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I. The Trees for the Forest 

Over the summer I met with and celebrated the successful Rank and Status bids of our College 

candidates for Initial Review, Final Review, and Full Professor. During these meetings I learned 

about the broad a range of talents, interests, and experiences our colleagues possess. One 

example is Mac Wilson, who is a trained arborist and worked as the head “tree guy” on Temple 

Square. Mac shared with me his favorite campus tree, a Burr Oak located by the Tree of Life. 

I’m sure that there are some of you here today who, like Mac, have a favorite tree on campus, 

while others may appreciate the landscape from a much less zoomed-in perspective. To the latter 

group, trees are a collective category of props, a green backdrop against which play out a variety 

of social, athletic, architectural, processional, or even fashionable dramas. In either case, we are 

blessed at BYU to conduct our careers surrounded by a rich background of healthy and even 

exotic trees, an anomaly in our high desert environment. 

 

When I was a child I loved climbing trees, and my father, who majored in zoology at BYU, was 

an amateur naturalist who took pains to identify and teach his interested children the names of 

animals and birds. My first semester at BYU I signed up for a first-block field botany class and 

we spent seven weeks wandering the campus and local canyons examining and learning the 

names of trees and plants. Although I didn’t major or minor in botany, I learned the enriching 

value of identifying plants, even down to their Latin names. Subsequently, trees have 

distinguished my memories. One was a cedar of Lebanon in Princeton that I would often sit on as 

a graduate student, and one that played into the story of Judy and me meeting and marrying. 

(Unfortunately, it was felled by a storm in 2003.) A similar tree grew near the library at 

Cambridge, England, when I was studying there and linked the two places in my mind. I even 

scavenged a cone from it. Stately trees punctuate my memories, including a 3,000-year old 

Bristlecone pine tree on Wheeler Peak in Nevada, a bodhi tree, the species under which Buddha 

found enlightenment, in the middle of the parking lot of the Chennai airport in India, and even a 
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cottonwood standing across the street from the Marriott Center in its slanted glory, inviting a 

quick climb, that I pass morning and evenings on my bike ride to school.  

 

Horticulturalists use the term specimen plant to describe individual plants or groups selected and 

grown to draw attention to themselves. Like our words specific and specify, it comes from the 

Latin specere (“to look”), and specimen trees are hard to miss, designed to be the focal point of 

the landscape. Even the most oblivious of garden visitors are likely to notice specimen trees. We 

have a number of specimen trees on campus: cyprus trees, for example, ringing the duck pond, a 

stately dawn redwood by the Grant building, and a blue Atlas cedar hugging the McKay 

building. Downtown, a magnificent table elm, unique in the universe, hides behind the Utah 

County courthouse, which you should visit either on purpose or when you are renewing your 

passport. Longevity only add to the uniqueness of specimen trees, and many cultures 

acknowledge the awe that aged giants, like the sequoias, can invoke. In Japan trees that survive 

to great age are festooned with rice-straw ropes and paper lightning. This designates them as 

kami, creating a sense of reverence and awe and inviting access to the Shintô spiritual dimension 

(a new “twist” on tree-hugging!).  

 

Although we begin life seeing only broad swaths of forest, as we stop and notice remarkable 

specimen trees we come to develop a greater interest in the specific trees themselves. This 

happens because we take an interest in their various shapes and colors, how they respond to 

different habitats, and how they change over time. As we come to see their differences and 

recognize them individually against the backdrop of the forest, we begin to appreciate them in all 

their variety, and can even find joy therein. I certainly have, my botany class permanently 

affecting the way I see this campus, and subsequently the world. But a new awareness of 

individual difference, and an ability to distinguish one tree from another, has its down sides, too. 

Trees ruined the movie “The Last Samurai” for me. The battle scenes for the film, about the last 

days of samurai rule in Japan, were shot in New Zealand, and so featured forests of tree ferns, 

which don’t exist in Japan. It was as if a filmed recreation of the D-Day invasion took place in 

Hawaii; the incongruous trees prevented me from suspending my disbelief! 

 

A long time ago in a Garden far, far away, God instructed Adam to name the animals. I’m not 

sure whether Adam went about this task with the enthusiasm of Enlightenment taxonomists, but 
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if he had decided to take advantage of his timeless state to do an exhaustive job of it he still 

might have grown weary after distinguishing his 349,987th species of beetle. Perhaps in the 

middle of this naming frenzy he might have come to realize that the point of assigning names 

was not so much coming up with creative titles as it was learning how to see subtle differences 

and to make distinctions between very similar things. For some reason God took the trouble to 

create thousands and thousands of beetles, and He needed Adam to appreciate their differences. 

