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“Teaching on the Fringes, from the Center” 

 

Introduction 

My remarks tonight will revolve around teaching, both some personal experiences I have 

had as well as ideas about teaching that have buoyed me up over the years. I have titled my talk 

“Teaching on the Fringes, from the Center,” which sound a bit oxymoronic (or maybe just 

moronic), but hopefully by the end of my remarks you will have a better sense of what, exactly, I 

mean. 

 

An early experience 

The biography in your program1 notes that I have taught in a variety of locations, the 

earliest being at a scout camp in Wyoming. I’d like to describe an experience there that altered the 

way I viewed teaching and has served me well throughout my life. 

During high school I spent the summers of my freshman and sophomore years at a scout 

camp located on a remote cold lake in the area between Grand Teton and Yellowstone national 

parks. It was a formative time in my life, and many good things happened there in contrast to bad 

things happening at home, where my parents were divorcing. My second year I was assigned to 

teach wilderness survival and orienteering. Orienteering is using a compass and map, along with 

counting your steps, to find your way through rough terrain. It is really a kind of language course, 

                                                
1 Biography in program: Scott Miller is a professor of  Japanese and comparative literature in the College of  Humanities, of  
which he now happens to serve as dean (to the surprise of  both friends and family). He grew up in northern Utah, 
served a mission in Japan, received his B.A. from BYU in comparative literature, studied at a Japanese university, then 
earned his M.A. and Ph.D. in East Asian studies from Princeton University. He and his wife Judy have lived in both 
Japan and the UK and they have two children, a daughter serving as a missionary in (where else?) Japan, and a son 
serving what seems to be a life sentence this year as a senior in high school. Prior to joining the faculty at BYU in 1994 
he was an associate professor of  Japanese at Colgate University in Hamilton, NY. He has also served in various other 
administrative capacities at BYU, such as Honors Program director, and helped run the college’s International Cinema 
program. He loves teaching and has done so in a variety of  locations during his lifetime, the earliest being at a scout 
camp in Wyoming and the most exotic on a remote island in the middle of  the Pacific Ocean. 
 



 2 

and like language teaching involves skills as well as concepts. The challenge was to make it relevant 

and interesting to 12-year old boys, and help them learn and practice new skills.  

One of the professional scouters running the camp was also working on his Masters in 

education, and one day told us about a theory he had read about that involved having students get 

their feet wet through some kind of preliminary experience, then capitalizing on their newfound 

motivation to learn how to do it correctly. I seized the opportunity to apply this new, surefire 

technique the following week in my orienteering class by spending the first day showing scouts how 

to use the map and compass, then sending them off into the dense lodge pole pine forest to find a 

small pond (appropriately called “Lost Lake”). I selected this target because it was only about half a 

mile away, was hard to find, and was in the middle of a sloping hillside at the bottom of which was a 

brook that ran down from camp. I told the scouts to try for 30 minutes and if they hadn’t found 

Lost Lake to head straight downhill until they hit the brook, then follow it upstream to camp. I was 

quite certain it was foolproof and it would serve as a good feet-wetting exercise.  

My early experiments proved successful; only about half of the groups would find the lake, 

and all would come to class on Tuesday either proud of their success and encouraged or ashamed of 

their failure and wanting to learn what went wrong. Compared to earlier weeks, my scouts had a 

much stronger desire to learn because either they yearned to get it right or had tasted success and 

wanted more challenge. The final exam on Friday involved orienteering their way to Lost Lake one 

more time as a kind of validation of their skills. 

My newfound methodology was not as foolproof as I had planned, however. On the 

penultimate week two scouts tagged along with a group taking the final exam, broke away from their 

savvy companions, and got lost. They eventually wandered back to camp 20 minutes after I headed 

out to look for them, and I spent 2 frantic hours orienteering through the thick woods myself, 

shouting their names. 

Fifteen years later I found myself with a PhD in hand, teaching Japanese to students at 

Colgate University, a small liberal arts college in upstate New York. I would take freshmen from 

their first “konnichi wa” all the way through their fourth year, and as I taught complex grammatical 

principles and drilled students, day in and day out, they learned to make those skills their own and I 

recognized a similar phenomenon to those students in my orienteering classes. They would take 

their first, feet-wetting experience trying out a new grammatical pattern, and then as they tried to 

apply that to what they already knew I would often see them hesitate for a second, then either intuit 
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the correct phrase or fail. Their peers, tensely watching from the sidelines, sometimes chimed in, and 

I would tell them, “Shhh! We’re watching the brain vacuum!”  

