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“...I nurture the belief that if we are sensitive to that Spirit, responsive to it, then no matter who we are or where we have been, God can lead us in ways particular to our unique gifts and circumstances, reconciling us through Christ to our Heavenly Parents, in whose presence and likeness we realize our ultimate purpose and destiny” (p. 21).
–Matthew Wickman

Juxtaposition, Integration, Synthesis, Consecration	
Scholars often view the pursuit of scholarship and faith as independent from one another. A secular education rarely includes elements of faith and elements of faith are often kept separate from secular education. Religious institutions of higher education are dedicated to the pursuit of the combination of the two but living a life as a person of faith who attends or works at a university that is based on secular teachings can make this combination seem more difficult. Throughout this essay, I will attempt to highlight that this topic is threaded through a number of scholarly articles by those who are working towards it either explicitly or implicitly. 𖤓 As I do so, I plan to use several examples shared by Russell M. Nelson, world-renowned heart surgeon and former president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, to exemplify how this kind of combination can be accomplished. I will mark the sections that share President Nelson’s example stories with these stars for the reader’s convenience. This piece can be read by example alone or without example. 𖤓  
One worthy effort at combination includes a sort of juxtaposition, where the two ideas of faith and scholarship are housed side-by-side highlighting their differences. As Lori Branch, a religious and literary scholar, points out, religion has been a part of the secular conversation at institutions only so long as “the relationship between religion and secularism is an arm-wrestling match and religion is slowly forced to the table” (p. 378). Branch argues for the need to include better discussions of religion, and not just as a binary relationship with secularism as it currently is. For Branch, discussing religion is just as valid and necessary as discussing secularism in higher education since secularism is part of the history of religion and vice versa. Her life work and disposition illustrate how this argument of secularism and religion are directly correlated to scholarship and faith in that she is a scholar of faith making such an argument.
Beyond this idea of allowing both secularism and religion in the classroom, integration of scholarship itself and religious teachings can move us toward the type of combination that is true to a scholar of faith. As George Handley suggests, “...intellectual and spiritual growth need to occur in at least some relation to one another” (p. 118). This, Handley suggests, can only be done with the combination of three elements: criticism, compassion, and charity with charity acting as the necessary tension between the other two. For Handley, approaching a spiritually balanced intellectual pursuit by giving equal opportunity for criticism (in the form of critical thinking) and compassion (in the form of seeing through another’s eyes) without letting one overshadow the other can lead to charity. While charity from a secular standpoint is associated with giving to those who are in need and most often doing so because of appreciation for the individual as a human, charity from a standpoint of faith is not only giving or giving with appreciation for humankind but giving with an understanding of the love of God for each individual as well and a desire to serve as He directs. For a person of faith, becoming more like the Savior, Jesus Christ, is the ultimate goal and since charity represents attributes of Christ (Holy Bible, King James Version, 1 Corinthians 4-7) and also “the pure love of Christ” (The Book of Mormon, Moroni 7:47), it is the most direct path we have towards our ultimate goal. 
As scholars of faith move towards this ultimate goal of Christlike behavior, a type of synthesis begins, where scholarly teachings and faith can work together as one. Some keys to this type of synthesis are for us to recognize the ways our character education can be tied intrinsically to our faith, our secular knowledge–our own scholarship–can inform our faith and our faith can inform our scholarship, and thus our whole selves can be in a state of synthesis combining all of our different roles in life with our faith. In doing so, we consecrate all of our work to God, allowing us to become closer to the goal of consecrated beings that can be used by God to bless those we know and those we may not know.
𖤓 Russell M. Nelson, former president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, was an excellent example of the type of synthesis that consecrates character, scholarship, and his whole self. At a number of church conferences he shares examples from his own life that can help members of the church move towards more Christlike behavior. Although his purposes in sharing the stories are somewhat different, these stories can exemplify ways that both our character and our scholarship can be consecrated for the work of God to help people we do and don’t know. President Nelson was a renowned cardiothoracic surgeon who, after his medical degree and while pursuing a PhD at the University of Minnesota, helped as part of the team to develop the first heart-lung machine. He was the first surgeon in Utah to perform open-heart surgery (Honoring Medical Trailblazer and Global Faith Leader Russell M. Nelson). Dr. Nelson worked as a surgeon for around thirty years before being asked to serve as a member of the church’s quorum of the twelve apostles in 1984, becoming Elder Nelson, and later becoming President Nelson as president and prophet of the church in 2018 until his death in 2025. 
