Prophets, Living and Dead
The institute program has course named “Teachings of the Living Prophets”.  The title reflects a common concept among the membership that living prophets should be categorized and even elevated over the teachings of deceased ones.  In our zeal to celebrate the blessing of having modern, living prophets perhaps we have overshot what is sensible and proper.
What exactly do we mean with this concept?  It is easy when the comparison is between Joseph Smith and Moses regarding where the saints should gather.  But how do we define it more exactly than that?

Is it simply that any speech or article by any living leader overrides anything from a deceased one?  If so, we encounter these difficult possibilities:
· Does a talk from a recently called member of the Seventy override a talk from a president of the church from a hundred years ago?

· Are the teachings of any newly called leader necessarily superior to those of a seasoned servant from the past?

· Is a recent talk from a recently deceased apostle such as Elder Maxwell automatically less valuable than a decades-old talk from a still living apostle, such as one from Elder Perry in 1974 when he first became an apostle?

· When President Hinckley passed away, were his teachings suddenly less valuable?

Terminology in Scripture

A strong hint that we may not have something completely correct is that these three terms do not exist in scripture –

· living prophet, living prophets, dead prophets

In fact, none of the occurrences in scripture of the word living refer to a prophet or leader of the church.  There are however forty-eight occurrences of living God.  (Perhaps that is a lesson in itself to us.)

Searching on dead and prophet (or prophets) yields eight hits, but none is a comparison of the value of their teachings to those of living prophets.  

Searching on “living prophets” at the “Corpus of LDS General Conference Talks” (http://corpus.byu.edu/gc/) shows that the term was not used much before the 1960s where it appeared thirty times, and the decade starting at the year 2000 saw it highest frequency at eighty.  

“Living prophet” (singular) saw a high in the 1970s at 127 occurrences, but likewise hardly anything before the ‘60s.

The scriptures themselves show an undiminished respect for prior prophets whose teachings remain fully in force in many examples.  King Noah accomplished nothing in dispatching Abinadi to the grave.  On a larger scale Lehi’s teachings did not become invalid or less valuable when he died; Laman and Lemuel were no more justified just because he passed away.  For the most part the Lamanites still failed to follow Lehi’s lead for hundreds of years.  Those teachings did not lose their relevancy and importance for centuries thereafter.  Exactly the same issues were still a cause of wars and rebellion.

Living versus Modern or Recent

In our day especially, perhaps a better approach is to remove altogether the requirement that a prophet must currently be alive.  Since the restoration a new president of the church carries on the work and direction of the previous one, as does The Council of the Twelve.  Therefore more accurate wording might “modern prophets” or “recent prophets”, which implies an appreciation for a string of noble predecessors.  

The phrase “teachings of the modern prophets” bypasses the logic problem of whether to devalue the teachings of recently deceased prophet.   It also sets a better standard for the range of time involved.  Instead of relying upon a moment, namely the stopping of the beating heart, “modern” allows teachings of Joseph Smith, for example, to continue in full strength even while we enjoy the counsel of President Monson.
Most importantly, and as should be obvious, the matter is what is the will and mind of the Lord.  By comparison, which leader He chooses is much less important.  And how long the leader lives after a particular teaching, may be unimportant as well.  

Following Moses

Part of the reasoning behind the zeal to elevate the teachings of the “living” prophets is point to people in ancient scripture who resisted current prophets in favor of the law and traditions from the time of Moses.  While it is a valid point it might help if we look closely at the scale of time involved in that comparison.  For Laman and Lemuel to prefer Moses was a huge jump of time: they lived nine hundred years after the Exodus.  (“Chronology”, Bible Dictionary)  
The Jews at the time of Christ also preferred the old to the new.  Their “old” of Moses however was fifteen hundred years prior.  That is more time than what elapsed from the end of the Book of Mormon to the First Vision.  Clearly these two examples are not in league with a modern member touting a talk for example by President Hunter.  The principle still pertains to us but we should take care with our zeal in applying it, remembering that the time scales are more comparable to comparing Moses to Joshua, or Peter to Paul. The differences in time and in teachings are so small as to irrelevant. (Side note: Moses might not have been dead in Nephi’s time and during the Lord’s ministry.  Moses might have been a translated being [Bible Dictionary, “Moses,” p. 735].  Thus, technically, Moses was not a dead prophet.)  

