Principles
Focusing on Principles

A current emphasis in Church Education is to dissect scriptural passages for principles -

As you seek spiritual knowledge, search for principles.  Carefully separate them from the detail used to explain them.  Principles are concentrated truth, packaged for application to a wide variety of circumstances.  – Richard G. Scott (“Acquiring Spiritual Knowledge”, Ensign, November 1993, p. 86.)
It is possible to interpret Elder Scott’s emphasis as an all-encompassing directive to only teach by pointing out principles.  A danger is to take that to the extent of failing to expound and teach what he terms “details”.  Certainly there are excellent courses that focus almost exclusively on principles, to wit the Gospel Essentials course is the prime example and which uses the Sunday School’s first-rate manual Gospel Principles. 

In the other realm are the scripture courses, which are not written topically and, it could be argued, were not intended that way.

Perhaps Elder Scott does not intend to give a strict definition of principle, but rather is describing an aspect of it.  However his quote appears on laminated cards in at least one institute and may be stressed elsewhere as a definitive precept.  As such it becomes the definition in the minds of instructors and students.  To that end the quote deserves closer scrutiny.

Concentrated Truth

Elder Scott defines principles as “concentrated truth …”  The concept may be difficult to pin down.  What would be an example of an unconcentrated truth?  Likely there are some but the concept is elusive to us.

Packaged

The verb form of package is defined as – 

1 
a: to make into a package; especially : to produce as an entertainment package 
b: to present (as a product) in such a way as to heighten its appeal to the public
2: to enclose in a package or covering (m-w.com)
The word does not seem to go with truth.  

Principle Defined

The 1828 definitions of the word principle are worth considering.  The relevant ones are -

6. A general truth; a law comprehending many subordinate truths; as the principles of morality, of law, of government, &c.

7. Tenet; that which is believed, whether truth or not, but which serves as a rule of action or the basis of a system; as the principles of the Stoics, or of the Epicureans.

Interestingly #6 contrasts with the notion of “concentrated truth. “ 

Rule of Action

The “rule of action” in #7 coincides with the “application” aspect of Elder Scott’s definition.  There is, however, a small technical exception to this in that a principle may also be a tenet of an action we should not do.  The Ten Commandments list a few of them.  Here is are some examples from the teachings of Joseph Smith –

Report of Wilford Woodruff:  Then Joseph arose and presented some precious things of the kingdom unto us in the power of the Holy Ghost, yea, precious principles that ought to be engraven upon our hearts and practiced in our lives, some of which are as follows: … Let the Twelve be humble and not be exalted, and beware of pride and not seek to excel one above another … not backbite and devour our brother … take care that they do not ascribe the glory unto themselves … (The Words of Joseph Smith, p. 6-7)
Another technicality is that a principle is not necessarily always a truth, according to the prophet –

Every principle proceeding from God is eternal, and any principle which is not eternal is of the devil.  (The Words of Joseph Smith, p. 60.  We found all three of these quotes in Encyclopedia of Joseph Smith's Teachings, “Principles”.)
A General Truth

The larger issue however is that Elder Scott’s definition excludes #6.  Specifically “a general truth” may or may not be something that is “packaged for application”.  Indeed #6 better describes other usages of principles in Joseph Smith’s teachings, and might be more relevant in the scriptures themselves.

Separate the Detail

An unfortunate aspect of Elder Scott’s phrasing is, “separate [principles] from the detail used to explain them.”  Some believe that story elements in the scriptures are merely there to support the sermons.  If that concept is understood in connection with Elder Scott’s phrase, then “the detail” includes facts and storyline, specific persons, events, symbolism, history, and many nuances beyond easy classification.  The word “details” itself in this context seems to denote “a minor or an inconsequential item or aspect; a minutia,” for example “skipped the details to get to the main point.” (http://www.answers.com/details&r=67)
Abstraction

While primarily focusing on the principles to the exclusion or detriment of the “details” can be helpful for younger members of the Church, using it solely may not be as beneficial to more seasoned learners – and it may not be accurate or scriptural.  It may be termed “abstraction” which “uses a strategy of simplification, wherein formerly concrete details are left ambiguous, vague, or undefined.”  (http://www.answers.com/abstraction&r=67)

Place and Time, People

 “Things that do not exist at any particular place and time are often considered abstract.” (ibid.)  Yet the scriptures repeatedly present things to us in the context of specific places at specific times – and often most importantly with specific people.  

Two powerful examples are that the higher priesthood is named after an individual, and the lower priesthood also.  This is amazing to consider.  The priesthood is in some ways an abstract thing; it is “without beginning of days or end of yearswithout beginning of days or end of years” (Alma 13:7).  Yet both levels of priesthood are tied to specific individuals, Aaron and Melchizedek.  So also is the Abrahamic Covenant , and Abraham himself as example loyalty to the Lord in trials – 

Galations 3:6 - Even as Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.

Specific Events

Note this passage -
D&C 101:4 -  Therefore, they must needs be chastened and tried, even as Abraham, who was commanded to offer up his only son.

