Approved Materials

A Search of LDS.org

Directives to teachers in the church remind them to use “approved materials.”  What exactly are “approved materials”?  The term seems to imply there is a list.  Is there one?  The following is an inventory of all occurrences of the phrases “approved material” and “approved curriculum material” at www.lds.org, done on 13 Sep. 2003. (Note: LDS.org’s search engine handles “word stemming”, meaning that a search on “material” also finds “materials”.)
News of the Church - Approved Curriculum Materials Church units are to use approved curriculum materials.  The First Presidency has said: “Church materials always will be conveyed to you (1) directly and personally by your ecclesiastical leaders, (2) in a letter by authorized Church leaders using official Church letterhead stationery, or (3) by announcement in an official Church publication such as the Bulletin. … Only these materials require your attention and action.” (First Presidency letter, 9 Oct. 1984.)  Approved materials can be ordered through Church distribution centers.  In those classes where the scriptures are designated as texts, the scriptures should remain the focus of attention. Instructors and class members should not replace the scriptures with other texts and study guides that have not been approved for the class. (Ensign, May 1991, 96)
Jay M. Todd - How does the consolidated meeting schedule affect family home evening? “Guidelines for family home evening remain unchanged. Families should continue to hold family home evening on Monday evenings, using the manual and other approved materials. As in the past, occasional family activities may be appropriate on Monday evenings in addition to gospel instruction. Family study of the gospel on Sunday is part of keeping the Sabbath day holy and should be encouraged in addition to family home evening.”  …Should meetings or other activities be scheduled during the Sunday School period?  “Only the approved Sunday School classes, using the approved curriculum, are to be conducted during the Sunday School period. Such functions as bishop’s meetings, executive committee meetings, ward correlation council meetings, choir practices, etc., should not be scheduled during this period.” (“News of the Church,” Ensign, May 1980, 99)
Joseph B. Wirthlin - With the help of the study guide, the Family Home Evening Resource Book, and other approved materials, quorums and groups everywhere should focus quorum lessons and supplementary workshops on topics such as (1) improving family home evenings, (2) conducting effective family councils, (3) establishing regular family prayer, (4) supporting and building your spouse, (5) achieving proper family discipline, (6) sharpening family communications, (7) organizing family fun activities, (8) establishing regular family scripture reading, and (9) conducting personal interviews with children. Efforts in these areas pay high dividends in strengthened families and, ultimately, strengthened quorums, wards, and stakes. (“The Work of Our Priesthood Quorums,” Ensign, Aug. 1984, 8)
J. Thomas Fyans - We have a goal, and hopefully it includes you, and it is: “to provide for the members and organizations of the Church approved material and literature of high quality and sufficient quantity on time and at the most reasonable cost.” Our major emphasis this year will be on time. (“The Fullness of the Gospel in Each Man’s Language,” Ensign, July 1972, 91)
M. Russell Ballard - Teachers would be well advised to study carefully the scriptures and their manuals before reaching out for supplemental materials. Far too many teachers seem to stray from the approved curriculum materials without fully reviewing them. If teachers feel a need to use some good supplemental resources beyond the scriptures and manuals in presenting a lesson, they should first consider the use of the Church magazines.  Teachers can stay on safe ground when they use the standard works, the approved manuals, and the writings of the General Authorities. Elder Hyrum M. Smith of the Council of the Twelve said, “There is more to be learned in five minutes reading in the Holy Scriptures, more that is worthy of retention in the memory, more that will be helpful if we remember and obey them, than we can find in reading all of the six best sellers in every month in the year.” (Conference Report, Oct. 1917, p. 38.)  
… My plea to the teachers of the Church is to study, ponder, and pray for guidance in your preparation. Use the scriptures and the approved curriculum materials, teaching with the objective to bless and inspire the lives of those assigned to you. Let us also remember that some of the most effective activation work in the Church is accomplished by those teachers who reach out to the inactive, loving and teaching them until they are once again in full fellowship with the Saints.  (“Teaching—No Greater Call,” Ensign, May 1983, 68) 