“Brain vacuum” was a term I had coined to describe what happens when our minds are at a 

loss—for a word, a phrase, an answer—and absolutely crave the solution. I had come to learn that, 

in such an excruciating condition, when we finally DO learn the answer, we retain it much better 

than if someone had just given it to us. And over and over again, as I watched my beginning 

Japanese students suffer through those “brain vacuum” moments, I took great satisfaction in their 

success and the way they came to own those patterns, skills, and concepts, having so honestly earned 

them. 

 

Liminality 

Anthropologists describe the period of in-between that happens during rituals as liminality. 

Liminality crops up regularly in our lives. Scout camp is one of those liminal places: where young 

boys are no longer bound by familiar routines and family relationships. Road trips are another 

example of a liminal zone: we are in new territory, outside our usual identities, and it seems as 

though anything is possible. The act of being on the fringes, in between youth and adulthood, for 

example, is a kind of privileged existence where we are open to new people, new ideas, and new 

possibilities. 

College is perhaps one of the most dramatic liminal experiences, where students step outside 

their comfortable, familiar worlds into a new place where so much is in flux, socially, intellectually, 

spiritually. Actually, most, if not all, of our educational experiences are liminal, whether they are in 

an elite residential college or scattered across a variety of institutions over a lifetime. For most 

college students, the time they spend trying out and forming new identities in this place will reward 

them handsomely over their lives, in ways they (and their parents) assume will be monetary but 

whose riches go far beyond that.  

I have seen this in my wife Judy’s case. In addition to enduring 31 years with me (so far), she 

endured 8 years of liminal education after we were first married as we traveled the world in the early 

stages of my career, for which I am extremely grateful. During that time she took classes both on 

campuses and through correspondence, eventually completing her bachelor’s degree through BYU. 

There are few moments when I have been as proud of someone as I was when she walked to receive 

her degree. Over the course of the subsequent two decades I have watched how so many of the 

skills and habits she developed in those courses have come into play in our lives, most obviously in 
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the way she has approached raising our family, but also in her inquisitive reading of both books and 

people, her passion for and abilities in family history research, and the way her capacious view of the 

world brings depth and breadth to our family and our personal conversations.  

You are fortunate indeed at the Salt Lake Center to be teaching in a liminal zone, a place 

where students come from established lives and enter a place where they can be in-between, full of 

possibility, learning new skills, exploring new options. Although you may feel, at times, on the 

fringes, you are actually well positioned to be able to make a great difference in the lives of your 

students, and I think the quality and magnitude of the difference you make here is greater still for 

the demographics of your students, who take great pains and often make remarkable sacrifices to 

attend your classes. 

 

Hold High the Torch 

During the first Humanities College convocation at BYU, held in May 1966, Gerrit de Jong, 

Jr., professor of Portuguese and namesake of the concert hall in the Fine Arts Center in Provo, 

delivered the faculty address to graduates. He concluded his remarks with the following words: Be a 

living example, not just a theoretical advocate of enduring human values. Hold high the torch. Act, not just talk, as 

one who has discovered some of the best of man’s thoughts and creations. 

I’d like to echo Prof. de Jong’s sage advice to graduates, now offering it as timely advice to 

all of us who teach at BYU. He advocates being a living example, in contrast to a theoretical advocate of 

enduring human values. I’ve come to see, recently, how important it is, in our latter-day world, to be 

an advocate of enduring human values. We are, perhaps, more comfortable as theoretical advocates, 

but a survey of students and alumni in our college regarding the spiritually strengthening component 

of our classrooms, conducted by my colleague and associate dean George Handley, has shown that 

how we live, or at least the example of living that our students perceive us projecting, has a deep and 

abiding power in their lives. 

“Hold high the torch,” de Jong says, alluding to both the Statue of Liberty and Christ’s 

injunction that we not hide our candle under a bushel. I think for most of us as teachers we have 

been content to emit a modest, friendly, ember-like glow to cheer up those poor struggling seafarers 

who are adrift on the relativistic waves that constitute our contemporary moral universe. However, 

as we hear the inspired counsel and encouragement of President Worthen we learn that, 

notwithstanding our weaknesses, we are better poised to light, and hold aloft, a torch than perhaps 

we have ever been before. On Monday Elder Clark called BYU “a great shining light in the 
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Kingdom,” and I believe we are poised, and will be blessed, to hold high our respective torches as 

we seek to rise to the potential God sees in us, both individually and collectively. 

