Feed My Sheep

If I can just understand the gospel as it’s taught in the Primary manuals, isn’t that all I need?

1 Corinthians 13:11 - When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.

Hebrews 5:12-13 - For when for the time ye ought to be teachers, ye have need that one teach you again which be the first principles of the oracles of God; and are become such as have need of milk, and not of strong meat.  For every one that useth milk is unskillful in the word of righteousness: for he is a babe. 

Hebrews 6:1 – Therefore let us go on and get past the elementary stage in the teachings and doctrine of Christ…, advancing steadily toward the completeness and perfection that belong to spiritual maturity. (Amplified Bible)
But isn’t the gospel simple?

The word “gospel” has two meanings.  First, in D&C 27:5 the Lord says the Book of Mormon contains the fullness of the gospel.  In that sense the word “gospel” means the “good news” that the savior atoned for our sins and that we must obey the commandments.  

Joseph F. Smith - In the theological sense, the gospel means more than just the tidings of good news… There is no fundamental principle, or truth anywhere in the universe, that is not embraced in the gospel of Jesus Christ… (Gospel Doctrine, p. 85-86)  

Ezra Taft Benson - The gospel can be viewed from two perspectives. In the broadest sense, the gospel embraces all truth, all light, all revealed knowledge to mankind. (Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson, p. 30)
Isn’t the gospel plain?

Consider the book of Isaiah.  Nephi says “my soul delighteth in plainness unto my people, that they may learn.” (1 Nephi 25:4) – yet he is the same person who put many chapters of Isaiah in the Book of Mormon.  “…I, Nephi, write more of the words of Isaiah, for my soul delighteth in his words.” (2 Nephi 11:2)  Nephi later adds, “For behold, Isaiah spake many things which were hard for many of my people to understand; for they know not concerning the manner of prophesying among the Jews” (2 Nephi 25:1) – and we too have the same difficulty.  

Isaiah is quoted throughout the New Testament and throughout the other 3 standard works.  In 3 Nephi 23:1 our resurrected Lord commanded the Nephites (and us) to “search these things diligently; for great are the words of Isaiah.”  Another example is that Joseph Smith said “the book of Revelation is one of the plainest books God ever caused to be written.” (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 290)  [Operating a VCR or driving a car is plain to those with the proper training and experience.]

Can’t we just stay with plain and simple things?

D&C 82:3 - For of him unto whom much is given much is required.

Ezra Taft Benson - The Lord declares that the whole Church and all the children of Zion are under condemnation because of the way we have treated the Book of Mormon (D&C 84:51-81). This condemnation has not been lifted, nor will it be until we repent.” (The Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson, p. 64)
Joseph Smith - The great thing for us to know is to comprehend what God did institute before the foundation of the world. Who knows it? It is the constitutional disposition of mankind to set up stakes and set bounds to the works and ways of the Almighty. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 320)
I’m comfortable with where I am.  Must I continue to stretch?

Brigham Young - Every Elder should become a profound theologian. (Journal of Discourses, 6:317)
Joseph Smith - But there has been a great difficulty in getting anything into the heads of this generation. It has been like splitting hemlock knots with a corn-dodger for a wedge, and a pumpkin for a beetle. Even the Saints are slow to understand. [Hemlock = a type of pine tree; corn dodger = a cake of corn bread that is fried, baked, or boiled as a dumpling; beetle = a heavy wooden hammering instrument.]  

I have tried for a number of years to get the minds of the Saints prepared to receive the things of God; but we frequently see some of them, after suffering all they have for the work of God, will fly to pieces like glass as soon as anything comes that is contrary to their traditions: they cannot stand the fire at all. How many will be able to abide a celestial law, and go through and receive their exaltation, I am unable to say, as many are called, but few are chosen. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 331)
Hugh B. Brown - Cultivate an unquenchable appetite for learning. (Conference Report, April 1968, p. 100)
Isn’t just having a testimony enough?

Joseph F. Smith - [A testimony] is not to be voiced merely to "fill up the time" in a public meeting; far less to excuse or disguise the speaker's poverty of thought or ignorance of the truth he is called to expound.  

…But the voicing of one's testimony, however eloquently phrased or beautifully expressed, is no fit or acceptable substitute for the needed discourse of instruction and counsel expected in a general gathering of the people. The man who professes a testimony as herein described, and who assumes that his testimony embraces all the knowledge he needs, and who therefore lives in indolence and ignorance shall surely discover his error to his own cost and loss. A gift from God, if neglected, or unworthily used, is in time withdrawn; the testimony of the truth will not remain with one who, having received, uses not the sacred gift in the cause of individual and general advancement. 

