Progression into 
the Eternities 

Is There Progression Between Kingdoms?

Spencer W. Kimball - After a person has been assigned to his place in the kingdom, either in the telestial, the terrestrial, or the celestial, or to his exaltation, he will never advance from his assigned glory to another glory.  That is eternal!  That is why we must make our decisions early in life and why it is imperative that such decisions be right.”  (The Teachings of Spencer W. Kimball, p, 50)
Loved Ones in Lower Kingdoms

Melvin J. Ballard - I have several times been asked, how is it possible for those who attain celestial glory ever to feel fully happy and satisfied to know that their children are in the telestial world, and never would have the privilege of coming up with their parents in the celestial kingdom.

We must not overlook the fact that those who attain to the higher glories may minister unto and visit and associate with those of the lesser kingdoms. [D&C 76:86-88]   While the lesser may not come up [D&C 76:112], they may still enjoy the companionship of their loved ones who are in higher stations.  Also we must not forget that even the least degree of glory, as the Lord has expressed it, is beyond all our present understanding [D&C 76:89].  

So that they are in the presence of glorious conditions, even though they attain unto the least place, and we must not forget either that these, our sons, are our Father's sons and daughters; and he has other sons and daughters who do not even attain unto the telestial kingdom.  They are sons of perdition cast out with the devil and his angels, and though the Father has grieved over them, he still has not the power to rescue and save them because he gave them free agency, and they used that in such a manner that they have shut themselves out from his presence. [D&C 76:30-49]  But he is justified. He has performed his full duty by them and that is the condition which we ought to be in to feel justified, though we may be so unfortunate as to have some of our children in the lesser kingdoms, if we have done our full duty by them.  We may be sad at the thought of their not being with us, but we will not have the sting or remorse of conscience.  If we have failed, however, to do our duty, then naturally we will feel to regret their situation and censure ourselves in part for the same. (Sermons and Missionary Services of Melvin J. Ballard by Bryant S. Hinckley, p. 257)
Does God Progress in Knowledge?

Neal A. Maxwell - There is simply no way to reconcile the doctrine of the omniscience of God with the notion of a god who is something less than that.

Unfortunately, the omniscience of God in the minds of some well-meaning Latter-day Saints has been qualified by the concept of "eternal progression."  Some have wrongly assumed God's progress is related to His acquisition of additional knowledge.  In fact, God's "eternal progression" (if one is nevertheless determined to apply these two words to God) is related to the successful execution, again and again, of His plan of salvation to redeem billions of His children throughout His many creations.  President Brigham Young said there are "millions of earths" like this one. (Journal of Discourses 11:41.)  Of this marvelous recurring and redemptive process that rolls forth on such a vast scale, God has said that "his course is one eternal round." (D&C 3:2)
President Joseph Fielding Smith observed that God's progression "is in building worlds and bringing to pass the immortality and eternal life of man … not his intelligence or knowledge, or virtue, or wisdom, or love, for these things are, as the scriptures teach, in a state of perfection." (Church History and Modern Revelation, v. 1, p. 169)
Since we cannot fully comprehend any one of God's perfected attributes, we surely cannot comprehend them in the aggregate.  But we can have faith in Him and in His attributes as He has described these to us.  This is what He asks of us.  We may say that this is a lot to ask, but anything less will not do.

Those who try to qualify God's omniscience fail to understand that He has no need to avoid ennui [boredom] by learning new things.  Because God's love is also perfect, there is, in fact, divine delight in that "one eternal round" which, to us, seems to be all routine and repetition.  God derives His great and continuing joy and glory by increasing and advancing His creations, and not from new intellectual experiences.

