Engaging Gospel Doctrine (Episode 31)

Lesson 5
“This Is the Spirit of Revelation”
	Hook
	I would submit that the topic of the next two lessons is the single most important subject in all the gospel. Simply put, revelation is our access to everything else. It is our conduit and connection to spiritual life, to inspiration, to wisdom and guidance. It is the key to learning, to living well and serving others.

It is also complex and difficult. This lesson will discuss how we can prepare ourselves to receive revelation, and next lesson will discuss how we interpret revelation once we have it.

	Goal 
	Understanding the factors that influence how we receive revelation will help class members do their part and learn their “spiritual language” and therefore make better life decisions. 

	Overview
	·  Discuss the assigned reading 
· What factors influence the way we receive revelation? What is the relationship between reality and revelation? Between divine communication and our language and worldview? 

· Steps for responsible revelation 

	Main Points
	· See the Reading Analysis here: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wQmTk7D8GLeY1haxg-9iEr4yk5LJ_l7EfupAjRoB-tE/edit#bookmark=id.77or0oh5ci17 

· Discuss points from Revelation according to our Language

· Discuss Revelation according to our Expectations

· There is no “one right approach” to receiving revelation—it is key to figure out your own relationship with God. For the sake of discussion and exploration however, I suggest the following: 

· Steps for responsible revelation (see below)  


Revelation according to our Language (See link to the PDF on the blog if you wish)
Two sources contribute to our understanding of reality: either we know something from personal experience, or we know something from indirect teaching. An experience with my young daughter highlighted this insight. She was about two years old, and I was giving her a bath. She was making her foam frog say “ribbit, ribbit.” Because I am an academic who thinks too much, her play prompted the following train of thought: my daughter has never heard a frog. The only way she knows what noise a frog makes is because I told her. I could have told her that frogs say “moo.” My point in sharing this anecdote is to emphasize how hard it could be for her to overcome my incorrect teaching. The first time she heard a frog say “ribbit,” and asked why it didn’t say “moo,” I could tell her that it is a sick frog, and that healthy frogs say “moo.” If she heard more frogs, I could tell her that frogs in this region ribbit, but others moo. She might not learn the truth until she experienced an uncomfortable epiphany in the middle of high school biology.

I would submit that most of us carry at least a few “frogs say moo” beliefs. In my proposed epistemological framework, three elements combine to shape our knowledge: 1) truth, 2) human limitation, and 3) historical process. These elements overlap, of course, but realization of this combination allows for a productive application of scholarship to religious subjects. Sifting these elements becomes critically important when one attempts to apply revelation to historical questions. 

 Revelation according to our expectations 

Again, I suggest that God conforms revelation to the recipients’ expectations, world view, and language, and that this model best explains conflicts between scripture and scholarship. This concept may trouble the handful of us conscious of these difficulties, but from a salvation and communication perspective, it is the most efficient way for God to transmit spiritual truth. We as scholars are concerned with accuracy and historicity defined in a narrow sense, but such is not the case with the majority of God's audience. When God grants his child a revelation, he is not going to sideswipe them with unexpected historical niceties. 


A vision recounted by Orson Whitney illustrates my point. This mystical experience is spiritually efficient and emotionally powerful, but sets off a few alarms in the corridor of historical criticism. 

“Then came a marvelous manifestation, and admonition from a higher source, one impossible to ignore. It was a dream, or a vision in a dream, as I lay upon my bed in the little town of Columbia, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. I seemed to be in the Garden of Gethsemane, a witness of the Savior's agony. I saw Him as plainly as ever I have seen anyone. Standing behind a tree in the foreground, I beheld Jesus, with Peter, James and John, as they came through a little wicket gate at my right. Leaving the three Apostles there, after telling them to kneel and pray, the Son of God passed over to the other side, where He also knelt and prayed. It was the same prayer with which all Bible readers are familiar: 'Oh my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless not as I will, but as Thou wilt.' 

