ice cream, a new idea occurred to me. 

Even now, with more experience in such things, I cannot quite explain the 

                                                
1 Lori Branch, “Beauty and Belief: Postsecular Approaches to Literature and the 

Humanities,” Literature and Belief, 36 (2016):1&2:2-3. 
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inception of the moment of insight—the Aha moment—when out of nowhere a 

new idea comes, and chaos is replaced by understanding. P. 2-3 

In the novel, the Ahá moment concerns a mathematical proof, and has as much to do with 

recognizing the kind of beauty math represents as it does with solving equations. The solutions 

are subsidiary benefits to the sudden perception of order and beauty. We all have Ahá moments 

in our research. They come at all hours, in all circumstances, often, as with the protagonist, when 

we step away from looking for a solution. (Yours, like Ravi’s, may even involve anticipations of 

ice cream!)  

An important question for all of us to ask is this: When these Ahá moments happen, to what, 

or to whom, do we attribute the idea or the perspective? Unfortunately, it is all too common in 

the academy, with its collective egos, for its inhabitants to reply “Why, my brilliance, of course!” 

This kind of pride can be dangerous, and I think our own newfound aspirations for meekness will 

offer us a more nuanced and complex understanding of what is at work [and at play] in these 

kinds of Ahá moments. 

One of my friends, Brigham Larson, is a jazz pianist and ‘piano bench’ philosopher, and we 

have an ongoing conversation about the very different approaches to music that exist between 

classically trained and jazz pianists. Like several others in the College, I am classically trained 

on the piano but dabble in jazz on the side, and as I was learning to play Bill Evans a few years 

ago I found liberation in his voicings because they are often so far from the norm and 

expectations that they initially sound like errors, yet have a unique and quintessential jazz flavor 

to them. I’ve invited Greg Stallings (who I thank once again for the prelude, and who guides the 

Jazz Research Group that is part of the Humanities Center) to illustrate this concept for us with a 

few bars of a familiar tune. (Greg plays opening bars to “Someday My Prince Will Come,” 

straight up and Bill Evans version)  

Thank you, Greg! Did you notice how the Bill Evans version varied dramatically from the 

expectations established by the standard? I’m sure both Jazz Research Group members as well as 

Adaptation Research Group members could share very enlightening things right now, but for the 

sake of time let’s let Herbie Hancock say something instead: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l1-9Vea_go8 1:22-1:52 

Working with Miles Davis, where I played something that was technically 

wrong, I thought I had just destroyed everything. Miles played some notes and 
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he made my chords right. I judged what I had played. Miles didn’t. That’s 

what every jazz musician should do.  

Our own Greg Clark has noted something similar:  

“If someone plays a wrong note, someone else can next play one that makes it 

sound right, turning dissonance into a new melody. That requires a different 

way of understanding ourselves in relation to those around us.”2 

Greg suggests that if we are all merely soloists, our vision for the music will be narrowly 

limited by that solitary perspective. But the magic of jazz comes from altering our understanding 

of how we relate to those around us. 

  
Herbie Hancock, in his paranoid early years in the profession, says he thought he had 

destroyed everything with his error; Miles Davis, who in his wizened role could have taken a 

cynical approach, instead used his superior improvisational skills to make Herbie’s chords right. 

This I see as a kind of atonement, grace administered through a master who knows context and 

circumstance so well he can right all wrongs and make music out of our errant sounds. This is 

not an easy thing to do; we often feel as though we are imposters at the young Herbie level, and 

it is so easy to rely on rubrics and standards that ignore individual human difference. However, 

we can take hope and assurance in Christ’s atoning improvisation and magnification of whatever 

chord progressions we stumble through. As the Lord revealed to Moroni,   

                                                
2 Gregory Clark, Civic Jazz: American Music and Kenneth Burke on the Art of Getting Along. 
(University of Chicago Press, 2015), p. 82. 