…Enrich your minds with the best of knowledge and facts. Of those who speak in his name, the Lord requires humility, not ignorance. (Gospel Doctrine, p. 205)
What if the class members have varying levels of need?

Rather than target the lowest level, try to provide a banquet with morsels for all.  The savior’s parables are an example.  “The parable conveys to the hearer religious truth exactly in proportion to his faith and intelligence; to the dull and uninspired it is a mere story, “seeing they see not,” while to the instructed and spiritual it reveals the mysteries or secrets of the kingdom of heaven.” (Bible Dictionary, “parables”)  

For those who need meat, can’t we leave it
to them to get it for themselves?

Spencer W. Kimball - 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.  Note that President Kimball here drew no distinction between those who need milk and those who need meat.)
Interestingly in John 21:15-17 the Lord told Peter to feed his lambs once and to feed his sheep twice.   

David B. Haight - To us of his church, isn’t the duty clear: forever to “feed my sheep,” his followers, those who have accepted his gospel? They are his. Isn’t he saying they are dear to him? You are stronger and your faith is firm. Be a friend to those who are new. “Feed my lambs,” he is saying to us.  (Ensign, May 1979, p. 62)
Robert D. Hales - Brothers and sisters, do we really understand the teachings of the Savior, “When thou art converted, strengthen thy brethren”? (Luke 22:32) …Feeding the lambs could well be missionary labors working with newly baptized members... Feeding the sheep could well refer to the mature members of the Church, some active and some less active. (Ensign, May 1997, p. 80)
Why have manuals in recent decades become more milk?

In the 1940s and 1950s in particular the church used more scholarly priesthood manuals, often adopting already published books as texts.  In the latter half of the century the type switched to topical chapters.  At the end of the century the type switched again to compilations of the teachings of a particular past prophet. [Teacher’s note: We’re very pleased by this because we felt the words of the past prophets were underappreciated and underutilized in lessons.]
In the 1940s the total church population was 800,000 worldwide.  Currently there are that many members in Brazil alone and more than that in Mexico. There are about 500,000 members in the Philippines and about that same number in Chile, to name a few.  In many areas of the world very few people in a ward or branch have been members for more than a few years.  This may be the case in the majority of the church.

Don L. Searle - When Elder Oaks and Elder Holland received the assignment to improve the course of study for Melchizedek Priesthood and Relief Society, both had just finished rereading Discourses of Brigham Young, something each had independently felt moved to do without knowing why. Both felt that Brigham Young’s discourses would be desirable for current study… “All members of the Church need to deepen their doctrinal understanding of the gospel and thereby strengthen their testimonies,” says Elder Holland. This cannot happen for new converts if they are left without strong reinforcement after only six brief missionary discussions, and it will not happen even for lifelong members if they do not continue to study and ponder gospel principles throughout their lives…

“We’re a worldwide Church,” Elder Holland explains, “and in many areas perhaps all they will have available to teach is what we put in their hands. We felt an obligation to do a good job of that so teachers would have ample resources even where they do not have access to large libraries or such things as computer databases of LDS materials. We’ve been very conscious of tapping material we know they already have.” In areas where the Church is still very new and translated materials are limited, a set of guidelines for using the more limited materials available to members in those areas is being provided.  (“Major Curriculum Changes in Priesthood and Relief Society,” Ensign, Dec. 1997, p. 7)
From the Prefaces of Some Old Melchizedek Priesthood Manuals

1946: The Gospel Through The Ages - "It is hoped that all Melchizedek Priesthood quorums will avail themselves promptly of this new approach to gospel knowledge, and carry on the study through the year with intelligent discussions of the thoughts presented."  (George F. Richards, President of the Council of the Twelve)
1954: The Divine Church Restored - "It should be our purpose, in teaching and studying these lessons on the restoration, whether we be teacher or student, to relate our studies back to the apostasy by a comparison of the details of the restoration of the Gospel with the principles which were taught in the churches of the world in 1830...  The question naturally arises "How can we study the restoration without some study of what we are restoring?"  Answering this question, "If the world once had the Gospel, what became of it?"  The very fact that these three volumes [previous Melchizedek priesthood manuals] written by Elder Barker on "The Divine Church" were not as simple as some desired is added reason why we should read them a second time...