Elder Ballard’s paragraph above is also quoted in the introduction section of the following manuals – 

· 34823, YW 1, Introduction, General Information, v

· 34824, YW 2, Introduction, General Information, v

· 34825, YW 3, Introduction, General Information, v

· 35683, Book of Mormon Gospel Doctrine Teacher’s Manual, Helps for the Teacher, v  

· 35685, D&C and Church History Gospel Doctrine Teacher’s Manual, Helps for the Teacher, v  

Information for Priesthood and Auxiliary Leaders on Curriculum 2001-2004 – Leaders are to see that teachers in their organizations use approved curriculum materials rather than other materials. Leaders should encourage teachers to teach lessons in the order they are presented in the manuals to help ensure that all topics planned for the year are taught and to maintain consistency throughout the Church.  (36363, Introduction, 1)
Teaching Guidebook - The Church has carefully prepared approved curriculum materials based on the scriptures and teachings of the latter-day prophets. Ask your priesthood or auxiliary leader whether the following resources are available for you to use:

· A teacher’s manual published by the Church for your class

· Copies of the scriptures for class members

· Church magazines containing teachings of the latter-day prophets

· Scripture study aids available in your language

· A set of pictures called the Gospel Art Picture Kit, which should be in your meetinghouse library

Look over the available items so you can plan how to use them in your lessons. You do not need elaborate materials to be an effective teacher. Christ taught many lessons in humble surroundings. The most important influence in your teaching is the Spirit. Appropriate use of teaching resources along with the guidance of the Spirit offers the greatest potential for gospel learning. (34595, Prepare Your Lesson, 13)
Observations

· There remains no definition of “approved materials”.  

· Nor is it clear who does the approving.  We are left to assume that is done by the general authorities.  The leaders however often use committees to help with the work, the membership of which consists mostly of people who are not general authorities.  

· It is not clear what the actual criteria were for approving the materials.

In practice the possible definitions of “approved materials” are:

1. Materials Available at the Distribution Center
The sources at www.lds.org above seem to infer this definition.  (The distribution center online is at www.ldscatalog.com.)  

· Technically this would not include older manuals or periodicals.  The distribution center does not stock old Ensigns, let alone discontinued periodicals such as The Improvement Era and Times and Seasons.  Nor does it stock old manuals - priesthood, relief society, etc.

· This definition also excludes books by church leaders published by Deseret Book, Bookcraft, etc.

· This definition also excludes books and periodicals published by BYU.

· Distribution Centers around the world vary greatly in the amount of material they carry and the languages available.

2. Anything Published by the Church
We have heard this definition on a local level but have never seen it in print or spoken by a general authority.

· This would include church magazines from past years such as older issues of the Ensign, plus all of The Improvement Era and even all the way back to Times and Seasons.

· This would include The Journal of Discourses, which includes here and there some very speculative material.

· This would exclude any books by church leaders published by Deseret Book, Bookcraft, etc. or even President Hinckley’s Standing For Something published by subsidiaries of Random House.  

· Does “the church” in this definition include Deseret Book because the church owns it?  If so we open the door to Mormon fiction as well as books making no mention of our church.

· Does “the church” in this definition include BYU?  In other words, does this definition include BYU Studies or the Maxwell Institute (formerly FARMS)?  Both of these publish a wealth of scholarly LDS books and periodicals, some of which are done in conjunction with Deseret Book.

3. Only the scriptures and the current 
manual for the particular class.
Several years ago we heard this from a high councilor assigned to the ward in which we were living.  He was angry that one of us quoted from the institute student manual, a multivolume set available from the distribution center.  
· This definition is supported by the final quote above from LDS.org.  However, a careful rereading does not support that the 5-part list in the quote is all approved materials in their entirety.  
· This definition would exclude books from the distribution center such as The Miracle of Forgiveness and Jesus The Christ.
4. As Directed by the Lord Himself
D&C 68:4 - Whatsoever [spoken] when moved upon by the Holy Ghost is scripture.  