 

We are in the same business as Adam; we name things for a living. Some of our disciplines are 

more creative in their taxonomies than others, but we learn, use, and teach a menagerie of names 

for the animals we study. To name is to discern and mark difference. Knowing and using specific 

names signals that we see the individual trees, not just expanses of forest. The reward for our 

taxonomic exercises is that, the more distinction we observe, the more interesting our 

environment becomes. Life is full of enriching opportunities that come from learning to see 

subtle distinctions. As our reading of the world grows more nuanced, we come to see subtleties 

we have to date ignored, and this enhances our lives in revolutionary ways. Cuisine, for example, 

improves for us as we train our palates and experience other ways of preparing, tasting, and 

viewing food. I learned to appreciate the celebration of abundance that immigrant Italian meals 

represent, and the joys of well-prepared fresh vegetables, from marrying into my wife’s Italian 

family. Brian Price can tell you how learning the location of a door buzzer simply named 

“Posole” changed his experience of eating Mexican stew. As faculty in the College of 

Humanities, we are privileged to share with students, colleagues, and disciplinary peers the 

enrichment we gain from our naming labors. 

 

Here is a case in point: if you were to visit Hiroshima, step off at the street car in front of the 

Atomic Bomb Dome near the spot where the bomb detonated, and take a stroll along the levee 

bordering the river, your vision would be drawn to the stark skeletal frame of the building, the 

river itself, the park across the way with its memorials and museum, etc. Chances are, however, 

that if you continued your stroll upstream you would completely ignore one tree growing along 

the bank. It would look just like all the others bordering the path, unless you drew close to it and 
saw that it had a name attached: 被曝樹⽊シダレヤナギ hibakujumoku shidare yanagi. That 

might not get you very far without a translation, of course, but you would see that it, alone, had a 

name tag, the translation of which is “weeping willow, A-Bomb Survivor.”  
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Suddenly this little bit of distinguishing information—a name—can open up a new way to see an 

innocuous, seemingly generic tree as a portal to expanding one’s understanding of the Hiroshima 

bombing. Unlike the remains of the Dome, or the subsequent memorials made of stone and 

concrete, this particular tree, a weeping willow, is alive, growing still from a root sucker that 

sprouted days after the main tree was blasted into charcoal. Although the other memorials serve 

their functions and remind visitors of the unspeakable horrors that took place on that spot 73 

years ago, the willow is a living link to the world before Hiroshima, a symbol of stubborn 

resurrection in the face of death, and an enduring testament of life’s resilience in the face of 

disaster. All of this insight comes to us, standing beside the path, because that tree has a name 

and a story! A former student took me to see the weeping willow last October, and his 

impassioned sharing of the story of this solitary tree changed the way I look at Hiroshima, and 

made me want to share it with others I love as well. I am grateful to have the chance to share it 

with you today. (I collected some of its falling leaves and have a hundred or so in the Dean’s 

office, so if you would like one, stop by and pick one up from Shasta.) 

 

We are rewarded in life for learning to see the trees for the forests. If we content ourselves with 

just seeing forests and ignoring the trees, our perspective on that aspect of the world resembles a 

child’s very simple drawing. A forest-only worldview is an impoverished way to live, because 

we miss the luscious color, depth, and focus that can come to us if we take an arborist’s approach 

and learn to see the individual trees. Unfortunately, there is much in our contemporary culture 

that is predicated upon a forest-only world view. We are bombarded with views that ignore the 

trees and pit forest against forest, to our overall impoverishment and even peril.  

 

By now you are wondering, “Where is he going with this?” Well, how we view trees is a lot like 

how we view students. It is easy to miss out on some great experiences in our careers, and our 

lives, because we see forests of students rather than as specific trees. This can be a problem in a 

place where outward similarities abound. As we teach in the College, especially with the loads 

and larger classes we sometimes shoulder, may we not fall prey to ignoring the trees for the 

forests. Let us savor our students’ differences, get to know them better personally and avoid the 

temptation to lump them all into categories and groups.  
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Perhaps to God there are no forests, per se, but a planet covered with specimen trees, each 

worthy of festooning with sacred ropes to indicate their need for our discerning attention. I know 

this is how He see us. Don’t be afraid to stop and notice the glory and inner nobility of specific, 

even “specimen,” students who we may be otherwise tempted to see as simply a greenish 

background to other, less important, concerns. Let us all be spiritual and intellectual arborists 

nurturing our students and each other, tree by noble tree. 

 

II. Interlude: Showing Up 

To Woody Allen has been attributed the adage, “Eighty percent of success in life is just showing 

up.” No doubt many of you have come to learn this truth through your life experiences (your 

own percentages may vary). And we endorse it as well; Are we not all champions of student 

attendance, and prove it in our syllabi? We have all felt the disappointment that comes when a 

student is physically in our classroom but, for one of many reasons, has never really showed up. 