"We therefore advocate very seriously a first reading of these manuals by all who have not already mastered them. [We thereby gain] a broader foundation of knowledge upon which our own faith may rest.  In all of our class work and study we must never lose sight of the fact that the Glory of God is Intelligence.  Knowledge is power.  Truth is joyous."  (The Council of the Twelve, by Joseph Fielding Smith, President)
1957: An Approach To The Book Of Mormon - "[This manual] will appeal to every sincere student and should be studied by every member of the Church.  It is to be hoped that all the brethren holding the Melchizedek Priesthood will show their gratitude to Dr. Nibley by taking a deep interest in these lessons..." - Joseph Fielding Smith

"Everyone who reads this manual will find new material in it   material that has not appeared in print before and is, therefore, of vital importance.  The work is a new approach to the Book of Mormon and for that reason demands careful reading and study of every member of the priesthood classes using it." - from the forward, author unnamed.

1959: Message Of The Early Apostles - To insure our faith and testimony we must continually add to our faith knowledge to prevent us from being tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine... We invite you to be earnest and diligent in seeking for truth that you may walk enlightened by the knowledge of the scriptures. – The Council of the Twelve, Joseph Fielding Smith president.

Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, 9/21/03

Boyd K. Packer - Danger if Doctrine Is Overlooked.  

I remember interviewing a young bishop in Brazil. He was twenty-seven years old. I was impressed that he possessed every attribute of a successful Church leader-humility, testimony, appearance, intelligence, spirituality. Here, I thought, is a young man with a great future in the Church.

I asked myself, as I looked at him: "What will his future be? What will we do for him? What will we do to him?" In my mind I outlined the years ahead.

He will be a bishop for perhaps six years; then he will be thirty-three years old. He will then serve eight years on a stake high council and five years as a counselor in the stake presidency. At forty-six he will be called as a stake president. We will release him after six years to become a Regional Representative, and he will serve for five years. That means he will have spent thirty years as an ideal, the example to follow, the image, the leader.

In all that time, however, he will not have attended three Gospel Doctrine classes in a row, nor will he have attended three priesthood quorum lessons in a row.

Unless he knew the fundamental principles of the gospel before his call, he will scarcely have time to learn them along the way. Agendas, meetings, budgets, and buildings will take up his time. These things are not usually overlooked. But the principles are overlooked-the gospel is overlooked, the doctrine is overlooked. When that happens we are in great danger! We see evidence of it in the Church today.

I wish to raise a voice of solemn and sober warning! We live in a day of great opposition, not just in the United States but worldwide. It grows by day and by night all across the world. Enemies from without, reinforced by apostates from within, challenge the faith of the rank and file members of the Church. It is not the programs of the Church they challenge. They are, in fact, quite complimentary of them. It is the doctrines they focus on. It is the doctrines they attack, and we notice that many Church leaders seem to be at a loss as to how to answer doctrinal questions. If our members are ignorant of the doctrines, we are in danger, notwithstanding efficient programs and buildings.  (Things of the Soul, p. 66)
D&C 84:85 - Neither take ye thought beforehand what ye shall say; but treasure up in your minds continually the words of life, and it shall be given you in the very hour that portion that shall be meted unto every man.
Joseph Smith - It is my meditation all the day, and more than my meat and drink, to know how I shall make the Saints of God comprehend the visions that roll like an overflowing surge before my mind.  Oh! how I would delight to bring before you things which you never thought of!  (History of The Church, v. 5, p. 362)
M. Russell Ballard - The prophet Joseph Smith was not able to teach the saints everything that he knew because they were not prepared. That is why education is constantly stressed by the Lord.  That is why we encourage you to gain spiritual education by taking institute and religion classes.  It is why we counsel you to read scriptures every day.  It is why the Lord established the School of the Prophets.  The Lord said we cannot be saved in ignorance … Just think what we might be taught even today if we were prepared to receive it!"  ("What Came from Kirtland", CES Fireside, 6 Nov. 1994)
John A. Widtsoe -  In the words of Brigham Young, "The religion embraced by the Latter-day Saints, if only slightly understood, prompts them to search diligently after knowledge. There is no other people in existence more eager to see, hear, learn, and understand truth." (Improvement Era, May, 1947, no. 5) 
Hugh B. Brown - Keep in mind the challenging fact that your aim is not to get ahead of others but to surpass yourself; to begin today to be the person you want to be; to immortalize today and all the tomorrows that lie ahead, in order that your life may have eternal significance. Cultivate an unquenchable appetite for learning. (Conference Report, April 1968, p. 100) 
David O. McKay - The Church stands for education. The very purpose of its organization is to promulgate truth among men. Members of the Church are admonished to acquire learning by study, and also by faith and prayer; to seek after everything that is virtuous, lovely, of good report, or praiseworthy. In this seeking after, they are not confined to narrow limits of dogma or creed, but are free to launch into the realm of the infinite.   (Conference Report, April 1986, p. 93) 
Joseph Smith - The first principles of man are self-existent with God. God himself, finding he was in the midst of spirits and glory, because he was more intelligent, saw proper to institute laws whereby the rest could have a privilege to advance like himself. The relationship we have with God places us in a situation to advance in knowledge. He has power to institute laws to instruct the weaker intelligences, that they may be exalted with Himself, so that they might have one glory upon another, and all that knowledge, power, glory, and intelligence, which is requisite in order to save them in the world of spirits.  (King Follett Sermon, April 7, 1844, from Messages of the First Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints  1: 219) 
Brigham Young - There are a great many branches of education: some go to college to learn languages, some to study law, some to study physic [medicine], and some to study astronomy, and various other branches of science. We want every branch of science taught in this place that is taught in the world. But our favourite study is that branch which particularly belongs to the Elders of Israel—namely, theology. Every Elder should become a profound theologian. (Journal of Discourses, 6:317) 