Herbie Hancock

Miles Davis
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I give unto men weakness that they may be humble; and my grace is 

sufficient for all men that humble themselves before me; for if they humble 

themselves before me, and have faith in me, then will I make weak things 

become strong unto them. Ether 12:27 

Let’s deviate from the traditional reading that emphasizes the word weakness and focus 

instead upon the word grace. When we think of our weaknesses we often imagine our own very 

specific set of imperfections. But maybe the Lord is giving us a key here to understanding the 

nature of humanity. Maybe it is inherent in the human condition to be weak, to play what to us 

are obviously very wrong notes.  

Perhaps in Ether 12:27 God wants us to accept our state of weakness, our predisposition to 

sin and fall short, as part of who we are, not something to be hated and scorned and obsessed 

over day in and day out but rather as a necessary condition of mortal schooling that will teach us 

about true humility. After describing the rewards that await those who are humble and muster 

faith, hope, and charity, the Lord reassures Moroni in verse 37 that he has  

been faithful; wherefore, thy garments shall be made clean. And because 

thou hast seen thy weakness, thou shalt be made strong, even unto the sitting 

down in the place which I have prepared in the mansions of my Father.    

I love the promise: “because thou hast seen thy weakness, thou shalt be made strong.” The key 

to our strength, ironically, is through our weakness combined with God’s grace!  

I’d now like to do a little improvisation in a jazz-like way on something President Worthen 

said Monday morning. In the “messy middle” he referred to, as neither teaching-focused BYU-

Idaho nor research-focused Harvard, we in the College of Humanities are poised to make some 

of the greatest innovations through our weakness. As I see it, when we compare ourselves to the 

best of our colleagues out there in the world in terms of research, we have four ‘weaknesses’ that 

stem from our unique BYU circumstance:  
1. We have less time to do research than colleagues elsewhere  

2. We lack PhD-level graduate students to assist us in our research  

3. Our lifestyles and beliefs can be off-putting to our colleagues elsewhere  

4. We may be in the shadow of  the worldly glory enjoyed by some of  our counterparts  

This list can be discouraging, and underscores the balancing acts we face each day as scholars 

in the College. However, just as, from the narrow perspectives of regular academic culture, we 
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have these inherent weaknesses, we can find complementary strengths, or graces, that harmonize 

well with the unique music we are composing and performing here in the College.  

 
1. We have less time to do research than colleagues elsewhere, but we can rely on the Lord’s 

inspiration to make up the difference  

2. We lack PhD-level graduate students to assist us in our research, but we can invite 

undergraduate students to help   

3. Our lifestyles and beliefs can be off-putting to our colleagues elsewhere, but we can rely 

on revelation and other blessings  

4. We may be in the shadow of  the worldly glory enjoyed by some of  our counterparts, 

but our sense of  consecration allows us to build the kingdom and glorify God  

Although for some being at BYU may be a weakness, there are certainly strengths we enjoy 

here as nowhere else on earth. Recently I had several impressions to go back and track down a 

few of my colleagues from my undergraduate days at BYU. Some are here in the College now, 

others teaching elsewhere. Some continue to walk the razor’s edge of intellect and belief, others 

have given themselves over to pure intellect. Some are still in the Church, others long gone. And, 

for the latter, I felt great sorrow as they now approach the end of careers that seem self-

aggrandizing at best, empty at worst. 

Then I thought how warm and rich the fellowship is that we can feel in this college. We have 

a revealed vision of human possibility that we take seriously and to which we commit our lives, 

our careers, and our families. We believe in and have experienced the divine gift of inspiration in 

both our personal and professional lives. We can transcend the petty rivalries and political battles 

that gridlock so many fine minds in our disciplines. And we can do it here in the College and the 

Church, because we also believe that the Lord can work through even the weakest of souls to 

bring His truth to his children. 

During my time at BYU I have had many, many ‘Ahá moments,” and have felt the Lord’s 

guidance and grace, as I am certain most of you have and pray that all of you will. I sincerely 

believe, and know, that the Lord is eager to bless us as we turn to him in our weakness, and that 

He will do so in matters of research, and in our classrooms as well. Turning to God with that 

inherent human weakness and saying "Do with me as Thou wilt," rather than “Make me perfect,” 

we are in a much better position to have God transform us in our weakness to His own purposes. 