In the latter verse the Lord mentions the offering of Isaac, probably not to clarify who Abraham was but to remind us of the event.

The Lord comforted Joseph Smith in the jail ironically called Liberty by not just stating principles but pointing Joseph’s mind to a specific individual and a specific circumstance –

D&C 121:10 - Thou art not yet as Job; thy friends do not contend against thee, neither charge thee with transgression, as they did Job.  

In these passages the Lord could have just taught the principle without the “details”.  Is the lesson stronger because of the details?  Most definitely.

Abstractions Embodied

The strongest example of all is the Lord himself -

John 14:6 - Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me.  

“The way”, “the truth” and “the life” are all principles (in the #6 definition) or abstractions.  It is tempting to interpret that scripture as saying “I, Jesus Christ, know the way, and the truth, and how to get eternal life.”  It is easy to strain the principles out of that sentence.  But that is not what the passage says.  It, along with John 1:1, says the Christ IS the word, the way, the truth, the life, the light and so forth.  How a person actually embodies abstractions is beyond our current understanding yet it most certainly is true – at least in the case of the Master.  It is incredibly improper to separate “the way, and the truth, and the life” from Him who paid the price in Gethsemane and was the Jehovah of the Old Testament.  

We are commanded to be like him, with no equivocations.  In a temple recommend interview we are asked if we are full tithe payers, not if we obey the law of tithing.  The process of becoming temple worthy does the opposite of abstraction; we become one with the principles – we are specific people in specific places at specific times.  This is no mere “packaging;” it is something perhaps too wonderful for words.

Separating principles from people and events probably has value on a remedial level, but Elder Scott’s directive on it own makes no distinction.  Using it with mature students may yield a reaction or impact that is less than positive.

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 5:13, New English Bible - 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.

Other Cultures

Interestingly other cultures thrive on what we have termed “details.”  Maoris for example tend to “focus on story instead of just the sermons” and Arabs glean intense meaning and richness from what otherwise might appear to be throw-away pieces of conversation in the Book of Mormon.  (See “BoM, Maori, Arab Views.doc.”)  Thus straining scriptural passages for principles alone may waste important and sorely needed nutrients from the stew.

The Lord himself used specific details in his teachings, especially in parables in ancient and in modern times.  He could have bypassed the stories and just presented the principles.  For example it may be hasty to separate the idea of spiritual preparedness from the foolish virgins.  As a case-in-point, that parable as an image conveys more than simple words.  Tied into it is an amount: five foolish virgins out of ten.  (What is the percentage of Sacrament Meeting attendance in your ward?  50% of the virgins were unprepared.  Is the detail of numbers important?  Of what import is the ratio of 99 to 1 in the Parable of the Good Shepherd?  If we strain out principles we might miss important yet crucial nuances.

Even for modern-day Americans who are only a few generations removed in language and circumstance from the Americans of the early 1800s who originally received the Doctrine and Covenants, study of the “details” is required.  An example is of the history, culture and law of early frontier America.

Dallin H. Oaks – [Regarding the forced closure of an anti-Mormon newspaper in Nauvoo.] We should judge the actions of our predecessors on the basis of the laws and commandments and circumstances of their day, not ours.  (“Joseph, the Man and the Prophet”, Ensign, May 1996, p. 71.)

This applies to history of any age and can be accomplished only with work and an attention to detail.  Only when the scriptures are expounded can the rich treasure be mined.  In case it is presented as such, principle-straining is no substitute.

Final Thoughts

Are current emphases fairly described as “course corrections”?  If so are all or most instructors off course, or are these trends in response to the excesses of a subset?

Boyd K. Packer - In recent years we might be compared to a team of doctors issuing prescriptions to cure or to immunize our members against spiritual diseases.  Each time some moral or spiritual ailment was diagnosed, we have rushed to the pharmacy to concoct another remedy, encapsulate it as a program and send it out with pages of directions for use.  While we all seem to agree that overmedication, over-programming, is a critically serious problem, we have failed to reduce the treatments.  (Regional Representative Seminar, March 30, 1990)
Principles are not the same as knowledge.  Knowledge can include knowledge of principles, but it must also be knowledge of facts, context, and detail.  Using guide-on-the-side and straining for principles may be better described as a form of exhorting, for those who already understand the principles.  Blurring the distinctions between that and teaching, preaching and expounding is not useful. 

The oft-quoted phrase “teach ye diligently” is rarely used in its fulness.  Here it is –

D&C 88:77-80 -

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.

Besides providing a wide horizon of things we should teach, note that “principle” and “doctrine” are listed separately.  The passage defines a (or maybe even the) purpose of teaching as preparing us in all things to magnify our callings.  Does straining for principles, especially if used solely or predominantly, “prepare [us] in all things” for callings and missions?

Proverbs 4:7 - Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom: and with all thy getting get understanding.

(Essay by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)

Extra Notes

An example of abstraction might be Alma’s observation of “the word” of the gospel -

Alma 31:5 - And now, as the preaching of the word had a great tendency to lead the people to do that which was just—yea, it had had more powerful effect upon the minds of the people than the sword, or anything else, which had happened unto them …

Alma (or Mormon) says “preaching of the word” had the powerful effect.  He does not draw a distinction between “the word” and the principles found therein.  

