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May 10, 2009  

Context and Approach:  Getting  Started  
Posted by joespencer under Uncategorized  

[21] Comments  

How to situate D&C 42? In essence, I have outlined four separate approaches to the context of the revelation, each 

introduced by a bold heading. I anticipate, of course, that others will have other approaches to bring to the table: if 

you do not add to or take away from what Iôve put together here, your names will be blotted out of the book of life!  

Whatever approach should be taken, I have not here looked (at all!) at the content of the revelation itself, really. I deal 

in the first ñapproachò with its basic structure and provenance, but not with its content or meaning at the level of the 

verse. In the second ñapproach,ò I bother with the content only enough to set it in relation to a whole series of 

revelations preceding it. I invert this in the third ñapproach,ò setting D&C 42 in relation to a whole series of 

revelations (and history) following it. And finally, in my fourth (and most complex) ñapproach,ò I work out a series of 

quite sketchy ñcanonical criticalò readings of the revelation. If I have not at all begun to do serious textual work on the 

revelation itself, my hope is that these several attempts to situate the text will make it easier for us to do serious 

textual work in the coming weeks. 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comments
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I should note also that this initial post is excessively longðindeed, it is ridiculous. I found myself so fascinated by the 

history surrounding and involving D&C 42 that I found myself carried away by things. My apologies in advance for 

the length. 

Establishing the Text  

D&C 42, taken as a whole, had its beginnings on two different days. Verses 1-73 were received on February 9, 1831, 

while the remainder of the section (verses 74-93) were received on February 23, 1831. As Grant Underwood makes 

clear in his paper on D&C 42 (printed in  The Doctrine and Covenants: Revelations in Context), the two ñhalvesò of 

section 42 were not gathered together without reason. Drawing on a paragraph unique to the Symonds Ryder 

manuscript (which appears to be the earliest extant manuscript source), Underwood suggests that the February 23 

revelation was intimately connected with the February 9 revelation. Ryder wrote (or copied?) a kind of preface to 

(what are now) verses 74-93: ñFebruary 23d 1831, the rules and regulations of the How the Elders of the church of 

Christ are to act upon the points of the Law given by Jesus Christ to the Church in the presents of twelve Elders 

February 9th 1831 as agreed upon by seven Elders Elders Feby 23d 1831 according to to the commandment of God?ò 

(Underwood, p. 112) 

This accords nicely with D&C 43, received between the two ñhalvesò of D&C 42, as is made clear in the Book of 

Commandments. In that earliest collection of latter -day revelation, D&C 42:1-73 is chapter 44, and D&C 42:74-93 is 

chapter 47. Intervening between them is D&C 43, published in the Book of Commandments as chapter 45. There it 

says: ñFor behold, verily, verily I say unto you, that ye have received a commandment for a law unto my church , 

through him whom I have appointed unto you, to receive commandments and revelations from my hand. . . . And now 

behold I give unto you a commandment, that when ye are assembled together ye shall note with a pen how to act, and 

for my church to  act upon the points of my law and commandments , which I have given: And thus it shall become a 

law unto you, being sanctified by that which ye have received , that ye shall bind yourselves to act in all holiness 

before me; that inasmuch as ye do this, glory shall be added to the kingdom which ye have receivedò (BOC 45:2, 8-9, 

emphases added). This revelation seems to have paved the way from the first half of D&C 42 (BOC 44) and the second 

half of D&C 42 (BOC 47) by instructing the elders to seek out revelatory clarification specifically about how to act on 

the law revealed . 

D&C 42 thus began as two intertwined but initially separately published revelations: the February 9 revelation of ñthe 

Law,ò and the February 23 revelatory clarification of how ñthe Lawò is to be implemented. The earlier revelation 

(verses 1-73) was received in the presence of twelve elders gathered together specifically for the purpose of receiving 

the law, and the later revelation (verses 74-93) was received in the presence of seven elders intent on receiving 

revealed clarification. (The relationship between the twelve and seven elders might be a fruitful subject for study. On 

the one hand, there is a hint here of the twelve apostles and seven men of good report discussed in the New 

Testament, and one wonders whether there wasnôt some kind of conscious imitation of the pattern on the part of the 
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Saints. Another approach might be not to connect the seven with the seven men of good report, but with the idea of a 

numerical majority: the seven might be the majority of the ñquorumò of twelve that together received the law in the 

first place, anticipatory, perhaps, of the order laid out eventually for the Twelve in D&C 107. But one can speculate 

endlessly. . . .) 

Unfortunately, the in -the-moment transcripts of the revelations are no longer extant. In order to get at the text of the 

revelation itself, it is necessary to look at copies of the original. Interestingly, as Underwood points out, ñMore 

prepublication manuscript copies of this revelation have survived than of almost any other revelation. It stands 

alongside the Articles and Covenants in terms of its utility to early Church leaders.ò (p. 134) Underwood in fact lists 

eleven pre-D&C copies of (at least part of) what is now D&C 42: (1) the Ryder manuscript of 1831, apparently the 

earliest manuscript copy, and currently at home in the Church Archives; (2) the Whitmer manuscript of 1831, also in 

the Church Archives; (3) the Gilbert manuscript of 1831, in the ñBook of Commandments, Laws, and Covenants, Book 

Bò; (4) the 1831 version printed in theWestern Courier , a paper published near Ravenna, Ohio; (5) the 1832 

manuscript in the handwriting of Peter Whitmer, which appears in the Ze bedee Coltrin journal; (6) the Hyde 

manuscript, in the ñBook of Commandments, Laws, and Covenants, Book Aò; (7) the Morning and Evening 

Star  printing in July of 1832; (8) the  Morning and Evening Star printing in October of 1832; (9) chapter 44 of the 

Book of Commandments, in 1833; (10) chapter 47 of the Book of Commandments, in 1833; and (11) the Williams 

manuscript of 1834, found in the Kirtland Revelation Book. (See Underwood, p. 111 for a chart that shows what parts 

of D&C 42 appeared in which manuscripts. Cf. table 42 in Woodfordôs Historical Development of the Doctrine and 

Covenants, pp. 528-532.) 

That so many copies of the revelation were circulating even before the Star  printed the revelation (in its separable 

parts) in July and October of 1832 is telling: this revelation was considered central to the government and 

organization of the Church. Underwoodôs pairing of it with D&C 20 (the ñArticles and Covenantsò of the Church) is 

helpful: what the Articles and Covenants were to the Church in New York, the Law was to the Church in Ohio. 

More importantly, perhaps, these various manuscripts show that the wording of the revelation was far from fixed ð

indeed, that it was in something like a constant state of flux until it was definitively revised for the 1835 Do ctrine and 

Covenants (it has not, in its actual wording, changed since thenðthough its position in the Doctrine and Covenants as 

a whole has changed in significant ways). Hence, I want here to get beyond initial questions of provenance and 

structure: I wan t to look at the shape the revelation took as it came into the (various versions of the) canon. Here, 

eventually, I want to look at five ñversionsò of the revelation in particular: (1) the Symonds Ryder manuscript, (2) 

chapters 44 and 47 of the Book of Commandments, (3) section 13 of the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants, (4) section 42 

of the 1876 Doctrine and Covenants, and (5) section 42 of the 1981 Doctrine and Covenants. First, however, I want 

also to address the contexts and setting of the revelation according to two different trajectories. On the one hand, I 

want to look at how the revelation fits into the history of (revelations concerning) Zion. On the other hand, I want to 
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look at how D&C 42 functions as the first word on or first revelation concerning consecration. Iôll take these two 

themes up first, and only then turn to the question of the ñcanonical criticalò reading. 

Zion  

According to Josephôs 1838 history, the first hint that Joseph would be involved in something inseparable from the 

Abrahamic covenant came with the 1823 visit of Moroni. As Joseph tells the story from the post-Kirtland (that is, 

post-Elijahôs-visit) vantage point, the focus of Moroniôs visit was the reworking of Malachi 4: ñBehold, I will reveal 

unto you the Priesthood, by the hand of Elijah the prophet, before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the 

Lord. And he shall plant in the hearts of the children the promises made to the fathers, and the hearts of the children 

shall turn to their fathers . If it were not so, the whole earth would be utterly wasted at his comingò (D&C 2:1-3, 

emphasis added). The emphasis, here, is on the covenant, the ñpromises made to the fathers,ò that the Book of 

Mormon would bring to light.  