There is a vast difference, therefore, between an omniscient God and the false notion that God is on some sort of post-doctoral fellowship, still searching for additional key truths and vital data.  Were the latter so, God might, at any moment, discover some new truth not previously known to Him that would restructure, diminish, or undercut certain truths previously known by Him.  Prophecy would be mere prediction.  Planning assumptions pertaining to our redemption would need to be revised.  Fortunately for us, however, His plan of salvation is constantly underway—not constantly under revision.  (All These Things Shall Give Thee Experience, p. 14)
Personal Progression

vicissitude - Regular change or succession of one thing to another; as the vicissitudes of day and night, and of winter and summer; the vicissitudes of the seasons.  (Websters 1828 Dictionary) 

Joseph Smith - All men know that they must die.  And it is important that we should understand the reasons and causes of our exposure to the vicissitudes of life and of death, and the designs and purposes of God in our coming into the world, our sufferings here, and our departure hence.  What is the object of our coming into existence, then dying and falling away, to be here no more?  It is but reasonable to suppose that God would reveal something in reference to the matter, and it is a subject we ought to study more than any other.  We ought to study it day and night, for the world is ignorant in reference to their true condition and relation.  If we have any claim on our Heavenly Father for anything, it is for knowledge on this important subject. 

Could we read and comprehend all that has been written from the days of Adam, on the relation of man to God and angels in a future state, we should know very little about it.  Reading the experience of others, or the revelation given to them, can never give us a comprehensive view of our condition and true relation to God.  Knowledge of these things can only be obtained by experience through the ordinances of God set forth for that purpose.  Could you gaze into heaven five minutes, you would know more than you would by reading all that ever was written on the subject. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 6, p. 50)

Neal A. Maxwell - It is much easier to believe in eternal progression than to practice daily improvement.  (All These Things Shall Give Thee Experience, p. 14)

Neal A. Maxwell – [Question:] Isn't the idea of eternal progression a concept that creates almost unrealistic pressures to improve?  [Answer:] You're back to that same basic concern again.  Discipleship need not be hectic.  The gospel suggests to us ultimate perfection, but eternal progression rests on the assumption of gradual but regular improvement in our lives.  In the city of Enoch the near perfection of this people occurred "in process of time" over many, many years.  This is also the case with us. (Deposition of a Disciple, p. 70)
Joseph Smith - It mattereth not whether we live long or short on the earth after we come to a knowledge of these principles and obey them unto the end. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 4, p. 555)
Joseph Smith - All your losses will be made up to you in the resurrection, provided you continue faithful.  By the vision of the Almighty I have seen it. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 5, p. 362)

Progression in the Spirit World

Heber C. Kimball – [Jedediah M. Grant] said to me, brother Heber, I have been into the spirit world two nights in succession, and, of all the dreads that ever came across me, the worst was to have to again return to my body, though I had to do it.  But O, says he, the order and government that were there!  … [skipping many great things]  … He asked his wife Caroline where Joseph and Hyrum and Father Smith and others were; she replied, "they have gone away ahead, to perform and transact business for us."  The same as when brother Brigham and his brethren left Winter Quarters and came here to search out a home; they came to find a location for their brethren.
Wilford Woodruff - After the death of Joseph Smith I saw and conversed with him many times in my dreams in the night season … [skipping many great things] I have had many interviews with Brother Joseph until the last 15 or 20 years of my life; I have not seen him for that length of time.  But during my travels in the southern country last winter I had many interviews with President Young, and with Heber C. Kimball, and Geo. A. Smith, and Jedediah M. Grant, and many others who are dead … The thought came to me that Brother Joseph had left the work of watching over this church and kingdom to others, and that he had gone ahead, and that he had left this work to men who have lived and labored with us since he left us.  This idea manifested itself to me, that such men advance in the spirit world.  And I believe myself that these men who have died and gone into the spirit world had this mission left with them, that is, a certain portion of them, to watch over the Latter-day Saints.  (Journal of Discourses, v. 21, p. 318-319)
Hartman Rector, Jr. - It may be very difficult to gain forgiveness for these kinds of sins.  President Brigham Young said it is a hundred times easier to repent here on the earth than it is in the spirit world.  By the same token, if we go there in the right condition, it is a hundred times easier to learn in the spirit world than it is here in this life.  So we should do what we can do best where we are.  Now is the best time to repent; then will be the best time to learn.  (Conference Report, October 1970, Afternoon Meeting, p.74-75.  Note: This does not appear to be an accurate paraphrase of President Young.  The only relevant quote we could find is below.)
Brigham Young - I shall not cease learning while I live, nor when I arrive in the spirit-world; but shall there learn with greater facility; and when I again receive my body, I shall learn a thousand times more in a thousand times less time; and then I do not mean to cease learning, but shall still continue my researches.  (Journal of Discourses, v. 8, p. 10)
Surpasses All Understanding

