The First Vision and Secularism
Joseph Smith History 1:19 - … They draw near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach for doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof.

Those Who Know Their Need of God

Matthew 5:3, King James Version - Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

New English Bible – How blest are those who know their need of God; the kingdom of Heaven is theirs.

New Living Translation - God blesses those who realize their need for him, for the Kingdom of Heaven is given to them.

Contemporary English Version - God blesses those people who depend only on him.  They belong to the kingdom of heaven!

Amplified Bible - Blessed (happy, to be envied, and spiritually prosperous -- with life-joy and satisfaction in God's favor and salvation, regardless of their outward conditions) are the poor in spirit (the humble, who rate themselves insignificant), for theirs is the kingdom of heaven!

Isn’t Just Being A Good Person Enough?

Sometimes we hear something like this: “Tom and Betty serve their friends and other people.  They are better people than most active members of the church I know.”

Boyd K. Packer - We know there are decent, respectable, humble people in many churches, Christian and otherwise. In turn, sadly enough, there are so-called Latter-day Saints who by comparison are not as worthy, for they do not keep their covenants.  But it is not a matter of comparing individuals. …Good conduct without the ordinances of the gospel will neither redeem nor exalt mankind; covenants and the ordinances are essential. We are required to teach the doctrines, even the unpopular ones.  (Ensign, Nov. 1985, p. 82)

Jeffrey R. Holland - Why was Joseph not to join another church? It was at least in part because “they teach for doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof.” [The popular motto was] God’s grace is sufficient!  (“Cast Not Away Therefore Your Confidence,” Ensign, Mar. 2000, p. 7)
The New Religion

sec·u·lar·ism - Indifference to or rejection or exclusion of religion and religious considerations. (Merriam-Webster online)
James E. Faust - There seems to be developing a new civil religion. The civil religion I refer to is a secular religion. It has no moral absolutes. It is nondenominational. It is non-theistic. It is politically focused. It is antagonistic to religion. It rejects the historic religious traditions of America. It feels strange. If this trend continues, non-belief will be more honored than belief. While all beliefs must be protected, are atheism, agnosticism, cynicism, and moral relativism to be more safeguarded and valued than Christianity, Judaism, and the tenets of Islam, which hold that there is a Supreme Being and that mortals are accountable to him? …Without a national morality they [societies] disintegrate. In Proverbs, we are reminded that “righteousness exalteth a nation: but sin is a reproach to any people.” (Proverbs 14:34) The long history and tradition of America, which had its roots in petitions for divine guidance, is being challenged. (Ensign, Oct. 1992, p. 69)
Ezra Taft Benson - As a nation, we have become self-sufficient. This has given birth to a new religion in America which some have called secularism. This is a view of life with the idea that God is not in the picture and that He has nothing to do with the picture in the first place. (This Nation Shall Endure, p. 16)
Neal A. Maxwell, quoting Peter Marin - The struggle to live ethically without God has left us not with the just and moral order we imagined but with disorder and confusion.  Something has gone radically wrong with secularism. The problem has more than its share of irony, for secularism, in the end, has converted itself into a kind of religion. (Ensign, May 1996, p. 68; Marin: “Secularism’s Blind Faith,” Harper’s Magazine, Sep. 1995, p. 20)
Secularism’s Ideals

Neal A. Maxwell - …Without fixed principles and a steady spiritual focus for life we will be diverted by the cares of the world and intimidated by boldly striding secularism. It is very easy to underestimate the pervasiveness and preoccupations of secularism. Merely surviving, then striving for advantage, getting and spending; then being anesthetized by relentless routine, and sensing, as the secularist does, the finality of death - all these combine to ensure the grim dominance of the cares of the world.  It is likewise a grave error to underestimate secularism's dulling, desensitizing influence on traditional values. (If Thou Endure It Well, p. 14)
Ezra Taft Benson - The world worships the learning of man. They trust in the arm of flesh. To them, men's reasoning is greater than God's revelations. (God, Family, Country, p. 258)
Neal A. Maxwell - As is so often the case, these powerful truths must rest awhile upon the mind and upon the soul. They must ripen before they begin to nourish our individual comprehension, and certainly before they provoke our individual articulation.  (But for a Small Moment, p 90)
Secularism’s Law and Order