Another example involves the splintering of the restored church at the passing of Joseph Smith.  That occurred in 1844, over a century and a half ago.  At that time various groups and leaders vied for command of The Church.  Since that time there has been no contest for leadership and no divisions over doctrine on that scale.

Doctrine versus Policy
There is a difference between defining doctrine and in stating policy or current practice.  For example, polygamy is as true of a principle now as is was prior to President Woodruff, although through him and his successors the Lord has barred its practice.  The doctrine is true and eternal but the policy can vary.
In addition to policies and practices, a living leader should clarify and correct misunderstandings of doctrine.  However sometimes it is possible that he might not understand a particular point of doctrine as well as a predecessor.  For example, President Woodruff had an immense gift of seeing into the spirit world.  Possibly his insights in that regard may be more valuable than those from anyone since.  

Even more so, no one since the time of Joseph Smith has been quite on his scale, frankly stated.  We should be careful about taking any stand that translates into diminishing him or his mission merely because he passed away scores of years ago (but continues in our service in the next realm).  Nothing in our day compares to what he saw in the First Vision, the view into the degrees of glory, Moroni's visits, and the restoration of the priesthoods.

In the end of course the issue is not a matter of what certain men say and when they lived, but the will and words of He who sent them.  We all readily admit that, but are often surprised to remember that when heavenly beings speak, often they quote very old material - and do so at length.  For example, in his tutoring of joseph smith, Moroni quoted at length from dead prophets of the Old 
Testament - because they recorded the words of the living God about our day.

By the way, during those visits, was Moroni a living prophet or a dead one?  Was he a prophet from a past dispensation or a prophet ministering in the present?  If we conclude that he was as alive as the prophet Joseph, what should we say about what he taught – the vast majority of which was from the Old Testament?  That material too is still as vibrant and relevant as what we hear in a talk in the most recent General Conference.
The Corrective
Compare two phrases -

1. Teachings of the living prophets.

2. The current will of the Lord.

Although the two in practice mostly mean the same, there is a subtle shift of focus – 

· #1 is on imperfect but wonderful mortals and their teachings.  The focus of #2 is directly on the Lord.  

· The time scale of #1 is the period since the current president of the church was ordained as an apostle, whereas #2 is often expressed using illustrations from scriptures from any time spanning eons.

The latter point is too quickly brushed aside.  Repeatedly the Lord and his angels solve current problems by harkening us back to previously recorded accounts.  Hugh Nibley wrote: 

… Consider the visits of the Lord to his disciples after the resurrection.  There he stands before them, the source of all knowledge and the wellspring of the scriptures themselves; he could well push the dusty books aside and admonish his listeners to heed him alone, from whom all the books came in the first place.  
Instead of that, "beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself" (Luke 24:27); among the Nephites he called for the records and personally inspected them for errors and omissions, admonishing the people to spend their days reading the words of a prophet who had been dead for seven hundred years, "...  for great are the words of Isaiah!" (3 Nephi 23:1.)  
If the Holy Ghost brings all things to our remembrance, one may well ask, why do we need to record anything at all?  Because God has so commanded "for our profit and learning." (1 Nephi 19:23.)  (The Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri: An Egyptian Endowment, p. 51, emphasis added.)
Lastly we too quickly focus on the mortal speaker and too slowly acknowledge the timeless personage who provides the words and who verifies and testifies of all things -
Acts 2:4 - And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak … as the Spirit gave them utterance.