D&C 76:89 - And thus we saw, in the heavenly vision, the glory of the telestial, which surpasses all understanding;

Larry E.  Dahl – Regarding "surpasses all understanding": a rather common notion in connection with this verse is that Joseph Smith had taught that if we knew what the telestial kingdom was like, we would commit suicide to get there.  What the Prophet said was not in reference to the telestial kingdom, but to life "behind the veil," which may mean a number of things.  The Prophet's statement (Charles Walker quoting Wilford Woodruff quoting Joseph Smith) is as follows:

Br. Woodruff spoke … He refered to a saying of Joseph Smith which he heard him utter (like this) That if the People knew what was behind the vail, they would try by every means to commit suicide that they might get there, but the Lord in his wisdom had implanted the fear of death in every person that they might cling to life and thus accomplish the designs of their creator.  (From his chapter in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 1: The Doctrine and Covenants, p. 307-308)

So Much More
Brigham Young - "There are millions and millions of kingdoms that the people have no conception of … There are myriads of people pertaining to this earth who will come up and receive a glory according to their capacity.”  (Journal of Discourses, v. 6, p. 347)

Truman Madsen - [Joseph Smith] said of Doctrine and Covenants section 76 on the three degrees of glory, "I could explain a hundred fold more than I ever have of the glories of the kingdoms manifested to me in the vision, were I permitted, and were the people prepared to receive them.”  A hundred times more than the present length would be more than the full length of the Doctrine and Covenants.  (Joseph Smith the Prophet, p. 43)

(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen)

Extra Material

Neal A. Maxwell – Whenever Church members speak of consecration, it should be done reverently while acknowledging that each of us “come[s] short of the glory of God,” some of us far short (Romans.  3:23).  Even the conscientious have not arrived, but they sense the shortfall and are genuinely striving.  Consolingly, God’s grace flows not only to those “who love [Him] and keep all [His] commandments,” but likewise to those “that [seek] so to do” (D&C 46:9).

A second group of members are “honorable” but not “valiant.”  They are not really aware of the gap nor of the importance of closing it (see D&C 76:75, 79).  These “honorable” individuals are certainly not miserable nor wicked, nor are they unrighteous and unhappy.  It is not what they have done but what they have left undone that is amiss.  For example, if valiant, they could touch others deeply instead of merely being remembered pleasantly.

… Consider the returned missionary, skills polished while serving an honorable mission, striving earnestly for success in his career.  Busy, he ends up in a posture of some accommodation with the world.  Thus he forgoes building up the kingdom first and instead builds up himself.  A small course correction now would make a large, even destinational, difference for him later on.

These deficiencies just illustrated are those of omission.  Once the telestial sins are left behind and henceforth avoided, the focus falls ever more on the sins of omission.  These omissions signify a lack of qualifying fully for the celestial kingdom.  Only greater consecration can correct these omissions, which have consequences just as real as do the sins of commission.  Many of us thus have sufficient faith to avoid the major sins of commission, but not enough faith to sacrifice our distracting obsessions or to focus on our omissions.  (“Swallowed Up in the Will of the Father,” Ensign, Nov.  1995, p. 22)
Deseret News - Worldwide, the 12.5 million member church has more than 100 temples, which are used for marriages, baptisms and other religious rites, but not worship services.  Compared to the others, the remote Nauvoo temple serves a small population of nearby Mormons.

"This is really, you might say, a tourist temple.  It's here because it's historically significant," said David Wright, who controls administrative duties as recorder for the Nauvoo temple.