Neal A. Maxwell - Secularism, too, has its own "priests" and is jealous over its own "orthodoxy." Those who choose not to follow Him are sometimes quick to say "Follow me." They enjoy being a light, and the accompanying recognition and reward are not unpleasant. (Plain and Precious Things, p. 87)
Mortimer J. Adler – With regard to the apparent increase of secularism or irreligion in our Western society, I suggest that the men and women who have given up religion because of the impact on their minds of modern science and philosophy were never truly religious in the first place, but only superstitious. The prevalence and predominance of science in our culture has cured a great many of the superstitious beliefs that constituted their false religiosity… The increase of secularism and irreligion in our society does not reflect a decrease in the number of persons who are truly religious, but a decrease in the number of those who are falsely religious; that is, merely superstitious.  (Quoted by Dallin H. Oaks in Lord’s Way, p. 74)

 [In stark contrast to secularism] JSH 1:25– I had actually seen a light, and in the midst of that light I saw two Personages, and they did in reality speak to me; and though I was hated and persecuted for saying that I had seen a vision, yet it was true.
Among The Churches

Life magazine – Why is not God already real to Americans who are among the most church-going people in the world?  Partly because of the blight of secularism in the churches, which have become just another valued branch of American democratic culture instead of its center. (Favorite Quotations from the Collection of Thomas S. Monson, p. 113)
Neal A. Maxwell - Secularism, the setting in which most Christians will live out their lives, is both a diversion from and a perversion of life's true purpose. Hence the disappointment in the secular search for the meaning of life. Hence the drooping of the human spirit in which the conscience can come to be regarded as an intruder. Indeed, ennui, boredom, and humdrum hedonism are descriptive of those thus afflicted. (Sermons Not Spoken, p. 70)
James E. Faust - …I wish to sound a voice of warning to this people. I solemnly declare that this spiritual kingdom of faith will move forward with or without each of us individually. No unhallowed hand can stay the growth of the Church nor prevent fulfillment of its mission. Any of us can be left behind, drawn away by the seductive voices of secularism and materialism.  (Ensign, May 2000, p. 17)

The Reality of Evil
Jeffrey R. Holland - There is a lesson in the Prophet Joseph Smith’s account of the First Vision which virtually every Latter-day Saint has had occasion to experience, or one day soon will. It is the plain and very sobering truth that before great moments, certainly before great spiritual moments, there can come adversity, opposition, and darkness. Life has some of those moments for us, and occasionally they come just as we are approaching an important decision or a significant step in our lives.  

In that marvelous account which we read too seldom, Joseph said he had scarcely begun his prayer when he felt a power of astonishing influence come over him. “Thick darkness,” as he described it, gathered around him and seemed bent on his utter destruction. But he exerted all his powers to call upon God to deliver him out of the power of this enemy, and as he did so a pillar of light brighter than the noonday sun descended gradually until it rested upon him. At the very moment of the light’s appearance, he found himself delivered from the destructive power which had held him bound. What then followed is the greatest epiphany since the events surrounding the Crucifixion, Resurrection, and Ascension of Christ in the meridian of time. The Father and the Son appeared to Joseph Smith, and the dispensation of the fulness of times had begun. 

Most of us do not need any more reminders than we have already had that there is one who personifies “opposition in all things,” that “an angel of God” fell “from heaven” and in so doing became “miserable forever.” What a chilling destiny! Because this is Lucifer’s fate, “he sought also the misery of all mankind,” Lehi teaches us. 