Bruce R. McConkie - But no man can have a testimony of this work until he begins to get a knowledge of the gospel. A testimony is based on knowledge; first a man must learn about God and his laws, and then by obedience to these laws he will gain a testimony. (Conference Report, October 1959, 50)
Joseph F. Smith - The sanctity of a true testimony should inspire a thoughtful care as to its use. That testimony is not to be forced upon everybody, nor is it to be proclaimed at large from the housetop. It is not to be voiced merely to "fill up the time" in a public meeting; far less to excuse or disguise the speaker's poverty of thought or ignorance of the truth he is called to expound. 

Testimony Bearinga-Smith, Joseph F.TPThe individual testimony is a personal possession. One cannot give his testimony to another, yet he is able to aid his earnest brother in gaining a true testimony for himself. The over-zealous missionary may be influenced by the misleading thought that the bearing of his testimony to those who have not before heard the gospel message, is to convince or condemn, as the hearers accept or reject. The elder is sent into the field to preach the gospel—the good news of its restoration to earth, showing by scriptural evidence the harmony of the new message with the predictions of earlier times; expounding the truths embodied in the first principles of the gospel; then if he bears his testimony under divine inspiration, such a testimony is as a seal attesting the genuineness of the truths he has declared, and so appealing to the receptive soul whose ears have been saluted by the heaven-sent message.

Testimonya-Smith, Joseph F.TPBut the voicing of one's testimony, however eloquently phrased or beautifully expressed, is no fit or acceptable substitute for the needed discourse of instruction and counsel expected in a general gathering of the people. The man who professes a testimony as herein described, and who assumes that his testimony embraces all the knowledge he needs, and who therefore lives in indolence and ignorance shall surely discover his error to his own cost and loss. A gift from God, if neglected, or unworthily used, is in time withdrawn; the testimony of the truth will not remain with one who, having received, uses not the sacred gift in the cause of individual and general advancement.

Intelligencea-Smith, Joseph F.TPSearch out the truth of the written word; listen for and receive the truth declared by living prophets and teachers; enrich your minds with the best of knowledge and facts. Of those who speak in his name, the Lord requires humility, not ignorance. Intelligence is the glory of God; and no man can be saved in ignorance.

Testimonya-Smith, Joseph F.TPStudy and strive to acquire the knowledge that leads toward, and the wisdom that shall reach, the goal of life eternal. Your testimony as to the truth of the restored gospel may operate toward salvation or condemnation as it is used or misused. (Gospel Doctrine, p. 205)
Church History

"We took it up section by section. You are not going to get all there is out of it in any other way.  You may take it up by topics, or doctrines, that is good; but you are not going to get out of it all there is in it unless you take it up section by section; and then when you do that, you will have to study it with its setting as you get it in the history of the church."   (Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation, 3:199, as quoted in the preface to the D&C institute manual.) 

