 Building Upon Rock
1. Fragmentary Knowledge and Grading Evidence

Beware of the Fog Elephants

Imagine that a couple people glimpse something in a thick fog.  One of them later remarks that it looked a little like an elephant.  A second group of people comes to the same place minutes later after the fog has lifted, they then plainly see in the bright sunshine that it is a tree.  They become additional witnesses and their evidence is more solid.  

An interesting feature of human nature is that without the second group’s testimony, the original glimpse in the fog can evolve into a firm conclusion, and throughout the countryside people are warned:  “Beware of the fog elephants.”  A tiny bit of information or a weak opinion can expand to fill our entire understanding of a subject. 

The ancient philosopher Aristotle wrote that “nature abhors a vacuum”.  In other words, nature doesn’t like an empty space.  Things move in to fill the void, like weeds into an empty field.  In physics this phrase is used to illustrate that a tiny amount of gas (air) will fill a completely empty, vacuum sealed bottle, regardless of the size of that bottle.  Even with just a tiny puff, the molecules in the gas will spread out so that the entire volume has some small amount of gas in it.

Hugh Nibley describes this as “the gas law of learning, namely, that any amount of information no matter how small will fill any intellectual void no matter how large.”  (Old Testament and Related Studies, p. 3-4)  

This tendency is behind the author Henry David Thoreau’s caution, “Nature abhors a vacuum, and if I can only walk with sufficient carelessness I am sure to be filled.”

Members of the church can have the same challenge with a single quote by a lone general authority. 

Fragmentary Knowledge

1 Corinthians 13:9-12 (KJV) - For we know in part, and we prophesy in part.  But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away.  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.  For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.

1 Corinthians 13:9-12 (Amplified Bible) - For our knowledge is fragmentary (incomplete and imperfect), and our prophecy (our teaching) is fragmentary (incomplete and imperfect).  But when the complete and perfect (total) comes, the incomplete and imperfect will vanish away (become antiquated, void, and superseded).  When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; now that I have become a man, I am done with childish ways and have put them aside.  For now we are looking in a mirror that gives only a dim (blurred) reflection [of reality as in a riddle or enigma], but then [when perfection comes] we shall see in reality and face to face! Now I know in part (imperfectly), but then I shall know and understand fully and clearly, even in the same manner as I have been fully and clearly known and understood [by God].

Limited Understanding

Bruce R. McConkie [after the revelation on the priesthood in 1978] - There are statements in our literature by the early Brethren that we have interpreted to mean that the Negroes would not receive the priesthood in mortality. I have said the same things, and people write me letters and say, "You said such and such, and how is it now that we do such and such?" All I can say is that it is time disbelieving people repented and got in line and believed in a living, modern prophet. Forget everything that I have said, or what President Brigham Young or President George Q. Cannon or whoever has said in days past that is contrary to the present revelation. We spoke with a limited understanding and without the light and knowledge that now has come into the world.

We get our truth and light line upon line and precept upon precept (2 Ne. 28:30; Isa. 28:9-10; D&C 98:11-12; 128:21). 

We have now added a new flood of intelligence and light on this particular subject, and it erases all the darkness and all the views and all the thoughts of the past. They don't matter anymore.

It doesn't make a particle of difference what anybody ever said about the Negro matter before the first day of June 1978. It is a new day and a new arrangement, and the Lord has now given the revelation that sheds light out into the world on this subject. As to any slivers of light or any particles of darkness of the past, we forget about them. We now do what meridian Israel did when the Lord said the gospel should go to the Gentiles. We forget all the statements that limited the gospel to the house of Israel, and we start going to the Gentiles.  (Sermons and Writings of Bruce R. McConkie, p. 165)

D&C 10:37 - But as you cannot always judge the righteous, or as you cannot always tell the wicked from the righteous, therefore I say unto you, hold your peace until I shall see fit to make all things known unto the world concerning the matter.

Even so, we must do our best with what we have -

Howard W. Hunter - We must not forget that our knowledge is not yet perfect. Everyone in this life must often look at matters through a glass, darkly. (The Teachings of Howard W. Hunter, p. 183)

J. Lyman Redd - Nonetheless, I believe it is better to "see through a glass, darkly" than to see nothing at all, particularly if the initial images seen darkly can be made clear and validated by prophetic statements, revealed truth, and personal inspiration.” (From his chapter in Thy People Shall Be My People and Thy God My God: The 22d Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium, p. 119)

“It’s Early Days Yet”
The British frequently use this expression.  It simply means that it is too early to tell.  “Early days” says that it is too soon to know whether an understanding is correct or how things will turn out. They use the expression far more often and more naturally in a conversation than Americans do with  “it’s too early to tell” or “the jury is still out”.  Perhaps the British are more aware and accepting of things that are not yet fully in focus.