The five years between that visit and Josephôs finally getting quite seriously to work can be recounted as the story of 

the young translatorôs coming to see that the visiting Moroni was not a treasure guardian, but a visiting representative 

of an anciently obliterated people. (This is the story, of course, as Bushman and Givens have begun to canonize it.) By 

late 1828, especially after the loss of the manuscript pages Martin Harris had taken down, Joseph was finally 

beginning to see what the translation project was. In the first revelation (or really, ñcommandmentò) that Joseph 

would put into writing (and the significance of that shift to the  written  commandment cannot be overstated), Joseph 

learned that the ñvery purposeò for which the plates were ñpreservedò was: ñthat the promises of the Lord might be 

fulfilled, w hich he made to his people; and that the Lamanites might come to the knowledge of their fathers, and that 

they might know  the promises of the Lordò (D&C 3:19-20, emphases added). 

The Book of Mormon itself, as Joseph and Oliver Cowdery discovered during the summer of 1829, was focused on the 

same covenantal theme. The title page announces as the bookôs primary purpose ñto show unto the remnant of the 

House of Israel what great things the Lord hath done for their fathers ; and that they may know the covenants of the 

Lord, that they are not cast off forever ò (emphases added). Given that Joseph and Oliver did indeed translate the 

small plates after they had translated the rest of the book, the translation project would have read to them like a kind 

of crescendo of covenantal themes: very little in the Mosiah-through -Helaman stretch pertains to the covenant, but 

beginning with the visit of Christ in Third Nephi and continuing right through to the last chapter of Moroni, there is a 

sustained focus on the covenantðsomething that they then would have encountered in the most saturated fashion of 

all in the small plates writings of Nephi. The focusðin Third Nephi, in Mormonôs and Moroniôs final contributions, 

and especially in the writings of Nephiðis consistently on the role the Book of Mormon was to play in the unfolding of 

the Israelite drama in the last days. 
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This was not lost on the earliest ñconverts,ò especially on those who were converted by the Book of Mormon itself. 

And yet there is a sense in which, as Terryl Givens has suggested, the Book of Mormonðlike Heideggerôs proverbial 

hammerðdisappeared into its use so soon as it was printed: the Book of Mormon became the signifier rather than the 

signified. Interestingly, there emerged during the same process of recession on the part of the Book of Mormon a 

revelatory theme (in Josephôs many ñcommandmentsò received during these same months) that would come quickly, 

despite its initial obscurity, to be intertwined with the Book of Mormon vision of the covenant: the theme of Zion. 

Zion is mentioned as early as the first revelation to Oliver Cowdery (D&C 6:6), and it appears consistently in the 

revelations from that point on, though never with enough specificity to give its role in the emergent work any real 

definition (see D&C 11:6; 12:6; 14:6; 21:7-8; 24:7; 25:2) unti l the revelation now found in D&C 28.  

The occasion of the reception of D&C 28 was significantly intertwined in several ways with D&C 20, the Articles and 

Covenants of the Church, and with D&C 21, a revelation received on the day of the Churchôs organization, when D&C 

20 was first presented to the gathered converts. First, it was received in connection with the first conference of elders, 

prescribed by D&C 20:61-62. Second, the Cowdery/Whitmer/Page-Smith conflict to which D&C 28 addresses itself 

was only the climax of a whole series of similar conflicts, the first of which seems to have arisen over a question of the 

wording of D&C 20, and all of which seem to have been in part a kind of rebellion against the tenor of D&C 21 (which 

announced the central organizational role of specifically Joseph Smith). Third, D&C 28 seems to have functioned as a 

kind of definitive clarification of the meaning of and the relationship between the two titles,  first  elder 

and second elder (by drawing quite heavily on a number of implied themes from a series of revelations to Oliver 

Cowdery). Fourth, D&C 28 criticizes Hiram Pageôs revelations (received through his own seer stone), which 

revelations Joseph described in his history as having been ñentirely at variance with the order of Godôs house, as laid 

down in the New Testament, as well as in our late revelations,ò perhaps implying that they contradicted the Articles 

and Covenants of the Church. (History of the Church , 1:110) Fifth and finally, the Page revelations to which D&C 28 

responds dealt with, according again to Josephôs history, ñthe upbuilding of Zionò (1:109), directions concerning 

which D&C 21:7-8 had assigned to Joseph Smith. 

This last point is crucial for making sense of the sudden announcement in D&C 28 that Zion is to be specific place: 

when the revelation explains that ñit is not revealed, and no man knoweth where the city Zion shall be built, but it 

shall be given hereafterò (D&C 28:9), it seems to have been countering a claim in Hiram Pageôs revelations that Zion 

was to be built in some specific place. Contrary to whatever Hiram Page had been claiming, Josephôs revelation 

asserts: ñBehold, I say unto you that it shall be on the borders by the Lamanitesò (D&C 28:9). 

All of the historical entanglements that tie D& C 28 to D&C 20-21 help to make it clear that this revelation of the 

location of an actual city Zion was not an isolated incident. Rather, it was part of an unfolding historical theme. And 

what is especially important is that the revelation ties the unfoldi ng history of the 

conferences/organization/centralization of the Church (the D&C 20 -21/28 connections) to the unfolding history 
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announced by the Book of Mormon by announcing that Zion was to be connected in important ways with 

the Lamanites  (the D&C 2-3/28  connections). 

From this point, things began to move rather quickly. During the conference at which D&C 28 was read (and D&C 29 

was revealed, obviously intertwined with the first chapters of the Book of Moses, then being revealed as well), Oliver 

Cowdery was called on a mission to the Lamanites in Missouri (D&C 30), to the very place identified in D&C 28. 

Parley P. Pratt, one of the first great readers and interpreters of the Book of Mormon, was soon made a part of the 

mission as well (D&C 32), and the several elders left for what would soon be revealed as Zion. Parleyôs interest in 

preaching to his friends in Kirtland resulted in the baptism of hundreds in Ohio and the appearance in New York of 

Edward Partridge and Sidney Rigdon, the former of which would soon become the first bishop in Zion, and the latter 

of which immediately sat down to write as Joseph dictated the vision of Enoch that describes the ancient history of 

Zion. Within a month, D&C 37 was talking about ñassembl[ing] together at the Ohio, against the time that my servant 

Oliver Cowdery shall return unto themò (D&C 37:3), and D&C 38 followed only weeks later with a detailed 

articulation of the significance of the move.  

D&C 38, in fact, deserves a bit of extended treatment. It opens with the Lord identifying himself as ñthe same which 

have taken the Zion of Enoch into mine own bosomò (D&C 38:4), and then (after a brief Enochic announcement of 

the coming day of wrath, as well as of the threat of secret combinations in New York) the Lord extends to the saints ña 

land of promise, a land flowing with milk and honey, upon which there shall be no curse when the Lord cometh; And I 

will give it unto you for the land of your inheritance, if you seek it with all your heartsò (D&C 38:18-19). Still speaking 

about this land of promise, the Lord then outlines consecration: ñAnd again I say unto you, let every man esteem his 

brother as himself. For what man among you having twelve sons, and is no respecter of them, and they serve him 

obediently, and he saith unto the one: Be thou clothed in robes and sit thou here; and to the other: Be thou clothed in 

rags and sit thou thereðand looketh upon his sons and saith I am just? Behold, this I have given unto you as a 

parable, and it is even as I am. I say unto you, be one; and if ye are not one ye are not mineò (D&C 38:25-27). 

Having laid all of this on the table, the Lord explains that there is an intermediate step between the land of promise 

and the place in New York: ñWherefore, for this cause I gave unto you the commandment that ye should go to the 

Ohio; and there I will give unto you my law; and there you shall be endowed with power from on highò (D&C 38:32). 

This is carefully phrased. The Lord here explains D&C 37ôs commandment to assemble at the Ohio as having been 

motivated by His desire eventually to bring the Saints into Zion before the day of wrath. But because it is clear that 

Ohio is not Zion , it is also clear that Ohio serves as a kind of place of preparation, a gathering place before the 

gathering place. And, importantly, the revelation assigns to that proto -gathering place a dual purpose. On the one 

hand, there the law  is to be revealed, and there the endowment is to be given. 