He brought this practice of synthesis with him into the presidency after serving for decades as a general church authority. When deciding on the counselors he would have join him in his presidency, he interviewed each of the apostles who were options for the positions even though he had been working with them for many years and, as expected, was prayerful about their interaction and his decision. In reference to his interviews, he noted that “Good inspiration is based on good information” (Revelation for the Church; Revelation for Our Lives). 𖤓
Marrying these ideas of inspiration and information is a prime example of the synthesis of the faithful and the secular, exemplifying a life of a scholar of faith. This is an example of the type of attitude that consecrates all things for the work of God. I would suggest that our characters can be consecrated, our scholarship can be consecrated, and in doing these things, our whole selves can be consecrated to God making us persons of faith in all aspects of our lives.
Consecrating Our Character
	Theories of virtue ethics as a form of character education have long been part of societal teaching since the very early rhetorician, Enheduanna, who combined spiritual and religious teachings with ethical virtues and, as a first, whose work was likely used to teach others to write. This practice was prevalent in the work of others in different places in different times; Julian of Norwich, for example, whose writing was a combination of revelations and guidance towards ethics was used as an example in religious education for many years. Theories of virtue ethics and character education became foundational to the academy with the work of Greco-Roman rhetoricians like Plato with his values of wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice and Aristotle with his theory of the golden mean, which is the balance between two opposites like Handley’s example above of charity between criticism and compassion. 
	Virtue ethics as a form of character education still continues today in the academy, having had some rough patches during the turn of the century, but having more interest in the last decade again (Kristjánsson, p 50-51). Because religion and spirituality are based so heavily on character refinement, I would argue here that including virtue ethics and character education in the academy as an idea that is sterile from spirituality is parallel to Branch’s argument above that secularism is happening in the academy independent of religion, even though its very roots are religion. For early rhetoricians like Enheduanna, the two are inseparable, as one comes about from the other. As Handley suggests, the work of becoming more charitable, and thus more Christlike, includes a refinement of our character. Becoming a scholar of faith then, includes being willing to refine our character in ways that will lead us toward more Christlike, charitable service.
𖤓 President Nelson serves as a good example of one who not only uses, but develops his character to become more Christlike. During his surgical internship Dr. Nelson assisted a surgeon who was performing the amputation of a leg full of gangrene, which, in this case, was very infectious. The surgeon became enraged during the difficult surgery because one of the surgical team members made a mistake and the surgeon threw his scalpel that was covered in the patient’s germs. The scalpel landed in Dr. Nelson’s arm. Everyone in the surgery room (except the surgeon) recognized the breach in ethics and the danger of the situation. Luckily, Dr. Nelson did not become infected, but he made a vow to himself at that moment. “In that very hour, I promised myself that whatever happened in my operating room, I would never lose control of my emotions. I also vowed that day never to throw anything in anger—whether it be scalpels or words” (Peacemakers Needed).
Dr. Nelson was known for keeping his promise. His legacy at the University of Utah medical school, his alma mater, is for both his scholarly work and his demeanor (Honoring Medical Trailblazer and Global Faith Leader Russell M. Nelson). Others testify that he was always patient and calm during surgeries and while teaching residents. Dr. Lyle Joyce from the division of Adult Cardiac Surgery at the Medical College of Wisconsin shared that, "’Dr. Nelson had a way of just calming you down, and even if you made a mistake, he would very carefully explain how you did that wrong, and maybe a…better way would be to do it this way the next time’” (Joseph, par. 9).
	This effort towards Christlike behavior is early evidence of President Nelson’s desire to consecrate the development of his own character to God. While religious and/or faithful individuals and scholars in no way have a monopoly on character development and education, the presence of such in the academy allows for a more natural type of synthesis of the development of character alongside faith for a scholar. Dr. Nelson used this type of character education to teach traits in the academy as a trainer of residents, but his lifelong work as a scholar and religious leader shows an even deeper commitment, a consecration of his character to the work of God. 𖤓
As character education finds its way in academia, it can be used as a catalyst for the journey of scholars of faith to educate our character in Christlike ways. Character education is already in line with developing character as a religious person, where the goal is to become more like Christ, who exemplifies these virtues.
Consecrating Our Scholarship
	Less clear than the synthesis of character education and faith, is the synthesis of scholarship and faith. As Roger Trigg points out, the difference between speculation of universes beyond our knowledge (in a scientific and tangible sense) and any existence requiring faith in an unmeasurable comprehensible reality (unmeasurable by our current understanding), such as a faith in God has been treated differently in different schools of thought. As Trigg notes, “Something that is invisible, intangible, odourless, and leaves no traces might not seem very different from nothing at all. The challenge has always been whether God is like that” (p. 25). Nevertheless, the evidence of faith, from the pragmatic viewpoint, as Trigg points out, would include the ways it influences people’s lives. This line of thinking would make the existence of God irrelevant, but the outcome of believing in God entirely relevant. And still yet, Trigg points out that Fideism looks at whether there is validity in faith claims because of what they are or because of the way people act in accordance with them.