“Act, not just talk, as one who has discovered some of the best of man’s thoughts and 

creations.” Does this resonate with your own motivation for choosing to teach at BYU? The best of 

what humanity thinks and creates—can you not think of a better topic of study, a better place to wear 

out your life in service to others whom you love and whose lives you wish to enrich by sharing your 

pedagogical gifts? And Prof. de Jong invites us not just to talk about it, but to act, to live a life 

informed by that discovery. In many ways this parallels the challenge we face when converted: How do 

we live up to the compelling implications of a new truth? How do we take what is an infinite and 

beautiful invitation to relish life’s experiences from a new perspective? Of course we fall short, waste 

our time, stumble through reluctantly, sometimes when we should be charging forward, but I believe 

our salvation is in our momentum and our direction rather than some kind of unsullied purity of 

progress.  

I have gained a perspective, a conviction, even a testimony, that now is our moment to raise 

our torches high, to demonstrate living the Gospel in our teaching and service, to provide our 

students with examples of thoughtful, lived faith that translates into actions, not just talk. 

 

Swimming with sharks:  

Now for my second exotic teaching place: Chichijima in the Ogasawara archipelago, 500 

miles south of Japan in the open Pacific Ocean. This island chain, at the southern end of which is 

the famous Iwojima, is akin to the Galapagos Islands, being so far away from large land masses that 

it has developed some of its own unique species of flora and fauna. It was deserted until the 1830s 

when some whalers from New England settled there with Hawaiian brides, restocking whaling 

vessels throughout the 19th century. When Japan emerged from its isolation in the late 1860s it laid 

claim to the islands and sent settlers to join the natives. The two groups lived there in relative 

harmony until WWII, when all the residents were removed to Tokyo and the Japanese Imperial 

troops took over and dug in. After the war the US occupied the archipelago until 1969, when it was 

returned to Japan. Owing to the rugged nature of the islands’ terrain, the only way to get there is by 

taking a 28-hour ferry trip over rough seas, which I first took in 1982 as a student in a Japanese 

university and was so enchanted by the place I went back in 1983 and 1989 as well. 

When I was teaching Japanese at Colgate Judy and I took a study abroad group to Japan for 

a semester, and while we were in Japan I decided to take the students and have them do oral 



 6 

histories of the mixed-lineage residents on the island. We all took the long ferry ride and spent about 

a week on the main island of Chichijima, collecting oral histories and learning about the natural and 

human history of Ogasawara. It was like pedagogical Disneyland, as most study abroad experiences 

are, both for being so liminal and because everywhere we turned we found intriguing questions and 

opportunities to learn more. 

One day several students and I took a hike to a very remote part of the island. I had been 

there four or five years earlier and wanted to show them an anti-aircraft gun emplacement on a cliff 

and a beautiful small bay, so we set off on a 2-hour hike to get there.  

When we arrived we saw before us a beautiful, shallow cove and the students decided to 

sunbathe. I wanted to snorkel and look for shells, so I donned my mask but had not brought along 

fins, so barefoot I swam over sharp coral in shallow surf and headed out to the mouth of the small 

bay. As I arrived where the mouth narrowed and the water dropped off quickly into blue depths, I 

saw a large grey shark cruising about 10 yards in front of me. It started to move back and forth more 

quickly, and I knew I was in trouble, so I turned around and, using mainly my arms because I had no 

swim fins, swam as smoothly as I could straight back into the shore. It was a lot farther than I 

remembered, and every stroke I prayed that I wouldn’t feel the rough bump of sharkskin, or, worse, 

sharp teeth, on my bare legs and feet.  

As the water grew more shallow I felt increasingly safer, and then the water began to cloud 

up because the surf and wind had churned up the silt, so my final swim to the beach of 10 yards 

went through nearly opaque water. As I bumped into the sand I climbed out of the ocean, took off 

my mask, and remarked to the sunbathing students, “I just saw a shark!”  

They wanted to know where, so we walked over to the muddy shore and I pointed way out 

to the channel. Suddenly one of the students screamed as a black shark fin swept with inches of the 

beach, and we jumped back, only to see another, then another, and then another shark swim by. 

Nearly a dozen smaller black sharks were swimming in long narrow circles parallel to the beach. 

It was then that I realized on my swim back I had come right through the middle of that 

pack of sharks. 

We stood there for half an hour, watching the sharks, and in my mind, as I calmed down, I 

said a prayer thanking God for protecting me not only from the visible large gray shark off shore but 

also these black sharks of whose danger I was blissfully unaware in my return swim to the beach.  