Because many of the revelations came forth in response to a particular situation that the Prophet Joseph Smith was in, a short historical background is given for each section..."  (Preface to the D&C institute student manual, page vii.)
"...Members not only need an understanding of the principles of gospel truths but also of that rich heritage of modern church history, without which one's testimony of this latter work cannot be complete."  (Elder Robert L. Simpson, Church News, December 31, 1988.)
2 Nephi 28 - 

27 Yea, wo be unto him that saith: We have received, and we need no more!

29  Wo be unto him that shall say: We have received the word of God, and we need no more of the word of God, for we have enough!

30  For behold, thus saith the Lord God: I will give unto the children of men line upon line, precept upon precept, here a little and there a little; and blessed are those who hearken unto my precepts, and lend an ear unto my counsel, for they shall learn wisdom; for unto him that receiveth I will give more; and from them that shall say, We have enough, from them shall be taken away even that which they have.

Jarom 1:2 - For what could I write more than my fathers have written? For have not they revealed the plan of salvation? I say unto you, Yea; and this sufficeth me. (Page 138 out of 531 pages in the Book of Mormon)
Joseph Smith - Mr. [Oliver] Olney has also been tried by the High Council and disfellowshiped, because he would not have his writings tested by the word of God; evidently proving that he loves darkness rather than light, because his deeds are evil.  (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 4, p. 581.  For more details see v. 5 p. 269.)
Hugh Nibley - Not infrequently, Latter-day Saints tell me that they have translated a text or interpreted an artifact, or been led to an archaeological discovery as a direct answer to prayer, and that for me to question or test the results is to question the reality of revelation; and often I am asked to approve a theory or "discovery" that I find unconvincing, because it has been the means of bringing people to the Church—such practitioners are asking me to take their zeal as an adequate substitute for knowledge; but like Brother Olney, they refuse to have their knowledge tested.  True, "it needs revelation to assist us, and give us knowledge of the things of God," but only the hard worker can expect such assistance: "It is not wisdom that we should have all knowledge at once presented before us; but that we should have a little at a time; then we can comprehend it."  We must know what we are doing, understand the problem, live with it, lay a proper foundation.  How many a Latter-day Saint has told me that he can understand the scriptures by pure revelation and does not need to toil at Greek or Hebrew as the Prophet and the Brethren did in the School of the Prophets at Kirtland and Nauvoo?  Even Oliver Cowdery fell into that trap and was rebuked for it (D&C 9).  "The principle of knowledge is the principle of salvation.  This principle can be comprehended by the faithful and diligent," says the Prophet Joseph. (“Zeal Without Knowledge” chapter in Approaching Zion, p. 73)

Brigham Young - I will not say, as do many, that the more I learn the more I am satisfied that I know nothing; for the more I learn the more I discern and eternity of knowledge to improve upon. There is an eternity of knowledge; and the little I have gained, through the blessings of the Lord, I wish to improve upon.  (Journal of Discourses, v. 7, p. 162)
Gordon B. Hinckley - Brigham Young once declared: "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)
… Again I should like to quote Brigham Young.  Said he: "There is no ingenious mind that has ever invented anything beneficial to the human family but what he obtained it from the one Source, whether he knows or believes it or not. There is only one Source whence men obtain wisdom, and that is God, the Fountain of all wisdom; and though men may claim to make their discoveries by their own wisdom, by meditation and reflection, they are indebted to our Father in heaven for all" (Journal of Discourses, v. 13, p. 148-149). ("Cornerstones as Stepping-Stones," BYU Commencement Address, April 20, 1979)  
Personal note:  In Hebrews 5:13 Paul talks of milk and meat (solid food).  The analogy of spiritual needs to physical food is excellent, however there is a notable difference.  A person can eat some bread or broccoli every day and get the same nutritional value, but if a person reads talks on tithing each day for many days, the spiritual nutrition from it diminishes significantly – especially if the person already lives the law of tithing.  Thus unlike food, proper spiritual nourishment is based upon what the recipients of a talk or lesson yet lack in understanding or commitment, rather than on repetition alone.  

We say that the proper approach to sitting through long meetings of sermons is to hopefully glean a few things that we need.  There is certainly merit to that, and it reflects a patient attitude.  However, those who are teachers and speakers might do well to reflect that if our physical meals were done that way – in effect amounting to a large bulk of filler with only a few calories, vitamins, etc. here and there – the listeners would soon weaken and die.  A teacher or speaker who does not attempt an inventory of the individual real needs of the audience may very well contribute to their malnourishment.

Anyone who lives on milk, 


being an infant, 


does not know what is right.  


But grown men can take solid food; 


their perceptions are trained by long use 


to discriminate between good and evil.


- Hebrews 5:13, New English Bible