Temples are sacred and only about 30 percent of Mormons qualify to enter them, based on standards that include tithing, moral character and adhering to prohibitions on alcohol, tobacco and caffeine, Wright said.   (“Nauvoo — Tiny town is a tourist magnet” by Jan Dennis, Associated Press, 3 Dec. 2006)
Alma 48:23 - Now, they were sorry to take up arms against the Lamanites, because they did not delight in the shedding of blood; yea, and this was not all—they were sorry to be the means of sending so many of their brethren out of this world into an eternal world, unprepared to meet their God.

Mosiah 25:11 - And again, when they thought upon the Lamanites, who were their brethren, of their sinful and polluted state, they were filled with pain and anguish for the welfare of their souls.

Hell

The term "hell" as used in the King James Version of the Bible is the English translation of four words in the original biblical languages: Hebrew sheol and Greek hades, geenna (Heb. gehenna), and a noun implied in the verb tartar.  These terms generally signify the abode of all the dead, whether righteous or disobedient, although geenna and tartaróo are associated with a place of punishment. The derivation and literal meaning of sheol are unknown, but words in Hebrew derived from it bear the idea of "hollowness."

Latter-day scriptures describe at least three senses of hell: 

1. That condition of misery which may attend a person in mortality due to disobedience to divine law; 

2. The miserable, but temporary, state of disobedient spirits in the spirit world awaiting the resurrection; 

3. The permanent habitation of the sons of perdition, who suffer the second spiritual death and remain in hell even after the resurrection.

Persons experiencing the first type of hell can be rescued from suffering through repentance and obedience to the laws and ordinances of the gospel of Jesus Christ because of the Atonement of Jesus Christ.  The Savior suffered so that he could deliver everyone from hell (Alma 7:11-13; 33:23). Those who do not repent, however, may experience the pains of hell in this life as well as in the next (D&C 76:104; 1 Ne. 16:2; Alma 40:14).  The Prophet Joseph Smith described the true nature of hell: "A man is his own tormenter and his own condemner.  Hence the saying, They shall go into the lake that burns with fire and brimstone.  The torment of disappointment in the mind of man is as exquisite as a lake burning with fire and brimstone" (TPJS, p. 357).  Thus, hell is both a place, a part of the world of spirits where suffering and sorrow occur, and a state of mind associated with remorseful realization of one's own sins (Mosiah 2:38; Alma 36:12-16).

A second type, a temporary hell of the postmortal spirit world, is also spoken of as a spirit prison.  Here, in preparation for the Resurrection, unrepentant spirits are cleansed through suffering that would have been obviated by the Atonement of Christ had they repented during mortality (D&C 19:15-20; Alma 40:13-14).  At the last resurrection this hell will give up its captive spirits.  Many of these spirits will enter into the Telestial Kingdom in their resurrected state (2 Ne. 9:10-12; D&C 76:84-89, 106; Rev. 20:13).  References to an everlasting hell for these spirits are interpreted in light of the Doctrine and Covenants, which defines Endless and Eternal as referring not to the length of punishment, but rather referring to God's punishment because he is "endless" and "eternal" (19:4-13).  Individual spirits will be cleansed, will cease to experience the fiery torment of mind, and will be resurrected with their physical bodies.

The Savior's reference to the "gates of hell" (Hades, or the spirit world; Matt. 16:18) indicates, among other things, that God's priesthood power will penetrate hell and redeem the repentant spirits there.  Many have been, and many more will yet be, delivered from hell through hearing, repenting, and obeying the gospel of Jesus Christ in the spirit world after the death of the body.  LDS doctrine emphasizes that after his mortal death Jesus Christ went to the spirit world and organized the teaching of the gospel there (D&C 138; cf. Luke 23:43; 1 Pet. 3:18-20).  The Athanasian Creed and some forms of the "Apostles"' Creed state that Christ "descended into hell."  LDS teaching is that Jesus entered the spirit world to extend his redemptive mission to those in hell, upon conditions of their repentance (see Salvation of the Dead).