D&C 88:78-79 - Teach ye diligently and my grace shall attend you, that you may be instructed more perfectly in theory, in principle, in doctrine, in the law of the gospel, in all things that pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are expedient for you to understand;  Of things both in heaven and in the earth, and under the earth; things which have been, things which are, things which must shortly come to pass; things which are at home, things which are abroad; the wars and the perplexities of the nations, and the judgments which are on the land; and a knowledge also of countries and of kingdoms.

D&C 88:118 - And as all have not faith, seek ye diligently and teach one another words of wisdom; yea, seek ye out of the best books words of wisdom; seek learning, even by study and also by faith. (also in D&C 109:7)
D&C 109:14 - And do thou grant, Holy Father, that all those who shall worship in this house may be taught words of wisdom out of the best books, and that they may seek learning even by study, and also by faith, as thou hast said;

Interestingly the four passages above are rarely if ever found in conjunction with the term “approved materials”.

In the passage in D&C 88:118 the Lord does not say who “ye” is.  If it is only general authorities and committees at church headquarters, then this passage can apply to definitions 1 through 3 and exclude the general membership.  However the passage in D&C 109 expands it at least to those who will worship in the temple.   

If “ye” can indeed be applied to the general membership, then there is risk.  If the teacher by himself or herself is allowed latitude he or she could make mistakes.  It is like driving a hundred mile stretch of road that is not fully enclosed with guard rails.  
Elder Packer compared this risk to sickness.  When a few people fall ill we have a tendency to medicate everyone, even the healthy.  “While we all seem to agree that overmedication, over-programming, is a critically serious problem, we have failed to reduce the treatments.  It has been virtually impossible to affect any reduction in programs.  Each time we try, advocates cry to high heaven that we are putting the spiritual lives of our youth at risk.” (Regional Representative Seminar, Friday, March 30, 1990)  Another risk is that centralized control is jeopardized.

President Benson said, “Usually the Lord gives us the overall objectives to be accomplished and some guidelines to follow, but he expects us to work out most of the details and methods. The methods and procedures are usually developed through study and prayer and by living so that we can obtain and follow the promptings of the Spirit. Less spiritually advanced people, such as those in the days of Moses, had to be commanded in many things. Today those who are spiritually alert look at the objectives, check the guidelines laid down by the Lord and his prophets, and then prayerfully act—without having to be commanded ‘in all things.’ [D&C 58:26-29] This attitude prepares men for godhood.”  (God, Family, Country: Our Three Great Loyalties, 381) 

5. Vague, General Term to Guide Teachers

In this view there are no specifics.  We expand from a central core of scriptures to recent conference addresses, to other articles and books by our leaders, from there back through the history of the church and into supplemental helps even from non-member poets, historians, scientists and cultural experts – with the majority of our teaching material staying within the first two levels.

This is the only definition that matches all of the quotes.

Conclusions

“Approved materials” is like a painting by Monet, it makes sense only from a distance and close-up it is a bit of a mess.
The term is vague in meaning and anonymous in authorship.

The term has little if any support in the standard works, by which we are commanded to measure truth. 

The term is possibly the result of over-medication and sometimes over-control, which is a natural tendency (see D&C 121:39).

The term is also likely the result of a few slothful and unwise servants, those teachers who failed to magnify their calling and have forced the Lord’s servants to more fully command in all things.