All of this, I think, sets up a curious relationship between the New York and Ohio periods of the Church. Joseph and 

Oliver had (according to an argument Iôve made elsewhere) received their own ñendowmentsò in New York (which at 
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least meant that they had met Peter, James, and John and received the high priesthood, something that, according to 

the records, seems to have happened in July of 1830), but the Saints generally were not to receive the endowment 

until they had gathered in Kirtland (the Kirtland history of the endowment is complicated: it was given twice, once in 

1831, and again in 1836ðand the experiences were quite different from each other). Paired with the universalization 

of the endowment/high priesthood is the bestowal of ñthe law.ò 

And that brings us, at last, to section 42. After settling his affairs in New York, Joseph left for Kirtland, arriving only a 

month after the reception of D&C 38. Almost immediately, he received D&C 41, which explained to the ñelders of my 

church whom I have calledò: ñI give unto you a commandment, that ye shall assemble yourselves together to agree 

upon my word; And by the prayer of your faith ye shall receive my law, that ye may know how to govern my church 

and have all things right before meò (D&C 41:2-3). The law was accordingly given a few days later when, on February 

9, 1831, twelve elders ñin fulfillment of the Lordôs promise previously made that the ólawô would be given in Ohio,ò as 

the section heading for D&C 42 explains, knelt in prayer to ask for the law. It was thus given. (It is worth pointing out 

that the law may well have been given in Ohio not only in preparation for what would be lived in Missouri, but also in 

order to help the poor New York Saints who were trying to get to Ohio.) 

If all of this suggests that the law that D&C 42 constitutes is indeed connected with the Book of Mormon and Zion 

historical complexðthat D&C 42 cannot be disentangled from the revelation of Zion as a placeða passage in D&C 42 

confirms the point: ñIf thou shalt ask, thou shalt receive revelation upon revelation, knowledge upon knowledge, that 

thou mayest know the mysteries and peaceable thingsðthat which bringeth joy, that which bringeth life eternal. Thou 

shalt ask, and it shall be revealed unto you in mine own due time where the New Jerusalem shall be builtò (D&C 

42:61-62). And this again cannot be disconnected from the promise in verse 67: ñAnd ye shall hereafter receive church 

covenants, such as shall be sufficient to establish you, both here and in the New Jerusalem.ò The law (of consecration) 

that is D&C 42 is inseparably connected to the larger project of Zion. 

This thread continues, and Iôll recount the last few steps of it (those that came after the reception of D&C 42) just 

briefly. The ñendowmentò was given in June of 1831 (at an event usually described as the first ordination of elders to 

the office of high priest). The occasion was another conference (like that associated with D&C 28), but this one was 

the other half of the fulfillment about what would come in Ohio: the law had been given (D&C 42), and now it was 

time for the endowment to be given as well (D&C 52). In a revelation given during the endowment conference, the 

elders were told: ñI, the Lord, will make known unto you what I will that ye shall do from this time until the next 

conference, which shall be held in Missouri, upon the land, which I will consecrate unto my people, which are a 

remnant of Jacob, and those who are heirs according to the covenantò (D&C 52:2). This conference in Missouri was 

convened in July of 1831, and section 57 was revealed, in which the Saints were finally told: ñthis is the land of 

promise, and the place for the city of Zion. And thus saith the Lord your God, if you will receive wisdom here is 

wisdom. Behold, the place which is now called Independence is the center place; and a spot for the temple is lying 

westward, upon a lot which is not far from the courthouseò (D&C 57:2-3). The rest, of course, is history. 
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Consecration  

Now, if D&C 42 serves as the (near) climax of a story of Zion (of its law, its endowment, and its association with the 

Abrahamic covenantal focus of the Book of Mormon), it also serves as a kind of beginning point for another storyð

this one of consecration. That is, if D&C 42 serves as the at-last-revealed law  that was to be associated with the land 

of Zion, it turned out eventually only to be the fir st of many wordsðsome revelatory, some practicalðconcerning 

consecration. In order to get, at last, to the question of thecanonical  significance of D&C 42, I think it is necessary, at 

least in broad outline, to spell out the after -D&C 42 history of consecration. I will try to keep this relatively brief.  

Frankly, of all the things Iôve been reading in preparation to tackle D&C 42, Iôve found Don Sorensenôs paper, ñBeing 

Equal in Earthly and Heavenly Power: The Idea of Stewardship in the United Orderò (in BYU Studies 18.1 [Fall 1977]: 

100-117), to be the best. This is less, in the end, because of its theological profundity or its historical precision (on 

both of which counts, Sorensenôs might be said to be lacking in important ways), than because of its, let me 

say, bibliographical thoroughness . That is, I think Sorensen brings together all of the right  revelatory  texts (and a 

few rather relevant non-revelatory texts) to make sense of the shape consecration took. What seems to have helped 

him the most is his consistent focus on the social function of  stewardship  rather than the  economic shape 

of consecration. 

The result of Sorensenôs focus is that he works up a picture of the law of consecration that sees it primarily as a project 

of social development: it is, after everyone has been housed and fed, a way of making available to a community of 

stewards the capital resources necessary to furthering the work of the kingdom. I find this way of looking at the entire 

project of consecration quite helpful. That said, th e texts Sorensen draws on are: D&C 38; 41; 42; 49; 51; 58; 70; 72; 

76; 78; 82; 92; 101; 102; 104; 105. There are several others, of course, that could easily be added (especially the 

relevant revelations after D&C 105). But what I find helpful here is that Sorensen works up a picture of consecration 

that makes it the burden of the entire Doctrine and Covenants: everything in ñlatter-day revelationò is centered on or 

connected with the revelation of this law. This, I think, is quite right (as I think is sugge sted by the temple 

experience). To some extent, to make sense of the law of consecration is to read the Doctrine and Covenants with care, 

historically informed and theologically committed.  

Of course, Sorensen tries to put together a single, overarching vision of consecration, which is somewhat inconsistent 

with the historical record, which reveals that the practical  shape of consecration was established only over time. But I 

think he has nonetheless worked out quite well the shape it took by 1833. I want to add here only a few points of 

history  after  1833. 

First Point: 1838 . D&C 119 was revealed some months after Joseph arrived in Far West (in flight from the financial 

disasters of Kirtland, significantly enough). Though it is usually referred to as the revel ation that replaced 

consecration with tithing, I think the wording of the revelation suggests otherwise (as does the word of Brigham 
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Young when he recollected his own responsibilities in relation to this revelation): ñthe beginning of the tithing of my 

peopleò is described as the Saints handing over ñall their surplus property to be put into the hands of the bishop of my 

church in Zionò; and only ñafter thatò are ñthose who have thus been tithedò to ñpay one-tenth of all their interest 

annuallyò as a ñstanding lawò (D&C 119:1-4, emphases added). This definitely differs from 1833 consecration, but it is 

not the ñsimple law of tithingò I usually hear taught in Church meetings: what seems to have been dropped in section 

119 is not the ñgive everything you donôt absolutely needò business, but the idea of stewardship , the idea that the 

individual (rather than the corporate Church authorities) can draw on the capital resources in the bishopôs 

storehouses. If D&C 119 replaces ñconsecrationò with ñtithing,ò then ñconsecrationò means ñstewardshipò and ñtithingò 

means ñgiving everything possible to the Church and then paying one tenth of what comes thereafter.ò 

Second Point: 1847. D&C 136, Brighamôs revelation at Winter Quarters preparatory to the trek across the plains to the 

Great Basin, marks the next significant point in ñconsecration history.ò It does this, however, in a roundabout way. 

First, it describes the then-distant valleys of Utah as ñthe place where the Lord shall locate a stake of Zion,ò which is 

thus dist inguished from  Zion itself, concerning which the revelation announces: ñZion shall be redeemed in mine own 

due timeò (D&C 136:10, 18, emphasis added). This careful distinction sets up the last part of the revelation: ñMy 

people must be tried in all things,  that they may be prepared to receive the glory that I have for them, even the glory of 

Zion; and he that will not bear chastisement is not worthy of my kingdom. . . . Therefore, marvel not at these things, 

for ye are not yet pure; ye can not yet bear my glory; but ye shall behold it if ye are faithful in keeping all my words 

that I have given you, from the days of Adam to Abraham, from Abraham to Moses, from Moses to Jesus and his 

apostles, and from Jesus and his apostles to Joseph Smith, whom I did call upon by mine angels, my ministering 

servants, and by mine own voice out of the heavens, to bring forth my work; which foundation he did lay, and was 

faithful; and I took him to myselfò (D&C 136:31, 37-38). However the Saints have come to see Utah, the revelation 

holds to the Zion-is-Jackson-County idea, and it marks the entire Utah experience as a kind of sojourn in the 

wilderness while preparations are being made to return to Zion to live the law of consecration in the fullest sense. 