A third meaning of "hell" (second spiritual death) refers to the realm of the devil and his angels, including those known as sons of perdition (2 Pet. 2:4; D&C 29:38; 88:113; Rev. 20:14).  It is a place for those who cannot be cleansed by the Atonement because they committed the unforgivable and unpardonable sin (1 Ne. 15:35; D&C 76:30-49). Only this hell continues to operate after the Resurrection and Judgment.

Hyrum L. Andrus – [A] poem by William W. Phelps states:

The works of God continue, and worlds and lives abound;

 Improvement and progression have one eternal round,

There is no end to matter; there is no end to space;

There is no end to spirit; there is no end to race.

There is no end to virtue; there is no end to might;

There is no end to wisdom; there is no end to light.

There is no end to union; there is no end to youth;

There is no end to priesthood; there is no end to truth. 
- Hymn #257
This in no way indicates that there is progression from one degree of glory to a higher degree, such as from the telestial kingdom to the terrestrial, etc.  Though there may be progression within a given kingdom, the scriptures indicate that there is no progression from one kingdom to a higher one.  Of those in the telestial kingdom, a revelation said: "And they shall be servants of the Most High; but where God and Christ dwell they cannot come, worlds without end. (D&C 76:112).  

This means that those in the telestial kingdom cannot progress either to the terrestrial or to the celestial kingdom, for Christ can dwell in the terrestrial kingdom.  Of those who do not obey the Law of Eternal Marriage, another revelation says: "They … remain separately and singly, without exaltation, in their saved condition, to all eternity; and from henceforth are not gods, but are angels of God forever and ever." (D&C 132:17).  Here again it is evident that man cannot progress from one condition in the resurrection to a higher kingdom.  (Doctrinal Commentary on the Pearl of Great Price, p. 508)
Alan K. Parrish - Elder [John A.] Widtsoe's teachings about salvation and progression in the lower degrees of glory are unusually optimistic and cause some to question whether he pictured progression to be on a single continuum, so that in time all the blessings of the highest kingdom may be obtained by those in the lower kingdoms.  These teachings raise the question of overlap, or the possibility of progression between the three degrees of glory.  The following statement was given in his lectures at USC, to indicate his belief that though there is progression in all the degrees of glory, it is "utterly impossible" to progress from one degree to another.

"The question is frequently asked concerning three men placed in the three glories, can the one in the lower glory, by acceptable living in that glory, be transferred into the next glory, and the one in the middle glory move into the higher glory?  If you will stop to think, you will see how utterly impossible that is. Growth, the basis of judgment, means greater power, greater strength.  Those who are placed in the highest glory have greater power for, or a greater rate of, increase. They move at the rate of, say, fifty miles an hour, while those in the next glory move at twenty-five miles an hour; and those in the lower have power to move at only ten miles an hour.  In the course of time, the one in the lower glory may reach the point that was occupied by the one in the higher, but then the one in the higher glory will be miles and miles ahead.  Start three automobiles at the same time moving ten, twenty, and thirty miles an hour, and you will see that every second they are farther and farther apart, yet all are progressing." 

This explanation was given to non-Latter-day Saint students.  He might not have chosen to characterize it quite so simply to an audience familiar with Latter-day Saint beliefs.  The statement and the impression given in the illustration, that in time those in the lower kingdoms "may reach the point that was occupied by one in the higher," is misleading.  The logical extension is that in time the slower cars could reach the starting point of the fastest, or that telestial and terrestrial beings may, in time, become celestial.  

As already indicated, Elder Widtsoe did not believe there could be progression between kingdoms.  His explanation was that the capacities of those in lower kingdoms were incompatible with life in the higher degrees and that their progression was confined to their inferior capacity. President Joseph Fielding Smith taught that progression in the different degrees was to be in different directions.

"The celestial and terrestrial and telestial glories, I have heard compared to the wheels on a train.  The second and third may, and will, reach the place where the first was, but the first will have moved on and will still be just the same distance in advance of them.  This illustration is not true! The wheels do not run on the same track, and do not go in the same direction. The terrestrial and the telestial are limited in their powers of advancement, worlds without end.

(From his chapter in Doctrines for Exaltation: The 1989 Sperry Symposium on the Doctrine and Covenants, p. 214)
