Building Upon Rock

3-Navigating the Mysteries

“Mystery”, what does it mean?  

1. Something Incomprehensible – The modern meaning of something incomprehensible forms no part of the significance of the word as it occurs in the NewTestament [or the Book of Mormon]. (Bible Dictionary, “Mystery”, p. 736)
2. Modern Revelation – ”Denotes in the New Testament a spiritual truth that was once hidden but now is revealed, and that, without special revelation, would have remained unknown. It is generally used along with words denoting revelation or publication.” (Bible Dictionary, “Mystery”, p. 736)
3. Partially Revealed Truth – On the other hand, there is no spiritual gain in idle speculation about things the Lord has not revealed.” (Bible Dictionary, “Mystery”, p. 736)  

4. Temple Ordinances - In the Bible and in other ancient documents the word “mystery” is often associated with ceremonies in the temple. (See for example Bruce R. McConkie, Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, v.1, p.248; Hugh Nibley, Temple and Cosmos: Beyond This Ignorant Present, p. 27)
Hugh Nibley - In fact, the Egyptian word for burial means "to initiate one into the mysteries," i.e. things needed for the afterlife.  As his ultimate objective, the dead requests "permission to enter into the Holy of Holies of the Temple of Heliopolis," on the grounds that as an "Elder" he has been "initiated into the deepest secrets of the Temple. (Hugh Nibley, The Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri: An Egyptian Endowment, p. 7)
Partially Revealed Truth
Institute Manual - A common expression heard in the Church is that we should stay away from the "mysteries," yet these verses speak of the mysteries in a very positive sense, promising them to the righteous who seek after them. Elder Bruce R. McConkie explained the seeming contradiction:

"There is also a restricted and limited usage of the expression mysteries; it is more of a colloquial than a scriptural usage, and it has reference to that body of teachings in the speculative field, those things which the Lord has not revealed in plainness in this day. It is to these things that reference is made when the elders are counseled to leave the mysteries alone.

"'Oh, ye elders of Israel, hearken to my voice,' the Prophet said, 'and when you are sent into the world to preach, tell those things you are sent to tell; preach and cry aloud, "Repent ye, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand; repent and believe the gospel." Declare the first principles, and let mysteries alone, lest ye be overthrown. Never meddle with the visions of beasts and subjects you do not understand.' (Teachings, p. 292.)" (Mormon Doctrine, p. 524.) (Doctrine and Covenants Institute Manual for section 6:6,11.)
Alma 37:11 - Now these mysteries are not yet fully made known unto me; therefore I shall forbear. 

Deuteronomy 29:29 - The secret [things belong] unto the Lord our God: but those [things which are] revealed [belong] unto us and to our children for ever, that [we] may do all the words of this law. 

Which is which?  How do we know which truths are solid and which are as yet “partially revealed”?  For example, long ago Elder McConkie among others wrote that blacks would not receive the priesthood before the millennium.  After the new revelation, he wrote that he and others had been going on “limited understanding.”  (Doctrines of the Restoration, p. 165)  How do we know which doctrines or ideas are the unfinished kind?

Q. Is there a list published by the church?

Yes, it’s called the scriptures, plus many decades of conference addresses. (
Q. Is there a toll-free number I can call?

Yes, prayer – often most effective when dialed from the House of Prayer (the temple).

Q. Is there a committee that validates the doctrines of the church?

Yes, each member of the church individually – with a safety net of councils such as the family, the quorum, the ward, etc.  (See our article called “Approved Material.doc”.)
Q. How do I “grade” a doctrine or religious idea?

A. “In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every word be established” (2 Corinthians 13:1), i.e. by the weight of evidence – 

· Quantity - number of references or times it appears.

· Quality - Is a reference in the scriptures, from a conference address or hearsay?

· Variety - Notice how the witnesses to the Lord’s birth varied over time, distance and circumstance: Nephi was around the world and hundreds of years before, the shepherds, the wisemen, Anna the temple worker, Simeon, Mary, Joseph, the Nephi in 3rd Nephi, testimonies of the ancient apostles plus modern scripture and current prophets.

Q. Can’t I just pray about a question without study?

No, remember Oliver Cowdery’s attempt to translate the plates (D&C 9:8).  Sometimes the Lord may be more interested in the type and amount of study we do in companionship with the holy spirit than he is with the particular question.