Third Point: 1876 . In the epistle that followed the April 1854 General Conference, the Churchôs intention to reinstate 

the 1833 order of consecration was announced. (See the discussion in Arrington, Fox, and May, Building the City of 

God, 68-69.) This led to the ebb and flow of cooperative endeavors and the like through the rest of the 1850s and 

1860s (especially during the 1857 period of retrenchment and the 1860s return of the schools of the prophets, etc.). 

Especially important, I think, in all of this era was the almost fanat ical devotion to the principle of one person in 

particular: Orson Pratt. Though Brigham was clearly the driving force behind the movement, Orson was its most 

eloquent defender from the pulpit, and it was Orson who would eventually decide its canonical shape through his 

work on the 1876 Doctrine and Covenants. This 1876 codification is still vital, I think, to our understanding of 

consecration: the order of the revelations was turned back from its institutional shape (represented in the 1835 and 

on editions)  to its chronological shape (represented in the 1833 Book of Commandments). There is, I think, much that 

needs to be said about the changing shape of the D&C. 
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Fourth Point: 1981 . It seems to me that the changes the D&C that happened with the publication of the 1981 edition 

are much more vastly significant than is usually recognized. Though the 1921 edition had already made D&C 133-136 

part of the D&C proper (and not part of an ñappendixò as it was in 1876), it was given a new shape by the addition of 

sections 137 and (especially!) 138, as well as by the intertwining of the curiously connected Official Declarations. (On 

the significance of section 138, in terms that never so consciously suggest its significance, see Jan Shippsôs absolutely 

vital Mormonism: The  Story of a New Religious Tradition , especially pp. 132-149.) Especially important, it seems to 

me, about the 1981 edition, as opposed to the 1921 edition, is its having been published after the rise of the welfare 

program. Though welfare does not find its way into the text in any material sense (no revelation concerning welfare 

has been added to the text), it has become so central the Mormon understanding of all things economic that our very 

sustaining vote of the new edition of the D&C in 1981 implies something about the way we make sense of consecration 

and stewardship in our post-nineteenth century world.  

All of these only-sketched-out points of history must now be gathered up, along with the trajectory leading from 

Moroniôs visit to Joseph Smith in 1823 to the revelation of D&C 42, into what I am here calling a ñcanonical criticalò 

reading of the place or meaning of D&C 42, taken as a whole. As I finally get around to what I actually find most 

interesting here, let me apologize once again for the (ridiculous) length of my post! 

Canon  

As I said before, here I want to look at five ñversionsò of D&C 42 in particular: (1) the Symonds Ryder manuscript, (2) 

chapters 44 and 47 of the Book of Commandments, (3) section 13 of the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants, (4) section 42 

of the 1876 Doctrine and Covenants, and (5) section 42 of the 1981 Doctrine and Covenants. Iôll take these up in turn. 

In manuscript.  

I find it fascinating that the earliest manuscript copy of the revelation brings together both D&C 42:1 -73 and D&C 

42:74-93 in a single document, though (uniquely) with a few words of explanation about the relationship between the 

two parts. Those few words, it seems to me, mark was is most unique about the revelation in manuscript, since they 

tied it, documentarily,  to the historical circumstances under which the revelation was originally received. That is, the 

manuscript version of the revelation is much more documentary or archival in nature. The text as it appeared in the 

manuscript version of the revelation was, one could say, as yet inseparably connected from the complex evental 

history from which it originally issued. This would be changed through the process of canonization, since the printing 

of the revelations would ñofficiallyò separate them into two separate, almost unconnected revelations (in the Book of 

Commandments), something that would have serious consequences for their subsequent reunion (in the Doctrine and 

Covenants). 

In the Book of Commandments. 
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Intervening between the creation of the earliest extant manuscript copies of the revelation(s) and the canonized 

printing of the same in the Book of Commandments was their publication in the  Morning and Evening Star , issued 

from Zion in Missouri. This is quite important. The early newspapers of the Church were far more important than is 

generally recognized: they were, in many ways, what defined the ñunityò of the scattered members of the Church. (A 

brief perusal of missionary journals from before 1835 is very revealing on this point.) Indeed, the Book of 

Commandments itself, for all it can tell us about the documentary history of the revelations and the perceptions of the 

editors and printers of the revelations, was not widely circulated: likely no more than a hundred copies of the 

incompletely printed book  survived the 1833 mobbing, making the Book of Commandments quite inaccessible, 

generally speaking. 

That said, it is important to note that it was the  Star , first and foremost (though following the later early 

manuscripts), that did the work of separating what is now D&C 42 into two quite separate revelations: it printed 

verses 11-77 in July of 1832, but verses 78-93 later in October. Note, however, that the paper associated verses 74-77 

with the earlier revelation rather than with the later. This is someth ing that deserves a bit of documentary 

investigation, though I donôt have the means at hand this week to do anything like research into it. At the very least, 

though, it is indicative of the complex relationship among the early manuscripts.  

Whatever all of the above implies, it is clear that when the revelations were being typeset for the 1833 Book of 

Commandments, care was taken to sort out exactly which verses were received on which date. (One assumes that 

some manuscript quite like the Ryder manuscript w as available to them, one that separated the two revelations by 

date.) Also, quite importantly, the Book of Commandments printing of the  first  half of what is now D&C 42 contained 

parts that had been left out of the Star  printing of July 1832: D&C 42:1-10 had been left out of the newspaper version 

but appear in the Book of Commandments, and BoC 44:54-57 was picked up from earlier manuscripts, though these 

verses had been left out of the same newspaper version. Also, D&C 42:74-77 were reassociated correctly with the later 

of the two revelations (by being placed in chapter 47 of the Book of Commandments, rather than in chapter 44). 

The shape of the twoðnow separatedðrevelations in the Book of Commandments thus shows that the editors and 

printers of the volume had done careful work, obtaining trustworthy copies that drew appropriate distinctions 

between the two original revelations after the manner of the Ryder manuscript. Moreover, there is evidence, 

discussed by Underwood in his paper on D&C 42, that careful attention was given also to the wording  of the 

revelation: shortly after the elders of the Church had determined to have the revelations printed, Joseph edited the 

originals for publication. (Underwood points to changes that must have been made as early as 1831, since they are 

found in copies of the revelation that date from 1832.) 

This gives us three categories of change in the revelation(s) as they move from the original manuscript sources to the 

Book of Commandments: (1) changes in textual arrangement, such as which verses are grouped together or separated; 

(2) changes in specific wording at the level of the verse, such as the changes made in late 1831; and (3) changes in the 



12 
 

overarching intention of the text by its canonical association with other revelations, by its placement within a larger 

canon. In the end, I think all three o f these kinds of changes are completely intertwined with each other: the 

overarching project of the Book of Commandments (3) called for both changes in textual arrangement (1) and 

wording (2). The canonical reading of D&C 42 within the Book of Commandments  looks specifically at how these 

three kinds of changes are all interwoven. 

The Book of Commandments was not an ñearly Doctrine and Covenants.ò It was an entirely separate project, sharply 

different in intention from the Doctrine and Covenants. The most ob vious indication of this difference is the ordering 

of the revelations: in the Book of Commandments, the revelations are ordered chronologically; in the Doctrine and 

Covenants, they are ordered first institutionally and then chronologically (that is, insti tutionally important revelations 

come first, and the ñrestò of the revelationsðthose that could be called ñcommandmentsò after the fashion of the Book 

of Commandmentsðare then arranged in rough chronological order as a kind of ñdocumentary history of the 

institutionò). In short, the Book of Commandments was a document of pre-1835 Mormonism, of Mormonism as a 

kind of democratic restoration of primitive Christianity (see Marvin Hillôs work on this point, his dissertation as well 

as his Quest for Refuge), whil e the Doctrine and Covenants was the handbook of the institutional Church, furnished 

complete with a catechism, a few official press releases, and a smattering of (revealed) institutional documents. 

All of this is vital for making sense of the shape of D&C 42 in the Book of Commandments. The revelations that would 

be made a single document in the Doctrine and Covenants had to be separated because of their having been received 

on two separate occasions, especially seeing that several other  revelations had been received between them (BOC 45-

46), one of which commanded the elders to go about the work of receiving what would become the second half of D&C 

42 (BOC 47). This ñchronologizedò (and therefore split) version of D&C 42 ties it to the unfolding history of 

ñcommandmentsò the Book of Commandments was, according to its own revealed preface, to lay out (cf. BOC 1; D&C 

1). 