It may be that they did not prepare, or that they have other pressing concerns distracting them. 

Others may be daydreaming, and more students than we would like to admit may be 

surreptitiously texting, shopping for clothes, or playing solitaire. [Raise your hand if someone 

near you is doing that right now...just kidding!]  

 

Sometimes we also fail to show up because we can’t overcome the inertia of our metaphoric 

beds, distracted by other things or obsessively focusing on our personal problems, perceived lack 

of faith, or unresolved doubts. Or sometimes we don’t know what we will encounter, and there is 

no assurance that our efforts will do any good. But that kind of thinking prevents us from doing 

the sort of work we have been preserved and sustained to do: feeding Christ’s sheep. 

Given that the general drift of our linked-in culture flows away from face-to-face, personalized 

encounters and connections, I would like to challenge us all, this year, to just show up. Show up 

for class, for meetings, and for writing time expecting something great to happen and see what 

unfolds. Dana Bourgerie tells the story of his calligraphy teacher discussing how to overcome the 

inertia behind the challenging task of grinding an ink stick on the inkstone with water to make up 

ink, selecting the right paper, weighing it down over an absorbing cloth, and then carefully 

dipping the brush and drawing the characters. “Don’t think so much about the difficulty of 

drawing,” he admonishes, “just make some ink!” “Showing up” by just making some ink will, 

quite often, lead to a few lines on paper that may turn into a beautiful piece of calligraphy. For 
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those of us charged with the task of being mentors in the College, if we just show up, even in our 

worst moods, we will find God working through us to bless others. That is both our privilege and 

our occupation! 

 

I went to T. S. Eliot’s poem “East Coker” for more inspiration on what to do when we just show 

up. The poem offers this insight:  

I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 

For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait without love 

For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith 

But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting. 

Let us wait, then, you and I…this year, patiently, for faith sufficient to receive inspiration and 

guidance. If faith seems too grand, let us wait for love, which will come as we work closely to 

connect with our students and each other. If love is too much, let us wait for hope sufficient to 

displace the occupational hazard of skepticism that may be vying for attention on the stage of our 

souls. Show up and wait. See what happens. A manageable challenge for a new academic year.  

 

Conclusion  

Last year we invited Steve Smith from the University Counseling Center to come talk with some 

of our faculty about how BYU is addressing faith crisis issues among students. After noting that 

there is a serious uptick in percentages of students struggling with anxiety and depression, he 

mentioned that many students are very afraid of their doubts and questions. His question to us, 

which still remains, is this: How do we help students not fear doubt and questions but rather see 

them as necessary and welcome? 

 

What immediately struck me when he asked that question is that Joseph Smith is the exemplar of 

an inquisitive youth asking questions. The origin of our restored faith, and narrative pattern we 

apply to conversion, stems from someone doubting what they were told and asking a direct 

question. There is a sad irony to the fact that this generation of students has come to see inquiry 

as threatening, if not anathema, to faith. Perhaps they are victims of an education that places too 

great emphasis on “correct” answers to standardized college entrance exams and GPAs. Maybe 

the deterministic nature of bell curve grading has offered them a deterministic justice that leaves 
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no room for mercy. Perhaps the polarity of contemporary discourse makes them allergic to 

possible derision.  

 

Maybe some students lack sufficient faith in themselves, despite the promise of James, to put 

that faith to the test by asking. Perhaps student anxiety about doubts and questions stems from 

their social media-derived intimidation in the face of curated personas, with the polished, 

superstar image of Joseph Smith and other church leaders playing into that insecurity. Having 

just finished listening to Richard Bushman’s Rough Stone Rolling, I am pleased and intrigued by 

Joseph Smith’s sheer humanity. There is a blessed disparity between Joseph Smith the imperfect, 

rough stone of a man and his remarkable revelations. This difference invites us to respond two 

ways: hagiography (turn him into St. Joseph) or everyman (see him as an exemplar of access to 

universal inspiration: “I teach them correct principles and they govern themselves”). I believe the 

Lord selected Joseph so that we can see, in his weaknesses, reflections of our own and assume 

that revelation, in fits and starts, can transcend our own vast limitations.  

 

Elder Anderson recently invited us in a devotional to “pray for opportunities to share faith and 

spiritual experiences with your students.” As we consider this admonition, I would like you to 

ask yourself a simple question. When was the last time you felt the Spirit direct your teaching? 

How about when the Spirit directed your research, or your citizenship? My follow up question: 

Did you tell anyone about it? I would like to invite you to model both how to ask questions, 

which we all do a lot, as well as articulate the variety of ways we find answers in our lives. 