… I wish to encourage every one of us regarding the opposition that so often comes after enlightened decisions have been made, after moments of revelation and conviction have given us a peace and an assurance we thought we would never lose. In his letter to the Hebrews, the Apostle Paul was trying to encourage new members who had just joined the Church, who undoubtedly had had spiritual experiences and received the pure light of testimony, only to discover that their troubles had not ended but that some of them had just begun. (“Cast Not Away Therefore Your Confidence,” Ensign, Mar. 2000, p. 7)
The Visitation

(The following is from The Pearl Of Great Price, A Verse-by-Verse Commentary by Richard D. Draper, S. Kent Brown & Michael D. Rhodes)

Not only was there strife between sects, but there was often strife within sects as well.  A number of new converts, for example, not far from where Joseph lived, were dismissed from the Baptist society because of their insistence on a different understanding of certain doctrinal points.  (p. 334)
“… Not upbraid:” Joseph seemed comforted that he could approach God in his confusion without fear of divine censure.  The phrase gives insight into the insecure nature of Joseph Smith’s soul.  He was poorly educated and poor financially.  He saw himself as but an obscure boy.  All this meant he took solace in the assurance this verse provided.  He approached God without arrogance or pride.  (p. 335)
[Joseph’s] mother states that, until he was fourteen, there was nothing really exceptional about Joseph’s childhood.  He was a “remarkably quiet, well-disposed child,” she confided.  She further explained that Joseph “seemed much less inclined to perusal of books than any of the rest of the children, but far more given to meditation and deep study”.  In a patriarchal blessing, Joseph Smith Sr. told his son, “Thou has sought to know his [God’s] ways, and from thy childhood thou hast meditated much upon the great things of his law.” (p. 335)
At [the pillar of light’s] first appearance, according to the 1835 account, his tongue was loosed and he was able to pray with fervency.  One reason for the intensity of his prayer, according to Orson Pratt, was that Joseph feared he could not endure the rapidly approaching fire.  As the light touched the tops of the trees, the boy prophet expected them to burst into flame.  As it sifted down, however, he saw they were unharmed and found courage.  (p. 340)
“…brightness and glory defy all description:”  As bright as the shaft of light was, Joseph soon experienced something even brighter.  Within the light appeared the Father and the Son.  The latter, according to the 1832 account, testified to Joseph that He was “The God of glory who was crucified for the world.”  Seeing the Lord standing there, brighter than the light that itself eclipsed the brightness of the noonday sun, Joseph certainly got the point.  He later testified, “God Almighty Himself dwells in eternal fire; flesh and blood cannot go there, for all corruption is devoured by the fire.  ‘Our God is a consuming fire.’” [Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 367] (p. 340)

Taking the accounts [of the First Vision] together, it would appear that the Father first addressed Joseph, telling him his sins were forgiven.  Then the Savior appeared.  God testified that Jesus was His Son and, at that point, had Joseph address all questions to the Savior.  (p. 341)
In his 1832 account he states, “My Soul was filled with love and for many days I could rejoice with great joy and the Lord was with me.” [Milton V. Backman’s “Awakenings in the Burned-Over District”, BYU Studies, Spring 1969a, p. 9] (p. 343)
Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen.

Extra Material

Matthew 5:3, Worldwide English - God makes happy those who know that they need him. The kingdom of heaven is for them.

The Wanderer

I stopped outside a church house
Where the citizens like to sit
They say they want the kingdom
But they don't want God in it

- U2’s song, sung by Johnny Cash

Secularism - The Gospel Link 2001 CD-ROM lists 109 references to “secularism.”  The most frequent mention is by Elder Maxwell (30).  Others authors with multiple occurrences are Robert Matthews, Stephen Ricks, President Faust, President Benson and Spencer Palmer.  

All Bible versions are available at www.BibleGateway.com, except for the New English Bible.



For a review of Joseph Smith’s various accounts of the First Vision see Milton V. Backman Jr., “Joseph Smith’s Recitals of the First Vision,” Ensign, January 1985, p. 8)

For some background on James 1:5, see the handout titled “James, Wisdom, Lewis.doc”



· What are the reasons why some people become indifferent to their need of God?