The revelation(s) that became D&C 42 are thus not to be dissociated from the history of ñcommandmentsò (as the 

word was used in pre-1835 Mormonism: personalized revelations received by request) that made up the early history 

of the restored gospel. And neither are the changes in wording to be dissociated from this same history. Underwood 

mentions a few such changes. Most of the changes, according to Underwood (though one notes his a bit too apologetic 

tone here), were for clarification. But he does note at least one change between the early manuscripts and the Book of 

Commandments that is more than clarificatory and that is definitely in line w ith the broader vision of the Book of 

Commandments project. The manuscript version reads (at about the point that is now D&C 42:66 -68) describes the 

revelation as providing ñthe Law regulating the Church in her present situation till the time of her gathering.ò 

(Underwood, p. 126) This Joseph changed for the Book of Commandments to read: ñThese laws which ye have 

received & shall hereafter receive shall be sufficient for you both here & in the New Jerusalem Therefore he that 

lacketh knowledge let him ask of me.ò (Ibid .) The change here is interesting: because the second half of D&C 42ðwhat 

was in the Book of Commandments chapter 47ðwas received as and understood in the Book of Commandments to be 
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a further revelation about the law that then itself constituted additional  laws, the original wording of the revelation 

was adjusted to set BOC 44 within the flow of revelations, anticipatory of the revelations (especially BOC 45 and 47) 

that would follow it in the published record. Significantly, Joseph would edit thi s same passage again for the 1835 

D&C. 

In the end, this analysis of the Book of Commandments version of the revelation(s) is sketchy at best, though it 

probably seems a bit labored. At the very least, I hope it shows that the two original revelations took on a distinct 

significance as they were ñtranslatedò into the Book of Commandments. What had been documentary traces of 

irretrievable events were broughtðwithout significantly altering the material letter ðinto the broader ñflowò of 

revelations that made up the story the Book of Commandments was trying to fit between its revealed ñprefaceò (now 

D&C 1) and its revealed ñappendixò (now D&C 133). Though I have not looked in any detail at any particular passage 

in D&C 42 as it appears in the Book of Commandments, I think it is possible, in light of this brief analysis, to begin to 

do such work, and so to see how the revelation itself was altered in intention through its ñtranslationò into the very 

specifically designed Book of Commandments. 

Of course, all of this would happen again with the publication of the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants. 

As section 13. 

One can argue about whether the Book of Commandments can be called canon, since it was never presented to the 

Church for sustaining vote. The 1835 Doctrine and Covenants, however, is canon in the most strict and 

straightforward sense. At the same time, it is a profoundly institutional document. 1835 saw a drastic reorganization 

of the Church (one that, as Marvin Hill [again] explains, led quite directly to the Kirtla nd apostasy, etc.): quorums, 

replete with presidencies, were introduced for the first time, and a whole system of councils was established. This 

reorganization of things was in turn associated with the second version of the endowment, given in the Kirtland  

temple in early 1836ðthis association being marked by the organization of the pulpits themselves within the temple. 

In the midst of all this institutionalization, the 1835 D&C was published, and it quickly came to play the role of the 

official handbook of  the institutionalized Church.  

The volume itself was constructed appropriately for the occasion. Its very nameðthedoctrine  and covenantsðpoints 

to its divided nature: it gathered together the ñdoctrineò (or catechism: the Lectures on Faith) and the ñcovenantsò (or 

revealed organizational documents of the Church: the Articles and Covenants, the Law, the several revelations on the 

priesthood, etc.). Actually, the title is even more telling than it might at first appear. Though it summarized the 

volumeôs content as the ñdoctrine and covenants,ò the book is actually divided into ñdoctrineò on the one hand, and 

ñcovenants and commandmentsò on the other hand (see p. 75 of the 1835 D&C). The title of the second half of the 

volume, ñcovenants and commandments,ò marks the connection between the D&Côs gathering of revelations and the 

Book of Commandmentsô gathering of revelations: both were (at least in part) made up of ñcommandmentsò (still 
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understood as particularized or personalized revelations, almost proto-patriar chal blessings). The D&C, however, by 

speaking of both covenants and commandments, drew a distinction between two kinds of revelation: if the 

ñcommandmentsò still found a place in the D&C, they had nonetheless been displaced by the ñcovenantsò (those 

revelations that were organizational or institutional, rather than particular or personal), since the volume was titled 

ñDoctrine and Covenants,ò not ñDoctrine, Covenants, and Commandments.ò 

The burden of the 1835 D&C, then, is heavily  institutional: the essent ially historical revelations referred to as 

ñcommandmentsò have been, more or less, displaced by the very organization of the book, and the privileged 

ñdoctrineò (Lectures on Faith) and ñcovenantsò (organizational and institutional revelations) have been cast quite 

clearly in an institutional role. This is made particularly clear by the contents of the appendix to the volume, which 

consists of what is now D&C 133, what is now D&C 134, a statement on marriage that was dropped from the D&C 

when it was found to be in tension with what is now D&C 132, and a description of the institutional presentation and 

reception of the volume. 

Obviously, any  revelation that appears in both the Book of Commandments and the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants will 

have to have traveled an interesting road. To be pulled from an essentially historical volume and inserted into an 

institutional handbook of sorts is quite significant. But what is now D&C 42 ðit is section 13 in the 1835 D&Cðis 

perhaps one of the most telling examples of what Iôm talking about here. In addition, then, to the canonical reading of 

D&C 42 within the Book of Commandments, it is possible to offer up a canonical reading of D&C 42 within the 1835 

Doctrine and Covenants. 

First of all, it must be noticed that the revelation has been privileged as one of the ñcovenants,ò rather than displaced 

as one of the ñcommandments.ò This is somewhat peculiar, since the original revelation(s) was given to a group of 

twelve elders gathered specifically for that purpose. Though its early status as ñthe law of the Churchò would 

unquestionably suggest a kind of universality, it nonetheless was receivedðas the Book of Commandments setting 

and splitting of the revelation(s) makes clearðin very particular historical circumstances. By being privileged, 

however, as a ñcovenantò rather than a ñcommandmentò in the 1835 D&C, its very historical nature has been stripped 

from it.  

Second, it should be noticed that, precisely because of this de-historicizing of the revelation(s), the two separable 

parts of what is now D&C 42 have been brought together into a single document: Book of Commandments 44 and 47 

now become a single section, number 13, of the Doctrine and Covenants. Significantly, because the explanatory notes 

that can be found, for example, in the Ryder manuscript were excised when the revelation was split into two separate 

chapters in the Book of Commandments, when they are brought together and united into a single revelation in the 

1835 Doctrine and Covenants, any indication of their having been received under different circumstances or even on 

different days is completely obliterated. The all -too-brief heading to section 13 simply reads: ñRevelation given 

February, 1831.ò 
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These first two points can be brought together into one: it is only because the text has been, by its being made a 

ñcovenantò rather than a ñcommandment,ò de-historicized that it can unite two revelations received under connected 

but quite distinct circumstances as if they were one and the same revelation. The emphasis is now on the institutional 

or organizational content or implications of the (now definitively singular) revelation, rather than on the 

circumstances surrounding its reception. The heading seems only to be added to make clear that the revelation is 

indeed a revelation. 

The revelationôs place in the ñcovenantsò themselves is rather interesting. At number 13, it follows: the revealed 

preface (now section 1; then section 1), the Articles and Covenants (now section 20; then section 2), the revelation 

organizing the quorums (now section 107; then section 3), the revelation on the two orders of the priesthood (now 

section 84; then section 4), the minutes of the organization of the first high council (now section 102; then section 5), 

the revelation that announced the blood lineage of the priesthood (now section 86; then section 6), the revelation 

commanding the building of the Kirtland temple (now section 88; then section 7), the revelation establishing Oliverôs 

place next to Joseph (now section 6; then section 8), the revelation confirming Oliverôs place next to Joseph (now 

section 24; then section 9), the revelation about the destruction to come at the last day (now section 29; then section 

10), the revelation establishing Sidneyôs relationship to Joseph (now section 35; then section 11), and the revelation 

announcing that the law and the endowment would be received in Kirtland (now section 38; then section 12). Quite as 

interestingly, it precedes a string of sections (from 14 through 29) that are ordered chronological ly and that all came 

between the reception of the law and January of 1832ðafter which the ñcommandmentsò portion of the ñcovenants 

and commandmentsò begins. 