The Master will transpose what we see as our sour notes into beautiful new melodies. He will 
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complement our weak tones, but perhaps in scales and harmonies of His own glorious 

improvisation, rather than our classical, and often very narrow, expectations.  

 

Conclusion  

When Christ called and instructed the Seventy during His Ministry he sent them abroad, as 

lambs among wolves, healing and teaching in His name. 

 When they came back, although they had 

been rejected in some places, in others they had been well received and had healed the sick and 

cast out devils. They were filled with joy and marveled, because they themselves had performed 

the same miracles they had seen Christ perform (Luke 10:17). This was only the beginning of 

their consecrated lives, during which time they would, as Christ predicted, tread on serpents and 

scorpions and not be harmed, and have power over the great enemy of humankind.  

Yet Christ also urged his Seventy not to make too much of their newfound powers over evil 

spirits, and told them to keep a proper perspective by seeing not their power but their mediating 

role as evidence of God's favor and grace, and focusing on rewards to come rather than the 

comparatively meaningless earthly glory that can be a byproduct of inspiration and divine 

intervention: “Notwithstanding this, rejoice not, that the spirits are subject unto you; but rather 

rejoice, because your names are written in heaven.” (20)  

In many ways, we are like Christ’s Seventy, sent out into the academic world to face both 

failures and successes. There will be moments in our careers when it will be as if, like the 

Seventy, we will be traveling without purse or script, relying on the Lord to sustain us and guide 

us as we try to get from A to B without knowing how we will do it. My grandfather was a 

missionary in the 1920s in Kansas, and at that time missionaries were allowed, with permission, 

“Notwithstanding this, rejoice not, that the spirits are subject unto 
you; but rather rejoice, because your names are written in 

heaven.” 
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to try their hand at going without purse or script for a few weeks at a time. In relating his 

experiences to me, he told about the miracles, of course, that they saw as they relied on the good 

will of whomever they came across on the road, then he added wryly, “but we lost a lot of 

weight, and ate a lot of squirrel!” 

Although we, too, ‘eat our fair share of squirrel’ as ignorance, paranoia, and fear of failure, 

we have seen, and will continue to see, the hand of the Lord in our labors here at BYU. And it is 

tempting to take personal credit when God works through us. Most of us are, I suspect, regular 

recipients of Ahá moments, insights and discoveries that come from outside our limited set of 

abilities. And we can derive huge satisfaction from this kind of dramatic and immediate 

inspiration. But I believe Christ invites us to focus our rejoicing not on this gift and power itself, 

but rather on what being so used means in eternity.  

President Worthen shared with chairs and deans Monday his own conviction. He said 

sometimes he gets asked questions he doesn’t begin to know how to answer, but as he ponders 

them “Answers do come.” Sometimes, he says, they are slow in coming, and others are still 

coming, but “God really does care what happens here,” and will guide us. I echo that conviction 

with my own testimony that the Lord can and does work through us here, and we can lay claim 

to that inspiration, especially as we seek to build up those people and those truths entrusted to us.  

I began these remarks with a reference to our many and varied attempts to establish names 

and leave our marks in the physical and social realms of this earth. In doing so, in the 

publications we produce and students we mentor, we may be so fortunate as to leave behind 

legacies that carry on after we die, perhaps even influencing generations. However, it is my 

sincere conviction that, by choosing to be here, at BYU and in the College, we have the privilege 

of receiving our Ahá moments, and working miracles of scholarship and of teaching, in Christ’s 

name. If, as we do so, we acknowledge Him as the source of our power, as the Author of our 

greatest thoughts as well as our faith, and as the finisher of our incomplete, imperfect souls, our 

names will not just be written, but will be permanently inscribed in heaven, to abide and endure 

forever not on walls nor buildings but rather in the hearts and souls of multitudes. Of this I testify 

in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen. 

 