I didn’t say much to the students, but wanted to, because I had learned two powerful 

spiritual lessons there. First, that, if it is God’s will, He can protect us from visible dangers as we 
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pray in faith; second, that there must be hundreds of invisible dangers that we swim harmlessly 

through each day about which we are totally unaware.  

Unfortunately, I was muzzled. I did not feel that I could share that lesson, perhaps the most 

precious discovery of the entire trip, with these students whom I loved and with whom I had shared 

so many other learning experiences, because they did not share my beliefs and because I was 

reluctant to talk about anything spiritual at my small liberal arts school for fear of losing my job.   

Perhaps now I might have sufficient courage and experience (or a way to hedge my 

language) to share my insight. But at the time I could only savor that profound lesson in my heart, 

and have subsequently shared it from time to time with my LDS congregations (and now with you).  

 

From the Center 

That is why I love teaching at BYU: I can share with my students the most profound lessons 

the Spirit teaches me, both in retrospect, as I am now doing, and on the spot, when those sudden 

flashes of insight come while leading a discussion, tutoring one-on-one with a student, or preparing 

for class. Over and over I have felt the subtle whisperings of the Spirit as it guided me, from the center 

of my soul, in preparing to teach the most arcane, even fringe, subjects. And I have taken great comfort 

in being able to follow that inspiration, and have seen its fruits in both the way students have risen 

to the occasion and in the way our communications have been blessed by clarity and a mutual love 

of learning enhanced by the Spirit. 

No matter where the classroom, no matter how diverse the students, when we teach about 

things we love deeply, for which we have great passion, teach from the center of our souls, we will be 

guided safely through murky waters and come through with greater conviction about how much 

God cares about those we teach and His power to lift us beyond our limited capacities as we seek to 

share and build up our students.  

 

On coinage 

In Matthew 17 (24-27) we read the story of the coin from a fish. As you recall, Christ and his 

disciples were lodging in Capernaum when a man asked if they paid tribute tax. Christ used this as a 

way to teach Peter about negotiating his way through the world as a saint. After stating that the 

children of rulers are never taxed, Christ said that, to avoid offense, Peter should go the Sea of 

Galilee and throw in his line. The fish he caught would carry in its mouth a coin that would exactly 

cover the tax. 
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Our first impression of the story, when Christ instructs Peter, may have been that he was 

going to say, “You, Peter, go catch some fish to sell so we can pay the tribute.” And, if that were the 

case, the message would have been the same: God provides. But there was something much more 

powerful in the way Christ instructed Peter, something He needed Peter to experience, and indeed 

come to anticipate for the remainder of his life. Of all the possible ways, miraculous or otherwise, 

Christ could have procured a coin to pay the tribute, the method he invokes seems like one of the 

most circuitous: the chances of casting a line into the Sea of Galilee only once and catching a fish 

that happened to have swallowed a coin, and that of sufficient value to pay the tax, are mind 

boggling.  

But I do not think Christ was using this method as an act of showmanship to astound and 

convert. After all, his audience—the disciples—had already witnessed many miracles. I think he was 

targeting a specific disciple and wanted to make a specific point in that disciple’s own occupational 

‘language.’ Christ did not ask Judas, the bursar, to go sell something to obtain the money for the tax. 

He asked Peter, the fisherman and future leader of the Church, to go catch a fish, and I think Peter, 

who knew even better the odds, had a great personal lesson to learn from this about how God will 

provide for our needs if we combine faith with works, in this case, our work or occupation. For a 

fisherman like Peter, the divine signature of the event would have been unmistakable: familiar as he 

was with water, weather, the migrating habits of schools of fish, and having cleaned thousands of 

coinless fish in his lifetime, Peter could not help but recognize the miracles accompanying his efforts 

to fulfill Christ’s charge. And as he cast out his line into the waters what had been for Peter a 

quotidian task in a mundane place —fishing in the Sea of Galilee—became an ordinance of 

redemption from the claims of the world in a now-sacred space.  

We are blessed to have the same opportunity as Peter: the Lord is giving us a chance to see 

the hand of God in miraculous ways in our workaday labors. We, too, are being invited to cast in 

our lines, with faith, and see miracles in our lives as we consider what to teach, where to look for 

answers, how to construct our teaching approaches and learning outcomes, and how to serve and 

interact with our students here at BYU.  

Whether it is divine protection from sharks we cannot see, or divine guidance to find the 

fish God would have us use to feed our students, we have the privilege of teaching children of God 

on the growth-promoting fringes of their lives, and I know that, if we do so from the center of our souls, 

there is redemption both here and in the eternities for us all. 

 