Q. I’m intimidated if real answers or final confirmations must come by revelation.

The pattern of revelation the Lord uses 99% of the time is that the answers are revealed to our leaders.  The rest of us then hear them speak or read their accounts, and then a confirming feeling comes over us. “Whether by mine own voice or by the voice of my servants, it is the same.” (D&C 1:38).  Either way, it’s still “direct” revelation.

Q. Shouldn’t I avoid the mysteries? 

Matthew 13:11 – … It is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven …

D&C 6:7 - Seek not for riches but for wisdom, and behold, the mysteries of God shall be unfolded unto you, and then shall you be made rich. Behold, he that hath eternal life is rich.

Q. But aren’t the mysteries dangerous?

Yes, they can be – taken up in the wrong attitude, or if you’re willing to accept opinion as fact, or base a conclusion on a single passage of scripture or quote from someone, even a general authority – or use any other unwise building materials.  

Q. We have already received everything we need, why mess with anything more?

Elder Joseph B. Wirthlin - God has revealed everything necessary for our salvation. We should teach and dwell on the things that have been revealed and avoid delving into so-called mysteries. My counsel to teachers in the Church, whether they instruct in wards and stakes, Church institutions of higher learning, institutes of religion, seminaries, or even as parents in their homes, is to base their teachings on the scriptures and the words of latter-day prophets.” (Ensign, Nov. 1994, 77, as quoted in “I Have A Question”)
Certainly assigned lesson topics should be covered as outlined.  And the teacher has a serious responsibility to adapt a lesson to the level of the students.  However taken generally (and perhaps out of context) Elder Wirthlin’s remarks are difficult to fully reconcile with the Lord’s admonitions below.

D&C 88:78-80 - 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;

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 [what could be more mysterious and difficult to understand than the perplexities of nations right now!], and the judgments which are on the land; and a knowledge also of countries and of kingdoms—

That ye may be prepared in all things when I shall send you again to magnify the calling whereunto I have called you …
The concept itself of “everything necessary for our salvation” is worth an entire separate article. (See our article “Upon Rock, 4-Not Essential to My Salvation.doc”.)
For a contrasting view, consider the example of the Apocrypha, which are a group of ancient writings.  Some other Christian churches include them in their Bibles.  While Joseph was making the inspired translation of the Bible, he wondered whether to also work on the  Apocrypha.  The Lord gave this incredibly curious response - 

D&C 91 - Verily, thus saith the Lord unto you concerning the Apocrypha—There are many things contained therein that are true, and it is mostly translated correctly; There are many things contained therein that are not true, which are interpolations by the hands of men. Verily, I say unto you, that it is not needful that the Apocrypha should be translated.  Therefore, whoso readeth it, let him understand, for the Spirit manifesteth truth; And whoso is enlightened by the Spirit shall obtain benefit therefrom; And whoso receiveth not by the Spirit, cannot be benefited. Therefore it is not needful that it should be translated. Amen.

It would have been very easy for the Lord to simply give a list of the books’ titles and state which ones contained true parts and where those parts are.  Why didn’t he?  

A good list and description of those very books are in our Bible Dictionary.  Strangely however no quality judgments are included.  What is the Lord trying to get us to do by his response?

Joseph Smith commented elsewhere on this revelation saying, “We have not found the Book of Jasher, nor any other of the lost books mentioned in the Bible as yet; nor will we obtain them at present. Respecting the Apocrypha, the Lord said to us that there were many things in it which were true, and there were many things in it which were not true, and to those who desire it, should be given by the Spirit to know the true from the false.” (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v1, p. 363)
The Lord’s directions about the Apocrypha remind us of his advice about using tobacco for good: “…is an herb for bruises and all sick cattle, to be used with judgment and skill.  (D&C 89:8)  Interestingly here too he does not tell us how exactly this is done, but expects us to find out as needed.