· King Lamoni had things pretty good, wheeling and dealing.  What turned him around?

· What things effectively work for you to rekindle your need of God?

· Picture someone who doesn’t yearn for a relationship with Heavenly Father – an older son or daughter, a brother or sister or a good friend.  What are the reasons that do they not strive for it?



Larry E. Dahl - Just what is meant by "all their creeds were an abomination in his sight" and "those professors were all corrupt"?  Perhaps later comments in the verse itself help to explain.  Truly it is an abomination-odious, loathsome, detestable-when the commandments of men replace the commandments of God as the basis for creeds of faith, and when the power of God is denied in favor of only a "form of godliness.”  There is no salvation in that kind of religion, even if someone sincerely believes in such an empty shell.  Insult is added to injury when hypocrisy is added to humanized, spiritually impotent creeds-when people do not really believe, but are only "professors" of religion, who "draw near to [the Lord] with their lips, but their hearts are far from [him].”   

The Savior's denunciation of man-made creeds and corrupt professors then is not a wholesale rejection of all religious notions then in existence, nor a condemnation of sincere believers, whether minister or layman.  Indeed, a few years later the Lord told Sidney Rigdon, a Campbellite minister, "I have looked upon thee and thy works.  I have heard thy prayers, and prepared thee for a greater work … Thou wast sent forth, even as John, to prepare the way before me … and thou knewest it not" (D&C 35:3-4).  The Lord went on to explain to Sidney Rigdon the importance of accepting the "fulness of my gospel, which I have sent forth unto this generation" (D&C 35:12).  An important truth is revealed in these passages-the truth that there is a fulness of the gospel, but that God works with people who do not yet have that fulness, to prepare them and others to receive it.  He is mindful of them; he hears their prayers; he sends them forth, although they may not recognize the process and purpose of it all.  President Joseph F. Smith taught:   

Christ taught the gospel to Adam, and made known his truths to Abraham and the prophets.  He was the inspirer of the ancient philosophers, Pagan or Israelite, as well as of the great characters of modern times.  .  .  .  
Calvin, Luther, Melanchthon, and all the reformers, were inspired in thoughts, words, and actions, to accomplish what they did for the amelioration, liberty and advancement of the human race.  They paved the way for the more perfect gospel of truth to come.  Their inspiration, as with that of the ancients, came from the Father, his Son Jesus Christ, and the Holy Ghost, the one true and living God.  This may also truthfully be said concerning the Revolutionary fathers of this nation, and all who have in the ages past contributed to the progress of civil and religious freedom.  There is no light nor truth which did not come to them first from him.  (From his chapter in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 2: The Pearl of Great Price, p. 327)
Larry E. Dahl - Hence, it seems clear that in the First Vision the Savior's instruction that Joseph "join none of them, for they are all wrong" is not to say that everything about them is wrong.  Rather, that there is something wrong in all of them.  As a more complete picture of God's plan of salvation unfolded over the next two decades after the First Vision, it was made known that the churches referred to lacked priesthood authority, the spiritual powers associated with the gift of the Holy Ghost, and the fulness of gospel truths.  In Joseph Smith's 1842 account of the first Vision, written at the request of John Wentworth, editor of the Chicago Democrat, the Prophet Joseph indicated that in the First Vision he received "a promise that the fulness of the gospel should at some future time be made known unto [him].  (From his chapter in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 2: The Pearl of Great Price, p. 331–332)
Neal A. Maxwell - The Restoration is really just beginning its spreading influence among the human family.  This freshening is occurring at a time when, for many humans at least, the long interval without divine manifestations and revelations has created doubt and uncertainty.  The freshening has come at a time when the weight of the world's cares is too much with us.  For many, alas, there has been too much elapsed time, causing relapsed religion.  True, even though the earthly interval during which individuals are to walk by faith is never very long, the seemingly long period of cumulative and collective time is used against God by disbelievers and the indifferent.  (Men and Women of Christ, p.39)