Acts 4:31 - … And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and they spake the word of God with boldness.
D&C 68:4 - And whatsoever they shall speak when moved upon by the Holy Ghost shall be scripture, shall be the will of the Lord, shall be the mind of the Lord, shall be the word of the Lord, shall be the voice of the Lord, and the power of God unto salvation.
Extra Material


A definition of a modern prophet could be any apostle or president of the Church since the restoration – as opposed to prophets from the Bible.  This widens the scope of living prophets, and rejection of them includes the rejection of general Christianity of Joseph Smith, while accepting the Biblical prophets.  

However, taken at its literal sense – i.e. a prophet who is currently alive as a mortal – the term can lead to some technical difficulties when applied to the merit of their teachings as opposed to those of deceased prophets.

1. The moment a prophet dies his teachings are not necessarily less valuable than if he was still alive.  For example, President Hinckley’s recent teachings may be more valuable in some respects than, say, Elder Perry’s conference addresses  from 1974 (which is the year he became an apostle).  In other words, the recent teachings of a deceased president of the Church may carry as much or more merit than those from decades ago of an apostle who is still alive.  “Recent” or “modern” may be important than “living”.

For the TLP course, if an apostle were to speak in a General Conference and then pass away before or during the next semester, his teachings would technically not be proper. 

2. A current apostle’s more recent teachings may be more valuable in some cases than some of his teachings from decades ago.  Again using Elder Perry as an example, Church members have received his teaching now for 34 years.  The title of this institute course can imply that all his teachings from that time period are equally relevant, when in fact his increasing experience and wisdom may be reflected in his recent talks.

3. It is possible for a current apostle to have been ordained before another apostle who has since passed away.  Staying with Elder Perry as an example, Elders David B. Haight and Neal A. Maxwell, and President James E. Faust, were ordained apostles after Elder Perry, but all three have since passed away.  The wise and inspired teachings of these great men perhaps technically may not properly be included in the course.  

Taking President Monson as the example instead of Elder Perry, the list of interim apostles also includes President Alvin R. Dyer (counselor to President McKay),  Elder Marvin J. Ashton, and Elder Bruce R. McConkie.  

4. On the other extreme, the course favors the teachings of a recently ordained apostle over those of a recently deceased but very seasoned apostle.  An example is the teachings of Elder Cook or Elder Christofferson over those of Elder Maxwell.

If the course focused on “recent teachings of the prophets” rather than the “teachings of the living prophets”, the teachings of recently deceased leaders could properly be included.  “Recent” might be assigned a value such as the two most recent conference Ensigns.  



Marion G. Romney gave an example of favoring a current president of the Church over a previous one:

It is an easy thing to believe in the dead prophets, but it is a greater thing to believe in the living prophets. I will give you an illustration.

One day when President Grant was living, I sat in my office across the street following a general conference. A man came over to see me, an elderly man. He was very upset about what had been said in this conference by some of the Brethren, including myself. I could tell from his speech that he came from a foreign land. After I had quieted him enough so he would listen, I said, “Why did you come to America?”

“I came here because a prophet of God told me to come.”

“Who was the prophet?” I continued.

“Wilford Woodruff.”

“Do you believe Wilford Woodruff was a prophet of God?”

“Yes,” said he.

“Do you believe that his successor, President Lorenzo Snow, was a prophet of God?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Do you believe that President Joseph F. Smith was a prophet of God?”

“Yes, sir.”

Then came the “sixty-four dollar question.” “Do you believe that Heber J. Grant is a prophet of God?”

“His answer: “I think he ought to keep his mouth shut about old age assistance.” 

(Quoted by James E. Faust, “The Weightier Matters of the Law: Judgment, Mercy, and Faith”, Ensign, Nov. 1997, p. 53)

The man was clearly in the wrong in not allowing himself to accept President Grant as the rightful president of the Church.  However the story implies that any position a prophet takes should be accepted and supported as the will of the Lord.  More valuable perhaps would have been a response that included helping the man “study it out” (D&C 9: 8), in addition to affirming the president’s sacred role as the Lord’s anointed servant.  (See the document “Upon Rock, 2-Discerning Opinion.doc”.)


For example, President Benson’s teachings on pride and in not taking the Book of Mormon lightly are still viable and vibrant, even though he is long gone.