The issue of the Apocrypha is that it is not black or white.  Is it then permissible to quote from it in church?  Here are some examples from people who have done so -

· Elder Nelson quoted the apocryphal book the “Discourse on Abbatôn” in a conference talk. (“The Creation”, Ensign, May 2000, p. 84)
· Elder Maxwell quotes the ancient book called “The Second Book of Esdras”. (A Wonderful Flood of Light, p. 125) 

He also quotes “Slavonic Enoch”.  Here is a sample – 

A few ancient writings, unavailable to Joseph Smith or anyone else at that time, have since appeared. Apocryphal writings may contain truths to be discerned, for “whoso is enlightened by the Spirit shall obtain benefit therefrom.” (D&C 91:5) This is an example from the Nag Hammadi Library. In the Apocryphon of James, Jesus reportedly told an afflicted Peter and James, “If you consider how long the world existed before you, and how long it will exist after you, you will find that your life is one single day and your sufferings one single hour”. (But for a Small Moment, footnotes) 
(This quote is originally from “The Apocryphon of James,” in The Nag Hammadi Library in English, James M. Robinson, p. 31)
· Other apostles and prophets include Orson F. Whitney, Orson Pratt, John A. Widstoe, James E. Talmage, Joseph Fielding Smith, Mark E. Peterson and Bruce R. McConkie.

Ask and Ye Shall Receive

Just in case we might miss the point, the Lord tells us to ask Him for what we need over one hundred times in the Doctrine and Covenants.  (See our page, “Ask the Lord, D&C List.doc”.)
Summary

Joseph Smith - I advise all to go on to perfection, and search deeper and deeper into the mysteries of Godliness … It has always been my province to dig up hidden mysteries -new things - for my hearers. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p.364) 

(Article by Zan and Misty Larsen)

Extra Material

D&C 88:118 - And as all have not faith, seek ye diligently and teach one another words of wisdom; yea, seek ye out of the best books words of wisdom; seek learning, even by study and also by faith. (also in D&C 109:7)
D&C 109:14 - And do thou grant, Holy Father, that all those who shall worship in this house may be taught words of wisdom out of the best books, and that they may seek learning even by study, and also by faith, as thou hast said;



A mystery can also be anything that’s new.  It can even be just a fresh approach to a familiar subject

Matthew 13:52 – Things Old and New

JST Matthew 13:52-53 - Then Jesus said unto them, Have ye understood all these things? They say unto him, Yea, Lord.  Then said he unto them, Every scribe well instructed in the things of the kingdom of heaven, is like unto a householder; a man, therefore, which bringeth forth out of his treasure that which is new and old.

Matthew 13:52, Amplified Bible - He said to them, Therefore every teacher and interpreter of the Sacred Writings who has been instructed about and trained for the kingdom of heaven and has become a disciple is like a householder who brings forth out of his storehouse treasure that is new and [treasure that is] old [the fresh as well as the familiar].

Matthew 13:52—“every scribe which is instructed unto the kingdom” This means “everyone versed or expert in the law who has become a disciple in the kingdom.” (S. Kent Brown, C. Wilfred Griggs, and Thomas W. Mackay, “Footnotes to the Gospels,” Ensign, Feb. 1975, p. 50)
Though Jesus was sometimes critical of oral tradition or the "tradition of the elders" (see, for example, Matt. 15:2-3), he also recognized the value of the Midrash and the midrashic method. He said that scribes—they were the practitioners of the midrashic method in his day—who became disciples of the true master, or "great one," were like a householder who brought forth out of his treasure things both old and new (see Matt. 13:52). Jesus himself used midrash to teach the truths of the gospel. For example, much of the Gospel of John is halakhah, or explication of the old laws He had given: the meaning of the serpent raised up in the wilderness (John 3); the bread of life (John 6); and the woman taken in adultery (John 8). 

(David B. Galbraith, D. Kelly Ogden, and Andrew C. Skinner, Jerusalem: The Eternal City [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co., 1996], 243.)



Vain Mysteries

Truman Madsen treats the topic thus:

Oral tradition attributes another wise maxim to the Prophet: "Don't climb to the extreme branches of the tree, for there is danger of falling: cling close to the trunk.”  One translation: Avoid the vain mysteries and the discussion of them.  Avoid imaginative speculation.  But Joseph Smith, one must quickly add, made a distinction between the mysteries of godliness-that is, the deeper things that can only be known by revelation to the soul on the how of living a godly life - and the speculative pursuit of matters that are without profit to the soul.  "I advise all to go on to perfection," he said, "and search deeper and deeper into the mysteries of Godliness.”  The vain mysteries are those of which we know nothing and need not know anything - whether, for example, the pearly gates swing or roll, or what is the ultimate destiny of the sons of perdition.  "Cling close to the trunk."  (Truman G. Madsen, Joseph Smith the Prophet, p. 104)
His examples of vain mysteries are:

· The pearly gates.