As I look at this placement, now, I think I see something like the following at work here. The ñcovenantsò part of the 

D&C was itself split into two parts: (1) the establishing shot provided by sections 1-7 (the preface, the Articles and 

Covenants, the several revelations on the order and organization of the priesthood, and the commandment to build 

the temple), and (2) a kind of gathering of the ñmost importantò revelations, chronologically ordered, from the larger 

collection of revelations, all of which were meant to spell out the history of the covenants given (sections 8-29). What 

is now D&C 42 falls into this second part of the ñcovenantsò (but outside the ñcommandmentsò beginning in section 

30) in its appropriate chronological place, right between the announcement of the law (in what is now section 38) and 

the revelations that followed up on the theme of Zion. (Iôd have to look at all of these sections more closely, but I think 

Iôm catching that the excerpted ñcommandmentsò-turned -into -ñcovenantsò are all revelations that make mention of 

or deal specifically with Zion.) What is now D&C 42 finds its cu riously institutional place in the midst of this 

institutionalized vision of Zion.  

If all of that places what is now D&C 42 within the broader scope of the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants, what can be 

saidðbriefly!ðabout the institutionalizing of the revelatio n at the level of the verses, that is, in terms of actual 

wording? (Take a look here to see a side-by-side comparison of BOC 44 and 1835 D&C 13.) Besides rather 

straightforward updatings (adding ñhigh councilò to the revelation here and there) and clarifications (of various sorts) 

http://saintswithouthalos.com/s/d&c_42_1-72.phtml
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in the text, there is a number of changes that quite clearly make what is now D&C 42 a part of the institutionalized 

vision of 1835. Importantly for us, they are al most all to be found within what are now verses 30-39, the verses that 

deal specifically with the law of consecration. Weôll be looking at these in more detail, I assume, when we look at these 

verses later in the seminar. 

For now, let me leave this canonical reading of the 1835 version of D&C 42 in this somewhat sketchy shape. 

Becoming section 42. 

Between 1835 and 1876, several editions of the Doctrine and Covenants were issued, the first of which (the second 

edition of the book overall) changed the content of the 1835 text. (No subsequent changes to the D&C were made until 

1876.) These changes were mostly an updating of the ñcommandmentsò part of the ñcovenants and commandmentsò 

part of the ñdoctrine and covenants.ò Added were what are now sections 106, 105, 124, 112, 127, 128, and 119 (in that 

order). Also added, but as a last section of the appendix, was what is now section 135, the announcement of the 

martyrdom of Joseph and Hyrum. All of the revelations added to the ñcommandmentsò section were in relative 

keeping with the institutional focus of the 1835 D&C, though they were only added at the end of the ñcommandmentsò 

portion of the volume. The addition to the appendix (section 135 now) was canonically significant in that it ñsealedò or 

established the textðthough it would prove not to have, in the end, closed the canon. 

1876 marked a major overhaul for the D&C. Orson Pratt was put in charge of arranging the scriptures for a new 

edition, and the result was quite different from any previous edition of the D &C. For the 1876 edition, Orson 

rearranged all of the revelations backinto chronological order (as best as he could discover), re-divided the sections 

into verses (those currently found in the text), and added a number of revelations and other texts to the volume. 

Retaining the Lectures on Faith as the ñdoctrine,ò this volume effectively collapsed the distinction between ñcovenants 

and commandmentsò by its re-chronologizing of the revelations (though the ñcovenantsò half of the ñdoctrine and 

covenantsò was still titled ñcovenants and commandmentsò). In short, the D&C began to look very much like it does 

today: it consisted of 136 sections (identical to the first 136 sections of the current D&C), the last four of which were 

gathered under the title of ñappendix.ò This was the first version of the D&C to include section 132, and so it was the 

first version of the D&C to go without the ñstatement on marriageò that had been associated with the ñstatement on 

governmentò (what is now section 134). 

This re-chronologization of the D&C should perhaps be seen as a kind of return to the Book of Commandments vision 

of the project (one that would be made more complete still with the dropping of the Lectures on Faith in 1921), 

something made all the more evident by D&C 133ôs still being the first word of the appendix to the volume: the 

revelations are chronologically ordered and sandwiched between D&C 1 and D&C 133, the revealed preface and the 

revealed appendix to the Book of Commandments. 
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But if there is a return to the Book of Commandments in the one sense here, the return is not complete by any means. 

Wording was not returned to its original Book of Commandments (or pre -Book of Commandments) state, nor did the 

volume come to be called Book of Commandments all over again. The result is a rather muddled affair: a book of 

Doctrine and Covenants that is organized like the Book of Commandments, a historically arranged series of 

revelations that are all gathered vaguely around a few organizational or institutional revelations an d documents. 

All of this is vital for making sense of the changing shape of D&C 42. It was in this 1876 edition that D&C 42 became, 

for the first time, D&C  42 (no longer being D&C 13). Though it was returned to its original chronological position in 

the flow of Josephôs revelations, it was not re-split into two separable revelations, though it would have been easy 

enough to make of it two revelations with a note in the section heading tying the two together with reference to the 

explanatory paragraphs of the earliest manuscripts. D&C 42, as D&C 42, is thus a de-chronologized and therefore 

institutionalized amalgamation of two separate but intertwined revelations that has been  re-chronologized, but not 

really de-institutionalized. If anything in the D&C captu res the odd tension of the shift from the Book of 

Commandments to the Doctrine and Covenants of 1835 and back again to the Book of Commandments vision with 

the Doctrine and Covenants of 1876, it is D&C 42: it is caught between its history and its institutional importance. 

That there were no changes in wording at all in the 1876 edition of the Doctrine and Covenants, at least in section 42, 

is significant: whereas wording changes in earlier editions of the revelations made clear that the revelation was being 

adopted to the new circumstances, the lack of wording changes in this edition of the revelations makes clear that the 

circumstances are now being adapted to the revelations, though in their changed-and-changed-again state. D&C 42, 

in its muddled post -1835 state, was something Orson Pratt apparently thought he could not touch. 

And all of this, of course, says much about the way that D&C 42 has come to be read. It is, on the one hand, no longer 

a strictly institutional document, one of the ñcovenants,ò separable from the ñcommandments,ò that has to be taken as 

binding on the organization of the Church. And it is, on the other hand, caught up in, but not reducible to, the 

historical events that surrounded its reception. D&C 42 has become a kind of muddled first word about consecration 

that disappears into a whole complex revealed idea or even institution called the United Order. D&C 42 has become, 

in the editorial printing press of Orson Pratt, a museum piece. And so we tend now to read it. 

This same version of D&C 42 would be retained in the subsequent editions of the D&C, but a few subtle, but 

nonetheless important, changes in the structure of the D&C deserve final mention here. 

Our section 42. 

Two significant editions have been issued since Prattôs 1876 edition of the D&C. The 1921 edition cannot be 

disentangled from the entire problematic of ñMormonism in transition.ò This is marked in several ways. First, the 

Lectures on Faith were dropped, though the volume retained the double title of ñDoctrine and Covenantsò (note, 

though, that the word ñcommandmentsò has disappeared entirely from the titular content of the text). Though it is 
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generally argued (and justifiably so) that the reason for removin g the Lectures on Faith was the vision of the Godhead 

presented in them, there is without question more to the story: with the much more thorough institutionalization and 

bureaucratization of the Church in the early twentieth century, it was no longer fit to have anything that looked like an 

official ñdoctrineò written right into the revelations. Indeed, it might be argued that the presence of an official 

ñdoctrineò either gave the Lectures on Faith too much authority (this is the argument that was given at the time), or it 

made the revelations themselves look less authoritative. 

Consistent with this point of view, the entire book was flattened: it was no longer divided into the ñdoctrineò and the 

ñcovenants,ò nor was ñcovenantsò divided into ñcovenantsò and ñcommandments,ò nor again was there a separable 

ñappendix.ò Sections 1-136 were all taken together as a single string of revelations, given, more or less, in 

chronological order (though the final sections, which had been a part of the appendix, retained their non-

chronological positions). And now the revelations, taken all together, constituted both the doctrine and the covenants 

of the Church. 

The only exception to this flattening was the newly assigned ñofficial declarationò at the back of the volume, Wilford 

Woodruffôs Manifesto. The decision to make this an ñofficial declarationò is peculiar, because it would seem to 

separate it out from the series of revelations, marking it as something other  than a revelation (it was, of course, a 

press release, but President Woodruff claimed that he moved in response to revelation . . .). To flatten the volume 

while appending something else to it is certainly an interesting moveðand it would prove to be an important 

precedent for what is now ñofficial declarationò number two. 