Susa Young Gates - He knew, did Brigham Young, that nature abhors a vacuum. "Fill the mind with truth and no error can creep in." "Learn to weigh human values, to estimate human motives." Truth! always truth, therefore seek truth and knowledge will come. "Think for yourself. Don't let others think for you." "Walk not in borrowed light." "Study, arrange programmes, cultivate music and singing, read books and surround all your study and recreation with the spirit of purity and worship if you wish to protect the youth of Zion!" These are some of his inspired teachings.  (The Life Story of Brigham Young, p. 304)

Grading

If an issue is not completely black or white, what am I to make of it?  Perhaps it would help to assign a simple grade to each of the various possible understandings of the issue.

A – Absolutely True (e.g. the Lord’s resurrection as attested by many solid witnesses)

B – Probably True

C – Possibly True

D – Probably False

F – Absolutely False
Merely allowing ourselves any possibility between “A” or “F” can be a big help in class discussions and personal study.  For example - 

· Was earth divided in the days of Peleg (Genesis 10:25) into continents or was it merely a political division?

· Were there no rainbows before the flood of Noah?

· Did animals evolve?

· Was the earth created in seven 24-hour days?

· Did the Book of Mormon peoples live in what is now the USA and Canada?

· Was Ham’s wife a descendent of Cain?

· Was the universe created in The Big Bang?

Allowing the “I Don’t Know”

Another benefit of some sort of personal grading system is to allow ourselves to simply confess that we just do not know.  This is surprisingly difficult for us.  We would much rather take one of these two stances –

1. It’s completely true or completely false.

2. It’s not important.  I don’t need to know.

Somehow our egos do not want to allow the third option which is somehow frightening: “I don’t know.”

Fear of losing face, or worry about not being good enough representatives of the Lord, can draw us into defending strange and obscure positions.  For example, we do not need to defend all views of Christianity, but only those of the restored gospel.

Why do Christians insist on calling it the first rainbow [in the time of Noah], just because it is the first mentioned?  Who says that water drops did not refract light until that day?  Well, my old Sunday School teacher, for one, used to say it.  (Hugh Nibley, Old Testament and Related Studies, p. 66)

Nor do we need to defend all of religion in general, such as the wars between the Catholics and Protests in the British Isles, the Crusades by the Christians against the Muslims in Middle Ages, or the recent atrocities between Sunni and Shiite Muslims.  Yes, all of those things were done by people who profess a belief in God, but we need not defend their actions regardless of the intensity of their religious conviction.

When presented with a conflict of almost any type a natural tendency is to take up sides.  Like watching two competing sports teams we somehow quickly pick our favorite and root for them even if we have no connection otherwise.  We can get ourselves into similar situations, drawn into battles we simply do not need to fight and often are not authorized by the Lord to do so.  

A Responsibility to Refrain

As Latter-Day Saints sometimes we do not possess enough from the Lord to take a side.  We have the responsibility to refrain.  Emotionally we can simply let go.  We can say “I don’t know” and leave it at that.  “I don’t know” is very well good enough for now.

Hugh Nibley - We are not free to discuss any imaginable question simply because we say we are. I am not permitted to discuss botany with anybody, at any time or place. It is not the jealousy of a reactionary society or the dictates of a narrow church that cramp my style—I just don't happen to know anything about botany.  (Temple and Cosmos: Beyond This Ignorant Present, p. 448)

Brigham Young – … It matters not whether it took six days, six months, six years, or six thousand years. The creation occupied certain periods of time. We are not authorized to say what the duration of these days was, whether Moses penned these words as we have them, or whether the translators of the Bible have given the words their intended meaning.  (Discourses of Brigham Young, p.100, quoted in the PoGP institute manual for Moses 2:5.)

This is not to excuse us from getting involved in civic and moral issues.  It is however a reminder of humility and great care when it comes to doctrines.  

It is also an opportunity to allow for the reality that, at least for the present time, we realize we do not have time as an individual to dig deeper.  This should bring a note of humility, “Now these mysteries are not yet fully made known unto me” [maybe because I don’t have the time]; “therefore I shall forbear.” (Alma 37:11)  And we can rejoice for those the Lord has placed in our lives, traveling a few footsteps farther down the trail, who have received that blessing.
(Article by Zan and Misty Larsen)

Extra Material

D&C 10:62-63 - Yea, and I will also bring to light my gospel which was ministered unto them, and, behold, they shall not deny that which you have received, but they shall build it up, and shall bring to light the true points of my doctrine, yea, and the only doctrine which is in me.  And this I do that I may establish my gospel, that there may not be so much contention; yea, Satan doth stir up the hearts of the people to contention concerning the points of my doctrine; and in these things they do err, for they do wrest the scriptures and do not understand them.

2 Nephi 9:29 - But to be learned is good if they hearken unto the counsels of God.



Grades

The system of A-F grading is only an example.  A star system such as used in grading movies, books and other products works just as well.