· The fate of the sons of perdition.

There are problems with these examples:

· In the first place, are these really topics that people really discuss and ponder much?

· The word pearly does not exist in scripture.  The word gates does not, as far as we can tell, ever refer to a opening into heaven.  (Interestingly “gates of hell” appears multiple times in modern scripture.)  Therefore the entire concept of “pearly gates” is fanciful.  Why not just state that up front in any hypothetical debate on the subject?  Doing so properly casts the topic in its correct light and also allows the participants to move on quickly. 

· Is the point about the sons of perdition also off limits?  If so, what are we to make of this quote? -

Joseph Smith - Thy mind, O man! if thou wilt lead a soul unto salvation, must stretch as high as the utmost heavens, and search into and contemplate the darkest abyss, and the broad expanse of eternity - thou must commune with God.  (History of The Church, v. 3, p. 295.)
Br. Madsen’s approach illustrates the difficulty of establishing an effective ban on “vain mysteries”.  When it comes to giving practical examples, those quickly become either truisms (obvious and useless) or problematic (not so cut and dried) when faced with wider knowledge.
And then there is the issue of counter examples.  For example, is it important to know how many senums equal an ezrom?  (Alma 11:12)  If not, then why does a book that was heavily edited by a great prophet retain that fact?  And what about the names of the sun, moon and stars given by revelation in Abraham 3?

Instead of banning, why not use such questions as opportunities to sharpen our study skills?  With the aid of computers, given to us by God with the expectation of using them to magnify our callings, we can efficiently collect all of the known evidences for and against an idea, and serve them up in response.  When appropriate we can then conclude that no firm conclusion can yet be reached, and zap off to another topic.
In our teaching experience, this approach is always appreciated by the students, and leaves them satisfied and happy with the strength of the restored gospel .  
Complaint #1:  “You are answering the questions for the students when they should be doing it.”  In our experience the opposite occurs: with such repeated examples of how to do it, the students really do learn how and gain the desire to do it themselves.  Repeatedly we see the questioner and others around him or her diving into their laptops and giving answers, often faster than we can do.  That feeds even more desire to master the techniques themselves.

Complaint #2:  “Yes, but this will take a lot of time in a class.”  Actually it does not, if done in this way:

· Have your computer resources ready.

· If you can present the answers quickly, do so.

· If not, state that you do not know and will come prepared with answers next time.

Complaint #3:  “You cannot expect the average teacher to be able to do this.”  Why not?  Perhaps the teacher needs training in these techniques.  Good.  He or she will benefit from it personally and thereafter the students will be further blessed.

Complaint #4:  “You’re adding an unnecessary burden on the teacher.”  Is this really an added responsibility?  And is it unnecessary?  It seemed a basic duty to Ammon and Aaron who answered any question posed them by their kingly students.   Those two exemplary teachers did not view it as burden but a privilege.

Complaint #5:  “The teacher does not have time for this.”  This is especially likely for volunteer seminary teachers who devote the early morning hours of consecutive days of the week to presenting lessons – on top of regular daily duties.  Hopefully such a teacher can get help from the rest of us as needed.
Complaint #6: “You’re just being difficult.”  You’re just being lazy. (  At least that is how a sports coach would respond, and somehow in our culture we accept strong reproaches from such people but are too emotionally fragile to take them from anyone else.  Maybe we need a fitness coach barking at us to reach higher levels in our teaching.
A final point.  This approach of allowing and answering any question reverses a horrible ill in our church.  The Restoration began with the passage from James 1:5.  Ask yourself and your students what the word upbraid in it means.  Few if any will actually know, despite all the memorizing in the Scripture Mastery program.  Its role in that verse means that we can ask questions to Heavenly Father without fear or worry about being belittled or criticized for asking.
Think about that.  Rather than embracing that openness, we have instilled in each other the exact opposite.  Anyone can brand any topic as inappropriate at any time.  That person instantly assumes the authority of judge and jury, and magically disposes of the question by labeling it as unnecessary or not essential.  Honest questions are branded, even with the best politeness, as being to some degree unseemly – and the honest questioner is left with some degree of shame.

Well armed with the scriptures and comments by modern leaders and other thoughtful people, we can instead reward the question with a satisfying and meaningful response, and honor the questioner who it our privilege to serve.


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)