The directive to use approved materials is a policy, not a doctrine.  It is unfortunate that a principle was not used in its place, which could have been applied to circumstances by local priesthood and auxiliary counsels.  M. Russell Ballard said -  

The most advanced, universal, and practical leadership philosophy ever put forth was given in this simple statement by the Prophet Joseph Smith: "I teach the people correct principles and they govern themselves" (quoted by John Taylor, in Journal of Discourses, 10:57-58).  Area Presidencies are to teach stake presidencies the overall vision, direction, purpose, and correct principles of the Church, and then they are to let stake presidencies govern or manage their stakes. A similar pattern applies to bishops and their wards and to parents and their families. "Wherefore, now let every man learn his duty, and to act in the office in which he is appointed, in all diligence" (D&C 107:99). (Counseling with Our Councils, p. 58 – 59)
James E. Faust confirmed that the precept still applies – 

The Prophet Joseph Smith was once asked how he governed so diverse a people. His answer was, “I teach the people correct principles and they govern themselves.” This statement is just as true today as it was in Joseph’s time.  (“The Weightier Matters of the Law: Judgment, Mercy, and Faith”, Ensign, Nov. 1997, p. 53)
The assigned topics within the yearly curriculum are equally rigid, at least as they are implemented.  On August 14, 2003, North America experienced its worst blackout in history and it became a major event worldwide.  The current priesthood and relief society curriculum allows some leeway for the topic of the first Sunday adult priesthood and relief society classes.  However we are aware of no wards in our area that capitalized on the opportunity by inserting a lesson on emergency preparedness and year’s supply during a first Sunday or any other Sunday.  Our stake coincidentally had a preparedness fair scheduled a month later, but by then much of the immediacy was lost.    

Businesses however were quick to take advantage as sales of generators, flashlights and foodstuffs skyrocketed - “for the children of this world are in their generation wiser than the children of light.” (Luke 16:8).  The events of 9-11 afforded similar opportunities for lessons in the Holy Ghost as comforter, emergency preparedness, signs of the times, forgiveness and the plan of salvation.  Likewise is true for Hurricane Katrina.  We do not recall any timely variations on the assigned topics in any of the classes.
(Article by Zan and Misty Larsen)
Extra Material

What Exactly Are Approved Materials?

Conference talks?  
Here are some things we can find in them -
· Quotes by Christian philosopher C. S. Lewis.
· Poems and non-LDS quotes used by President Monson.

· Elder Nelson quoted the apocryphal book the “Discourse on Abbatôn” in a conference talk. (“The Creation”, Ensign, May 2000, p. 84)  Regarding the apocrypha, D&C 91 says, “There are many things contained therein that are true, and it is mostly translated correctly … And whoso is enlightened by the Spirit shall obtain benefit therefrom.”
· Elder Maxwell quotes the ancient book called “The Second Book of Esdras”. (A Wonderful Flood of Light, p. 125) 
· Elder Maxwell also quotes “Slavonic Enoch”.  (But for a Small Moment, footnotes) 

· Other apostles and prophets quoted non-scriptural ancient documents include Orson F. Whitney, Orson Pratt, John A. Widstoe, James E. Talmage, Joseph Fielding Smith, Mark E. Peterson and Bruce R. McConkie.
Ensigns?
· From October 1975 to August 1977 the Ensign published a 13-part series called “A Strange Thing in the Land: The Return of the Book of Enoch" by BYU professor Hugh Nibley.  The series is available in the Ensign library at www.lds.org.  That series was later included in the book Enoch the Prophet by the same author.  Is the series of articles approved?  Is the reprint of it (with expanded footnotes) in the book allowed?
Books by church presidents, apostles or other general authorities?

· For an eye-opener of how much work he puts into his talks, scan the list of scholarly sources in the footnotes section at the end of Elder Maxwell’s But for a Small Moment (on the GospelLink 2001 CD).

Non-scriptural Ancient documents?

· “Although not canonized nor accepted as scripture, the pseudepigrapha are useful in showing various concepts and beliefs held by ancient peoples in the Middle East. In many instances latter-day revelation gives the careful student sufficient insight to discern truth from error in the narratives, and demonstrates that there is an occasional glimmer of historical accuracy in those ancient writings. The student may profit from this, always applying the divine injunction that ‘whoso is enlightened by the Spirit shall obtain benefit therefrom’ (D&C 91: 5).” (“Pseudepigrapha”, LDS Bible Dictionary)
Previous manuals for priesthood, Relief Society and Sunday School?