Imperfect Guidelines

Some guidelines in the church are often not openly corrected but are simply discontinued or replaced.  

This is similar to a tendency in American culture in general.  “The philosopher George Santayana once observed that Americans don’t solve problems, they leave them behind.  If there’s an idea they don’t like, they don’t bother refuting it, they simply talk about something else, and the original idea dies from inattention.  If a situation bothers them, they leave it in the past.  (David Brooks, On Paradise Drive, A Look At America’s Suburban Civilization, p. 47)  

For example, apparently a prohibition against R-rated movies no longer exists.  The current version of the pamphlet For the Strength of Youth pamphlet now states: “Do not attend, view, or participate in entertainment that is vulgar, immoral, violent, or pornographic in any way. Do not participate in entertainment that in any way presents immorality or violent behavior as acceptable.”

Even with the revision there remains a possible area of confusion - the prohibition against anything that “presents … violent behavior as acceptable.”  While we should be a peaceful and peace-loving, gentle people, full of patience and long-suffering, the scriptures we hold dear do indeed present such behavior.  Examples include Nephi’s beheading of Laban and many warrior prophets in ancient scripture.  Their actions were indeed acceptable in their unfortunate and unenviable circumstances.  The Lord himself uses violence: “Behold, that great city Zarahemla have I burned with fire, and the inhabitants thereof.  And behold, that great city Moroni have I caused to be sunk in the depths of the sea, and the inhabitants thereof to be drowned. And behold, that great city Moronihah have I covered with earth…” (3rd Nephi 9:3-5)  

Indeed the directive’s focus is meant to be on “entertainment”, but the wording is still unfortunate. Perhaps sometime we will see a further refinement.



Joseph Smith - Before the mission for England under Elders Kimball and Hyde departed, the prophet enjoined them to adhere strictly to the first principles of the Gospel, and say nothing for the present in relation to the gathering; this, doubtless on account of the unsettled condition of the Church at the time. Similar instructions, and for the same reason, were given to the Twelve Apostles in 1839 when they went on their mission to England. But the Saints could not be kept in ignorance of these matters. No sooner were the people baptized than they were seized with a desire to gather with the main body of the Church. "I find it is difficult to keep anything from the Saints," writes Elder Taylor in his journal of this period, "for the Spirit of God reveals it to them. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v.2, p. xxvi - xxvii)

Neal A. Maxwell – [The doctrine of pre-mortality] also reminds us that we do not have all of the data. There are many times when we must withhold judgment and trust God, even in the midst of “all these things.” Only with the help of this doctrine can we begin to understand things as they really were, are, and will become. (See Jacob 4:13; D&C 93:24.)  (“Premortality, a Glorious Reality,” Ensign, Nov. 1985, p. 15)

Anthony W. Ivins - We must be careful in the conclusions that we reach.  The Book of Mormon teaches the history of three distinct peoples, or two peoples and three different colonies of people, who came from the old world to this continent.  It does not tell us that there was no one here before them. It does not tell us that people did not come after.  And so if discoveries are made which suggest differences in race origins, it can very easily be accounted for, and reasonably, for we do believe that other people came to this continent.  A thousand years had elapsed from the time the Book of Mormon closed until the discovery of America, and we know that other people came to America during that period.

… All kinds of theories have been advanced. I have talked with at least half a dozen men that have found the very place where the City of Zarahemla stood, and notwithstanding the fact that they profess to be Book of Mormon students, they vary a thousand miles apart in the places they have located.  We do not offer any definite solution.  As you study the Book of Mormon keep these things in mind and do not make definite statements concerning things that have not been proven in advance to be true.  (Conference Report, April 1929, First Day—Morning Meeting, p. 15-16)

David Clark - Members of the LDS Church are often unwilling to recognize any uncertainty in their religious beliefs.  But uncertainty does exist.  In Church history we see that beliefs once regarded as certainties had to be forsaken or substantially modified.  In this regard, it is noteworthy that the return of the Saints to Jackson County, Missouri, was postponed, the United Order no longer exists, polygamy as an earthly practice was abandoned, and worthy males of all races may receive the priesthood.  But why should we expect it to be otherwise?  Conditions change, new problems requiring new solutions arise, and God reveals to his prophets what should be done.  Only the most fundamental principles remain constant.  (From his chapter in Of Heaven and Earth: Reconciling Scientific Thought with LDS Theology, p.9)
“President Harold B. Lee told a group of us ‘never to accept any single-scripture theology.  If the Lord wants this people to know something, he will not bury it in some obscure verse, but will make it abundantly apparent throughout the scriptures.’" �- Paul Alan Cox �(From his chapter in Expressions of Faith: �Testimonies of Latter-day Saint Scholars, p. 105.)