These efforts to rationalize faith by exploring evidence of the existence of heaven or God make the integration of faith and secular thought seem to need to justify one another. That need for justification can be an incredibly enticing thought train to follow, especially when considering the way the scriptures describe how the spirit of God can communicate with man: “Whereof the Holy Ghost also is a witness to us…I will put my laws into their hearts, and in their minds will I write them” (Holy Bible, King James Version, Hebrews 10:15-16) and “Yeah, behold, I will tell you in your mind and in your heart, by the Holy Ghost, which shall come upon you and which shall dwell in your heart” (Doctrine and Covenants, 8:2). Faith connected to the mind suggests that faith and intellect can and should coexist.
Examples of the pairing of the two are evident in scholars of faith. President Nelson tells a story of a man of faith he knew coming to him for heart surgery. The scans showed that two heart valves were severely damaged and the second, the tricuspid valve, was irreparable and so surgery was not advised. The man assured Dr. Nelson that he had prayed for help and been directed to him. The man stated, “‘The Lord will not reveal to me how to repair that second valve, but He can reveal it to you. Your mind is so prepared’” (Sweet Power of Prayer, par. 18).
𖤓 President Nelson recalled that they prayed in faith together, went forward with the surgery and even upon beginning the surgery, Dr. Nelson did not know what he would do to repair the damaged tricuspid valve. Then, he explained, after he had repaired the first, and made the second viewable, he had a message come to his mind, “‘Reduce the circumference of the ring’” (Sweet Power of Prayer, par. 21). He wasn’t sure how to do that, but an image came to him of precisely how to place sutures to reduce the ring closer to its normal size, thus reducing the leak. The operation was considered a success, both as a successful heart surgery and a successful answer to prayer. 𖤓
This example of God using the intellect of an individual to answer prayers of the two who acted in faith illustrates a different kind of evidence than those sought by Trigg’s scholars. God using the scholarship of an individual to give direction in a real-world situation takes at least one level of speculation away in that it marries with the reality we experience rather than only the incomprehensible reality we try to explain. This is a powerful example of the ways that faith and scholarship can synthesize for an individual, President Nelson, and for scholars looking for intellectual evidence. This level of synthesis is evidence as well of President Nelson’s consecration of his scholarship to God because of his willingness to pray to God for inspiration in his scholarly endeavors.
Consecrating Our Whole Selves
𖤓 Notably, President Nelson was president of the church during the worldwide COVID 19 pandemic and he didn’t shy away from sharing his experience as a medical doctor during this time. In fact, President Nelson boldly announced his medical expertise and paired it with his faith when asking for a worldwide fast praying for relief from the pandemic:
As a physician and surgeon, I have great admiration for medical professionals, scientists, and ALL who are working around the clock to curb the spread of COVID-19.  
I am also a man of faith, and I know that during these challenging times, we can be strengthened and lifted as we call upon God and His Son, Jesus Christ—the Master Healer (President Russell M. Nelson Extends and Invitation for a Worldwide Fast, par. 1).    
In this moment, President Nelson demonstrated the way that his whole self was consecrated to God. His character, scholarship, and position as church leader were synthesized together into one, coherent purpose of consecration. He shared his caring disposition that he had developed over the years which lead to appreciation for the work of the medical professionals, scientists, and all who were working on a cure; he shared his understanding of the situation because of his scholarship and work experience; and he shared his positionality as a leader of faith, not only as president of his church, but a representative of a person of faith in Jesus Christ, the Son of God–the Master Healer. 𖤓	
Becoming a consecrated self is a journey that involves purposeful efforts to synthesize the different aspects of ourselves with our faith. As scholars, this includes our positions and scholarship. For all of us humankind, that includes our character and as Matthew Wickman suggests, “...our unique gifts and circumstances…” (p. 21), whether that’s academic scholarship or the vast amounts of knowledge we humans gain by other means to bless those around us and many we may not even know. A secular approach to knowledge has great value for helping people in the world through charity, patience, surgery, pandemics and so many other ways. Synthesizing this knowledge with faith in God to the point of consecrating to God and His work can not only help others in real-world situations, but (and perhaps this is the whole point) can help us become better and better humans ourselves. 
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