All of this leads, of course, up to the current edition of the D&C, published in 1981. There, we find the two extra 

revelations, D&C 137 and D&C 138, the one something like a misplaced revelation that should be found somewhere 

around section 109, and the other a remarkably significant revelation from Joseph F. Smith (again, see Jan 

ShippsôsMormonism ). To append a second ñofficial declarationò to the volume while adding to actual sections, one of 

them dating from a point  between the two official declarations, is again to raise questions about the strange status of 

the Doctrine and Covenants after Joseph Smith. The book continues to hover between a closed and an open canon. 

And D&C 42 still finds its odd place in this text. Now it sits not only in its  uncomfortable position between history and 

the institution, it occupies that seat in a volume that has been drawn definitively into what the 1981 D&C situates as a 

triple problematic of modern Mormonism (triple: D&C 138, and the two official declarations) . Not only has D&C 42 

become a museum piece, it has become a museum piece in a work that has an increasingly complicated and still 

unexplored relationship to Mormonism after 1890.  

How does this affect the way we read D&C 42? That, I think, is a question worth pursuing at length, but not here.  
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21 RESPONSES TO ñCONTEXT AND APPROACH: GETTING  STARTEDò 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 11, 2009 at 10:17 am 

Joe, Iôve only started the last section of your post, but Iôm already overflowing with questions, and 

I have other work to attend to so I wonôt get to the rest of this till later. But before I forget, let me 

bring up the following question, in the form of an objection:  

Iôm fascinated and perplexed by how to think about the shift during Joseph F. Smithôs tenure as 

President that you allude to (e.g., when you cite Shipps), because I think this is the root of a major 

shift in Mormonismôs understanding of Zion, ñthe New Jerusalem,ò and the stakes of Zion, as well 

as consecration and tithing more generally, and I think it wil l be a key issue for us to wrestle with 

as we try to think about the relevance of D&C 42 for modern times. 

More specifically, Iôd like to challenge your understanding of Utah ñas a kind of sojourn in the 

wilderness while preparations are being made to return to Zion to live the law of consecration in 

the fullest sense.ò Rather, I want to suggest that this notion of ñreturn[ing] to Zionò is ultimately a 

kind of red herring and distraction away from a fuller understanding of the stakes of Zion  as 

actually con stituting Zion herself . Waiting for this return to Zion, then, is like waiting for Godot ð

i.e., a kind of procrastination -inducing wait. Let me begin a brief justification of my objection by 

quoting Shipps: 

As the Saints overcame their disappointment when t he 1890s turned out to be a prologue 

to modern Mormonism rather than the celebrated ñwinding-up sceneò that would usher 

in the escahton, so earlier Saints had sustained a series of devastating disappointments 

occassioned by the frustration of their intense  expectations. As was the case in the 1890s 

and thereafter, . . . disappointment was overcome as revelation operated to strengthen 

the ritual and institutional dimensions of this developing religious tradition. [147 -148] 

In light of this privileged place of revelation in ñmodern Mormonismò that Shipps is claiming, I 

wonder if the ñstakes of Zionò that begins with Brigham Young might not take an important turn 

http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
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with Joseph F. Smithðor perhaps we might even read Joseph F. Smith as simply emphasizing an 

understanding that was embedded in the concept from much earlier revelations. 

Consider that the phrase ñstakes of Zionò occurs first in our canon in D&C 68:25: ñin Zion, or in 

any of her stakes.ò The term Zion  here already seems to be undertaking a shift to the broader, 

multi -city concept that prevails today in the ñstakes of Zionò metaphor (I do, however, think that 

ñthe New Jerusalemò retains a narrower, one-city connotation). The phase ñher stakesò suggests 

that the stakes belong to Zionðthey are not fully separable from her.  

Next consider D&C 119 where only Zion is mentioned in the first 6 verses, but then in the 7th 

verse it is stated that ñthis shall be an ensample unto all the stakes of Zion.ò This ñstakes of Zionò 

seems to further the broadening scope of Zion: Zion is not just a one-city, ñNew Jerusalemò kind 

of place, but the stakes are themselves a part OF  Zion. 

If there is indeed a shift in the conception of Zion going on, then it seems we have a kind of shift 

from early Mormonism to modern Mormonism that  parallels the shift from Judaism to 

Christianity (note that Shipps mentions this shift being followed by another shift of similar to 

magnitude in the shift to Mormonism ðbottom of p. 148), a shift that marks a kind of 

universalization of Mormonism that was  already at work by at least November 1831 (when D&C 

68 mentions the stakes of Zion). 

Now, let me just briefly sketch why I think this issue has such important theological implications: 

if this universalizing shift is at work so early in the Restoration (i.e., just after the Church is 

separated enough from the world to attain its own identity as separate/sanctifiedé), then it seems 

that the relationship between Mormonism and many facets of the world must be understood in a 

kind of universally redemptive way. In other words, Iôm suggesting a reading of Mormon history 

that would be deeply inspired by Paulôs statement in 1 Cor 9:19ff that he becomes all things to all 

people: Mormonismôs ñconcessionò to (or, better: reconciliation to , or evenredemption of ) 

monogamy, would thus not be a temporary ñlack of fullnessò mode of living, but it would be a way 

of fully redeeming the very (ñworldlyò) idea of monogamy. Likewise Mormonismôs 

concession/reconciliation to capitalism, would thus be a way of fully redeeming the very (again, 

ñworldlyò) idea of capitalism (or, better: economic exchange or private ow nership  more 

generallyðI think Sorensenôs discussion of stewardship suggests a more fleshed out version of 

this idea in that private ownership / capitalism can be understood as a form of stewardshipé); 

etc.; etc. 
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If we are simply waiting for Zion to be established fully in Jackson county, then thereôs a sense in 

which issues such as monogamy and capitalism must be viewed as not being fully redeemable, 

and Iôm not sure we it wouldnôt be possible to fully redeem both (and if itôs possible, I would also 

argue that we should)é. 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 11, 2009 at 2:41 pm 

Robert, 

I donôt at all doubt that a kind of eschatologization of a return to Jackson County (equals 

Zion) would inev itably function as the kind of distraction you are suggesting. However, I 

donôt think that a return to Zion as geographically defined need be eschatologized. So 

allow me to agree with the spirit of your critique, but to suggest that the details of how 

that  spirit might be wedded to the text remain to be worked out. (In other words, I think 

the textual interpretations you offer of the Zion/stakes of Zion passages in the D&C are 

too heavy handed. I think a relatively sharp distinction between Zion and the stakes of 

Zion can be read into every one of those passages, though that is not to deny that Zion 

and its stakes cannot be completelydisentangled .) 

That said, I really like the idea of taking the cessation of polygamy as a redemption of 

monogamy, and I have already been thinking of something very like what you here 

describe as consecrationôs redemption of capitalism. 

What it seems to me the un-wrested text would summon us to do, then, is not to try to 

allow Zion and its stakes to bleed into one another, but to think about how the return to 

Zion can be de-eschatologized through an immanent practice of consecration. 

Of course, all of this is very ñpractical.ò My post was much more theoretical than any of 

thisé.  

Reply 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=9#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comment-11
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=11#respond


22 
 

1. mommywhat  Says: 

 

May 13, 2009 at 2:44 pm 

Robert, 

I liked the explanation of why you were looking at the stakes idea ï that as we go 

out into the world we take up what we find and turn it into something good. Very 

interesting way to read our worldwide spread!  

As far as Zion vs. stakes goes, Iôve tended to rely on the image of a ñstakeò to help 

me out. I assume here we are talking about a huge tent, with stakes all around 

holding down the canvas. However, you can put stakes all around a canvas and 

still not have a open space to move about inside unless you have something 

holding up the middle! Zion is then the ñcenter stakeò or pole that holds it up. 

Without the center off the ground, we have no tent. But without stakes pulling the 

canvas out, we have a pretty shabby, small, standing-room-only tent. ñEnlarge 

thy borders and strengthen thy stakesò and all this to open up the tent of the 

Abrahamic Covenant and let in more people. So you canôt equate the two, 

although they are a part of the same thing. Even though Zion itself isnôt in 

operation, establishing it on ce perhaps gave us the understanding and structure 

for our tent. And when itôs all said and done we will raise that pole/stake again? 

Thatôs my reading anyway. Thoughts? 

2. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 12, 2009 at 8:21 am 

Joe: First, let me just say that this is a wonderful set-up of the history of the text. Well done. 