Another wonderful passage is -

Alma 17:2 – [The four sons of Mosiah] had waxed strong in the knowledge of the truth; for they were men of a sound understanding and they had searched the scriptures diligently, that they might know the word of God.

What did they desire to know?  “The word of God” - meaning either the gospel or the Messiah himself (John 1:1), which are one in the same.  This is much more than principles alone.  It is a knowledge of specific details of the Lord’s life, atonement, resurrection, second coming and more.



Interestingly the teaching approach of straining scriptural passages for principles is not partnered with the Topical Guide.  The latter includes a wealth of powerful clips for any given principle.  Nor are the cross-references included in the approach.  Perhaps a reason is that principle-straining is for “reading” the scriptures whereas the Topical Guide and cross-references are for study and searching.  

Neither the Topical Guide or scripture cross-reference are appropriate material for the current courses in Relief Society and adult priesthood classes, according to Elder Oakes’ talk in general conference, October, 2007.

Is this a conscious shift away from scripture “study” in the fuller sense of the word, in the classroom setting?  Could this be because the membership is not doing study?



Gordon B. Hinckley - The truest source of divine wisdom is the word of the Lord in these sacred volumes, the standard works of the Church.  Here is found the doctrine to which we must hold fast if this work is to roll forth to its divinely charted destiny” (Ensign, May 1982, p. 45)


The Articles of Faith

1. We believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His Son, Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Ghost.

2. We believe that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for Adam’s transgression.

3. We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.

4. We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost.

5. We believe that a man must be called of God, by prophecy, and by the laying on of hands by those who are in authority, to preach the Gospel and administer in the ordinances thereof.

6. We believe in the same organization that existed in the Primitive Church, namely, apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers, evangelists, and so forth.

7. We believe in the gift of tongues, prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, interpretation of tongues, and so forth.

8. We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly; we also believe the Book of Mormon to be the word of God.

9. We believe all that God has revealed, all that He does now reveal, and we believe that He will yet reveal many great and important things pertaining to the Kingdom of God.

10. We believe in the literal gathering of Israel and in the restoration of the Ten Tribes; that Zion (the New Jerusalem) will be built upon the American continent; that Christ will reign personally upon the earth; and, that the earth will be renewed and receive its paradisiacal glory.

11. We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty God according to the dictates of our own conscience, and allow all men the same privilege, let them worship how, where, or what they may.

12. We believe in being subject to kings, presidents, rulers, and magistrates, in obeying, honoring, and sustaining the law.

13. We believe in being honest, true, chaste, benevolent, virtuous, and in doing good to all men; indeed, we may say that we follow the admonition of Paul—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.

Compare against Articles of Faith #6, 7, 8 and 10 – which contain no clearly defined principles, but are specific (hugely important) events in space and time.  The number of pages devoted by James E. Talmage in his book Articles of Faith, to each Article of Faith – 

	#
	Topics
	Pgs

	1.
	God and the Holy Trinity
	23

	2.
	Transgression and the Fall
	22

	3.
	The Atonement and Salvation
	21

	4.
	Faith, Repentance, Baptism, the Holy Ghost, Sacrament
	83

	5.
	Authority in the Ministry
	19

	6.
	The Church and its Plan of Organization
	19

	7.
	Spiritual Gifts
	19

	8.
	The Bible and the Book of Mormon
	51

	9.
	Revelation, Past, Present and Future
	18

	10.
	The Dispersion of Israel, Zion, Christ’s Reign on Earth, Regeneration and Resurrection
	61

	11.
	Religious Liberty and Toleration
	18

	12.
	Submission to Secular Authority
	16

	13.
	Practical Religion
	27


The article receiving the most coverage is #4, “the first principles and ordinances.”  The next two most covered are #8 and #10, which involve the accuracy of the transmission of the scriptures and the momentous events of the last days.

 Studying such things (beyond mere memorization of a few passages) helps us “be prepared in all things when [the Lord] shall send” (D&C 88:80) us on missions and fill callings.

Isaiah

A monumental landmark in our gospel study is the book of Isaiah.  It presents a worldview, especially as interpreted by the Nephites, of the Lord’s mission and last days.  The book may not lend itself to a Guide-on-the-Side or a principle-straining approach.



“The Devil Is In the Details”

Meaning: 

· … Small things in plans and schemes that are often overlooked can cause serious problems later on. – UsingEnglish.com
· The "Random House Dictionary of Popular Proverbs and Sayings" by Gregory Y. Titelman (Random House, New York, 1996) shows this phrase as a variation of "God is in the details - Whatever one does should be done thoroughly; details are important. The saying is generally attributed to Gustave Flaubert (1821-80), who is often quoted as saying, 'Le bon Dieu est dans le detail' (God is in the details) … - Phrases.org.uk
When it comes to the scriptures, what if God is in the details, so to speak?