· The Gospel Through The Ages, 1946 priesthood manual that compares aspects of ancient religions to what we know from the restored gospel.
· Chiasmus chapter from Relief Society manual

· An Approach To The Book of Mormon, 1957 manual written by Hugh Nibley.



The scriptures give no such directive to use only approved materials, let alone define that list.  In contrast the scriptures gives a large amount of direction and examples in how to prepare lessons.

From D&C 88, “The Olive Leaf” – 

76 Also, I give unto you a commandment that ye shall
continue in prayer and fasting from this time forth.

77 And I give unto you a commandment that you shall
teach one another the doctrine of the kingdom.

78 Teach ye diligently 

and my grace shall attend you, 

that you may be instructed more perfectly 

in theory, 

in principle,

in doctrine, 

in the law of the gospel, 

in all things that pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are expedient for you to understand;

79 Of things both in heaven 

and in the earth, 

and under the earth; 

things which have been, 

things which are, 

things which must shortly come to pass; 

things which are at home, 

things which are abroad; 

the wars and the perplexities of the nations, 

and the judgments which are on the land; 

and a knowledge also of countries and of kingdoms—

80 That ye may be prepared in all things when I shall send you again to magnify the calling  whereunto I have called you, 

and the mission with which I have commissioned you.

81 Behold, I sent you out to testify and warn the people, and it becometh every man who hath been warned to warn his neighbor.

82 Therefore, they are left without excuse [“I wasn’t told by the spirit with clear reasoning and persuasive evidence to give me a foundation for belief], and their sins are upon their own heads.

83 He that seeketh me early shall find me, and shall not be forsaken.

M. Russell Ballard - Regarding the need of effective teaching in the Church, President Kimball gave this counsel: “Please take a particular interest in strengthening and improving the quality of teaching in the Church. … I fear at times that all too often many of our members come to church, sit through a class or meeting, and then return home having been largely uninformed. … We all need to be touched and nurtured by the Spirit, and effective teaching is one of the most important ways this can happen.” (Ensign, May 1981, p. 45.)  (“Teaching—No Greater Call,” Ensign, May 1983, 68)


As a teacher, I often run across materials that I feel would add interest and depth to my classes. These are not listed as approved supplementary materials in the manual. Should I limit myself only to materials that are listed in the manual or am I free to use the fruits of my own research?

Weldon Thacker, member, Church Teacher Development Committee: When lesson manuals are written by Church committees, they are done with the realization that lessons must be appropriate for and usable by teachers throughout the Church. These teachers will come from varying educational backgrounds, cultures, and Church experiences; therefore, the content must be stated in such a way so it can be used and understood universally. Consequently, examples and illustrations appropriate in one situation may not be appropriate in another.

Therefore, it is expected that the individual teacher will take advantage of supplementary resources available to him to increase the effectiveness of his lesson. The teacher development program emphasizes that teachers must adapt the lessons to the needs of the particular individuals in their classes.

However, there is one caution. The material published in the lesson manuals of the Church has all been read and approved by the correlation committees of the Church as being appropriate in terms of doctrine and content. Therefore, when a teacher decides to use material in a lesson other than that provided or referred to in the Church lesson manuals, he should do so as long as it is of a nature that would be approved by the leaders of the Church.