“As He prayed the tears streamed down His face, which was toward me. I was so moved at the sight that I also wept, out of pure sympathy. My whole heart went out to Him; I loved Him with all my soul, and longed to be with Him as I longed for nothing else...He offered up the same prayer as before; then went back and again found them sleeping. Again He awoke them, readmonished them, and once more returned and prayed. Three times this occurred, until I was perfectly familiar with His appearance-- face, form and movements. He was of noble stature and majestic mien-- not at all the weak, effeminate being that some painters have portrayed; but the very God that He was and is, as meek and humble as a little child.

“All at once the circumstances seemed to change, the scene remaining just the same. Instead of before, it was after the crucifixion, and the Savior, with the three Apostles, now stood together in a group at my left. They were about to depart and ascend into Heaven. I could endure it no longer. I ran from behind the tree, fell at His feet, clasped Him around the knees, and begged Him to take me with Him.

“I shall never forget the kind and gentle manner in which He stooped, raised me up, and embraced me. It was so vivid, so real. I felt the very warmth of His body, as He held me in His arms and said in the tenderest tones: "No, my son, these have finished their work; they can go with me; but you must stay and finish yours." Still I clung to Him. Gazing up into His face-- for He was taller than I-- I besought Him fervently: "Well, promise me that I may come to you at the last." Smiling sweetly, He said, "That will depend entirely upon yourself." I awoke with a sob in my throat, and it was morning.

“.... I saw the moral clearly. I have never thought of being an Apostle, nor of holding any other office in the Church, and it did not occur to me then. Yet I knew that these sleeping Apostles meant me. I was asleep at my post -- as any man is who, having been divinely appointed to do one thing, does another.

“But from that hour, all was changed. I never was the same man again. I continued to write, but not to the neglect of the Lord's work. I held that first and foremost; all else was secondary.”

(Orson F. Whitney, "Through Memories Halls", 1930, p. 82 Quoted in Bryant Hinckley, The Faith of our Pioneer Fathers, 211-213). 


No one could deny the spiritual and emotional power of this account. It changed Orson's life and touches the reader's emotions. Obviously, this vision fulfilled God's purposes. And as Orson repeatedly emphasizes, this vision was as real to him as any other experience. But to those of us attuned to such things, the anachronisms are striking—Orson sees not the Gethsemane of Jesus' time, but a garden like those with which he would be familiar. Instead of hearing Aramaic interpreted through the gift of tongues, Orson heard not only the exact King James rendering of Jesus' prayer, but specifically the one he knew best—drawn from Matthew 26:39. This sublime experience drives home the point of this paper—God gave Orson exactly the vision that would maximize its spiritual affect; at the same time, the details reflect not historical reality, but the recipient's expectations. 

Suggested Steps for Responsible Revelation 

1. Start in a place of meekness and humility. Remember that there is still much the Lord will reveal (AoF 9) and that God speaks to us according to our own language and understanding (2 Ne. 31:3). Our personal experiences are sacred, but there is still much we don’t know. This can be called epistemic humility.

2. Treasure up the word. Seek the best information, guidance and counsel you have access to. Step 1 will prevent you from dismissing good advice out of hand. I have a hunch that God can only use information in our minds to shape revelations, so the more informed we are, the more they have to work with. These sources can be trusted friends, family, leaders, or books, even websites ( 
3. Learn your spiritual language. Here is one of the important tasks of life—to learn how God interacts with us personally. Sometimes in Church it seems there is only one way to get an answer, such as when “Moroni’s promise” is emphasized without discussing other altneratives. We can learn our “spiritual language.” Does God speak to us through our feelings? Through “sudden flashes of insight?” Through empowering us as we work our hardest? Through the counsel and guidance of those close to us? We should be aware of both rational and nonrational sources of inspiration and information. 
4. Make the best decision you can. 
5. Take that decision to the Lord. 
6. Interpret God’s answer. Once again, we can ask ourselves whether our own desires or limitations affected the answer we received. If we feel peaceful about our decision or greater clarity we can move forward with greater assurance than we otherwise would have had. 
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