 

Many years ago, when I was a graduate student, a bishop of mine told me about taking a summer 

off from the Church when he was trying to decide about his future. He traveled around England, 

taking in the sights and sampling worldly fares—he confessed that he still really missed drinking 

tea! Toward the end of the summer of this man’s Mormon version of the Amish “devil’s 

playground,” he was in the lounge of a ferry heading to Denmark, holding a bottle of beer in his 

hand, when he met a beautiful Danish woman. As they started talking she warmed to him and, as 

their conversation deepened, she confided that she had been abroad, studying in the US, had met 

the missionaries, and had decided to join the Church. She was one her way back home to tell her 

parents about her decision. Fearing their opposition, she expressed her concerns about whether 

she was doing the right thing. Beer in hand, he was in an agonizing position, unable to provide 
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her the depth of encouragement he suddenly felt inspired to offer because he had already 

established a worldly identity that precluded such encouragement. The best he could do was say 

“I’ve heard some nice things about Mormonism!” and wish her good luck.  

 

I know now why he told me that story. He was teaching me about how to position myself to do 

the most good in the world I was entering. As we prepare to confront our own ferry full of 

students embarking on delicate journeys of faith, let us not put ourselves in untenable situations, 

when we are compelled to muster hope and encouragement for our students but are left 

uncomfortably mute by the bottles of cynicism we have been clutching throughout the semester-

long trip. We share in common a special gift, the gift for articulation, for explanation, for 

describing the things about which we have passion in precise and sometimes extremely moving 

ways. That is why we are here at BYU and in the College. So, I invite you to think about whether 

you are better at articulating your doubts or your beliefs, and to what end. Think back on when 

you have tried to articulate your spiritual journey in the academy. Think about how you might be 

clearer, and more honest, in expressing and sharing your own journey of faith, both with your 

colleagues and with your students. 

 

I believe that faith is a species of endurance. Faith is rarely a sprint, more often a long-distance 

run, and I believe that we have all developed a certain amount of aerobic capacity in this regard, 

having achieved the remarkable distinctions necessary to arrive at this point in our careers. Thus, 

we are no strangers to the kind of stubbornness in the face of impossible odds it takes to see our 

faith and hope realized. Author William Styron, who suffered from deep depression and wrote a 

groundbreaking piece about it, included this quote in his (unused) suicide note: “Everyone must 

keep up the struggle, for it is always likely that you will win the battle and nearly a certainty you 

will win the war. To all of you, sufferers and non-sufferers alike, I send my abiding love.” 

Styron, who died of illness rather than suicide, understood his demons well but retained a sense 

of hope and love.  

 

Dil Parkinson, our recently retired colleague and current service missionary in Amman, Jordan, 

gave a remarkable devotional in 2004 in which he underscored the importance of being willing 

to accept the limitations of our knowledge. In it, he offered this advice in dealing with, as he puts 

it, “troublesome Gospel issues.” “Believe that you don’t comprehend everything the Lord 
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comprehends. Make that belief a cornerstone of your life, bringing its insights to bear on the 

problems you encounter…if we can get a witness of this point, a testimony that we don’t 

know…our progress…will be much smoother.” Dil’s advice: cultivate a testimony of our 

ignorance. In other words, in the same way we bring faith to challenges we face in life, we 

should bring an abiding disbelief in our own self-assurance when we confront life’s troublesome 

issues.  

 

Accordingly, I would like to bear testimony to my own deep ignorance of 95% of God’s plan, in 

particular His reasons and intentions for the events of my life. And I am completely at sea when 

it comes to making sense of all the messy details here in the middle. But I have a strong 

conviction that the Atonement is real, and that the school of mortality is not graded on a bell 

curve. It is my abiding conviction that, owing to the infinite love of our Savior, we will likely 

win most battles and certainly win the war. I pray that we may realize the beauty and strength of 

humility, of plumbing the depths of our ignorance and becoming more teachable. To cite T.S. 

Eliot’s East Coker poem one more time: 

The only wisdom we can hope to acquire 

Is the wisdom of humility: humility is endless.  

 

“Do we confront ambiguities…with humility?” Jim Rasband asked in his address Monday, and 

perhaps that is one of the best things we can do for our students and each other: allow the 

vagaries of our faith-challenging experiences to be subsumed by the wisdom of humility. Let us 

remind ourselves, as Joseph Smith once noted, that we “know no more concerning the destinies 

of this Church and kingdom than a babe upon its mother’s lap.” I testify that this work in which 

we are engaged matters profoundly to the Lord, for He intervenes regularly in our lives and 

makes provision for our weaknesses even as He lends us His strength. 

  

This year may we be humble enough to recognize our ignorance, and in that humility wait 

patiently upon the Lord for guidance as we work in this corner of His arboretum! 