Avoid the temptation to use materials, exciting though they may be, if they would tend to undermine the faith of the members of the class, arouse controversy, or promote causes that have not been publicly approved by the leaders of the Church. Remember that the members of your class have different backgrounds from which to interpret the concepts presented in class. Their understanding and testimonies of the gospel may not be as strong or as complete as yours and therefore may be shaken more easily. Concern about how they will react to the material should be considered carefully. The supplementary material you select should be chosen with these criteria in mind.
(“I Have a Question,” Ensign, June 1974, p. 57–58)


“We could use some instruction on staying with correlated materials in our lessons.” – Overheard from an attendee at a teacher training meeting.
What the person meant was approved material that had received certification from the Church’s Correlation Department.  
The use of the word correlate instead of approve is at first puzzling.  The Correlation Department is probably the result of the herculean effort decades ago of bringing separate organization and auxiliaries in the Church into harmony and leadership.  That effort was likely unrelated for the most part to approving verbiage.  While we should not find fault “because of the placing of our words” (Ether 12:25), because the term correlate is used broadly, it deserves a closer look.
correlate - To put in or to have some relation of connection.  (Word Tutor, http://www.answers.com/correlate&r=67)
The materials at lds.org and otherwise, which have been “correlated”, have little to do with harmony between organizations.  Correlate has become a purposeful distortion of language, possibly to soften the tone of approve and, in the starkest sense, censor.

Even more ambiguous and unfortunate is to try to understand what is meant by “materials that are not approved.”  Which is it -
1. Materials not yet processed and certified by the Correlation Department?  (In others words, materials that might yet gain approval.)

2. Materials that are forbidden?
Why not instead focus on training people to identify quality materials, specifically what measures to apply, standards to use and skills to develop?  Yes there is risk that some individuals will still not choose wisely, yet that is the very nature of this probationary life.  As a military historian and strategist (correlated in the normal sense but not in the sense of approved) wrote –
Commendable and highly prized though concern for minimizing losses may be, especially in a democracy, there are times when caution leads to false economy …  (Dan van der Vat in The Pacific Campaign, The U.S. – Japanese Naval War 1941-1945, p. 385-386)
The loss regarding the approved-materials approach is in not building solid and durable individuals who can withstand the attacks and storms of the world with vigor.  
… We believe all things, we hope all things, we have endured many things, and hope to be able to endure all things.  If there is anything virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy, we seek after these things.  (13th Article of Faith)


A recent example of using materials that have not been correlated or approved (apparently) is Elder Holland’s seminal speech in April Conference, 2008.  Here are the non-approved sources he used –
1. For an introductory discussion on this topic, see Stephen E. Robinson, Are Mormons Christians? (1991), 46. The issue of canon is discussed on pages 45–56. Canon is defined as “an authoritative list of books accepted as Holy Scripture” (Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed. [2003], “canon”).

2. See Bruce M. Metzger, Manuscripts of the Greek Bible: An Introduction to Greek Paleography (1981), 54–55.

5. Lee M. McDonald, The Formation of the Christian Biblical Canon, rev. ed. (1995), 255–56.
10. N. T. Wright, The Last Word: Beyond the Bible Wars to a New Understanding of the Authority of Scripture (2005), xi.
11. Wright, The Last Word, 24.

15. “An Address,” The Complete Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1929), 45.

For proponents of the approved-materials approach, there appear to be only two possible conclusions –
1. Elder Holland acted inappropriately and was not a proper example for teachers.

2. He and the other General Authorities are allowed to use outside materials by the nature and level of their callings, but other people in the Church are not.
If the latter, may the rest of us now use the quotes he used?  If yes, may we use anything else from the book or work that a quote is from?  May we look into any of the quoted authors’ other works?

Proponents may argue that this is all taking the point beyond the mark.  However consider the Book of Mormon itself.  We live in an age when even the tiniest technical details are holding up under the closest scrutiny.  It is an astounding masterpiece of accuracy. Joseph Smith’s comment that it is the “most correct book” may well be in regards to its moral teachings, but it is also now shining forth in many other ways.  It contains proper patterns for teaching and learning, and for thinking and leading.
The approved-correlated-materials policy is more like a Monet painting – nice from a distance but up close a bit of a mess.  

“The society which scorns excellence in plumbing as a humble activity and tolerates shoddiness in philosophy because it is an exalted activity will have neither good plumbing nor good philosophy: neither its pipes nor its theories will hold water.” – John Gardner (http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/John_W._Gardner)