One question that I had as I read through this was of what for lack of a better term I will call 

ñauthorship.ò In particular, I am wondering WHO is making the decisions about the various ways 

in which the text is framed in the move from lost original transcription to early  manuscript copies 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comment-15
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to early periodical copies to BOC to 1835 D&C to 1876 D&C to 1921 D&C to 1981 D&C. We have 

two kinds of shifts. First we have shifts in framing, i.e. one revelation or two; which verses where; 

in what canonical or other textual context, etc.. Second, we have shifts in the wording of the text 

itself. Who is making these decisions? My Mormons would assume that it is all Joseph Smith 

under the inspiration of the Spirit but obviously this is far from the whole story. Both the BOC 

and the D&C were institutional projects and were put forward by councils that often operated 

independent of Joseph and perhaps even in ways that he did not entirely agree with. What, if 

anything, can we say about the characters involved in these various textual decisions? 

In response to Robertôs point, I think that we have to realize the complexity of the concept of Zion 

in the Utah period. There was clearly an expectation of return to Jackson County, but the 

language itself shifted ð and shifted fairly early ð to use the term Zion to refer to Utah. 

Interestingly, I donôt think that there was a similar linguistic shift for other post-Jackson County 

resting places. In other words, I donôt think that contemporaries referred to Clay County, Far 

West, Adam-ondi-Ahman, Nauvoo, or Winter Quarters as Zion. This, I think, has got to 

problematize your reading of Utah as purely a sojourn in the wilderness. I wonder to what extent 

this linguistic shift is important for the way that section 42 is framed in the 1876 D&C. If by 1876 

Utah is Zion in some sense, then the re-historicizing of the D&C 42 may represent a shift in which 

the canon acknowledges the way that the unfolding of the meaning of Zion is in some sense taking 

place outside of the scriptural text. It is striking here tha t precisely at the period of time that 

Orson Prat was de-institutionalizing and re -historicizing the D&C, Brigham Young was engaged 

in a massive overhaul of the institutional structure of the church, an overhaul that as near as I can 

tell leaves no textual trace in the D&C other perhaps than Orson Prattôs formulation of the 1876 

edition.  

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 13, 2009 at 1:39 pm 

Nate, 

I was trying, I think, to provoke exactly these kinds of questions about authorship. By 

taking the various framings of the revelation (which framings are, it seems to me, 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=12#respond
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inseparable from the changes in actual text), we end up with a revelation that is not 

exactly the unmediated word of God, but neither is it the singly authored work of, say, 

Joseph Smith either. We end up instead with a kind of material text that can be given a 

variety of significations through its various contextualizations, even as it re mains (for the 

most part) essentially constant. Does the story Iôm telling her perhaps suggest that the 

very idea of ñauthorshipò should be drastically reworked? (One could compare this to, but 

should recognize its difference from, Foucaultôs arguments in ñWhat Is an Author?ò) 

I want to think more carefully about the ideas youôre presenting about the Utah-is-Zion 

shift in non -textual discourse being intertwined with the rehistoricization of the D&C by 

Orson Pratt in 1876 (and the restructuring of the Church  at the same time). Very 

provocative ideas. 

Reply 

3. mommywhat  Says: 

 

May 13, 2009 at 2:32 pm 

Hey all. What a great start to our seminar! Unfortunately I havenôt finished reading but Iôm afraid 

my baby will wake up before I get a comment out, so let me just give a few thoughts for the time 

being. 

I really liked this way of thinking D&C 119:  

ñIf D&C 119 replaces ñconsecrationò with ñtithing,ò then ñconsecrationò means ñstewardshipò and 

ñtithingò means ñgiving everything possible to the Church and then paying one tenth of what 

comes thereafter.òò 

It almost seems like this is a lower-maintenance version of consecration. If I understand right, 

originally a family gave all and then the Bishop and the family decided how much to receive as a 

stewardship. Then they continually gave extra to the Bishop and/or continually received more as 

needed, and as the Bishop and family decided together. In the 119 version, a family gave just their 

surplus (which is what seems would be the outcome anyway) and then gave 10% annually to help 

those who needed it and for public buildings etc. I imagine the church then assumed the family 

would use any extra ñincreaseò (after the 10% tithing)for the benefit of the community. Rather 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=13#respond
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than asking the Bishop for means to increase their farm or printing press or bicycle shop or 

whatever, a family was responsible to do that with their own means. They still took care of their 

property and work, just as if it were a stewardship. (And of course if a family lacked what they 

needed then they could approach the Bishop.) So is this the main difference, that the family 

became the decision maker without a Bishop? 

It is not so far away from D&C 42 as I had previously thought. Itôs almost like you give yourself 

your own stewardship, which in the end is probably a lot more responsibility.  

Reply 

4. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 13, 2009 at 7:28 pm 

ñDoes the story Iôm telling her perhaps suggest that the very idea of ñauthorshipò should be 

drastically reworked? (One could compare this to, but should recognize its difference from, 

Foucaultôs arguments i 

n ñWhat Is an Author?ò)ò 

It depends of what oneôs previous model of authorship was. It is i;nteresting in this regard that 

the section 42 (or at least parts of it) was originally understood as a law. In law, however, the 

concept of authorship is frequently, indeed generally, fragmented in ways that seem odd if one 

takes some Romantic notion of literary authorship as the core case. Before I get to Foucault, 

however, I am interested in nailing down the various personalities. For example, who made the 

editorial decisions with regard to the BOC and the 1835 D&C? With regard to the 1876 D&C do we 

know how much editorial autonomy OP had? 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 
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May 16, 2009 at 7:39 am 

Iôm finally getting back to the post (busier week than I expected!). 

I see, Nate. I misunderstood the tone of your question (not to mention the fact that legal 

theory already fragments the romanticist conception of the author). Now to respond to 

theactual  question youôre asking: 

In the literature, there is generally an assumption that Joseph Smith had primary 

editorial responsibility for the changes in the 1830s. However, there are references to a 

publication committee, and I would guess that Josephôs was only one of several hands in 

the process. 

So far as the 1876 edition is concerned, it seems that Orson had quite a bit of autonomy. 

The only suggestion Iôve come across, in the literature, that Orson was not the sole editor 

is a statement in Woodfordôs dissertation that Orson reorganized the D&C ñunder the 

direction of the president of the Church.ò (Iôm quoting that from memory, it may not be 

exactly the words Woodford uses.) 

Unfortunately, I think it is only with the dawning of the Joseph Smith Papers Project that 

historians of Mormonism are beginning to ask real questions about the provenance of the 

revelations: very little has yet been written about the processes of editing scripture. 

Hopefully, weôll have (1) more primary resources to work with and (2) more secondary 

analyses of these questions over the next few years. 

Reply 

5. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 13, 2009 at 7:34 pm 

Karen: One thing worth noting is that between section 42 and section 119 there was a fair amount 

of litigation over the legal (as in secular legal) status of stewardships. There were experiments 

with casting the stewardships in various forms ð e.g. trusts, contracts, etc. ð so as to allow 

church leaders to retain a legal interest. Also, because the consecration and stewardship model 
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meant that there was a gift of A to B of C followed almost immediately by a gift back by B to A of C 

or some C equivalent, it was easier for courts to set aside initial consecrations as sham or illusory 

transactions. The result was that the church was exposed to a great deal of legal liability. The 

section 119 system, by avoiding the gift and then gift back transaction made the transfers of 

property to the Church harder to attack legally.  

I actually think that there are a number of places where secular law seems to be driving Mormon 

revelation (the Manifesto being only the most dramatic example). It is a phenomena that deserves 

a bit of theological reflection in its own right. I know that Russell has done some of this with 

regard to the Manifesto, but it is, I think, a broader issue.  

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 16, 2009 at 7:42 am 

Nate, 

I agree that this litigation is absolutely vital for the early history of consecration (and 

especially for making sense of the differences between the various manuscripts and 

publications of D&C 42).  

I, for what itôs worth, though, find myself most fascinated by this earliest idea of 

consecration being not a divestment of oneôs things, but a recategorization of oneôs 

things: they shift from being property to being a stewardship. One might say that the 

Church as a whole would remain a part of capitalism and the market, but the individual is 

subtracted from the logic of capital.  

Or something like that in outline. I w ant to do much more thinking about this.  

Reply 
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1. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 16, 2009 at 9:48 am 

I definitely think that there is something to this. While consecration was initially 

framed as a series of gifts or conveyances for legal purposes, I donôt think that 

this is how it operated form an internal point of view. I do think that it is striking 

that the Lord says in the revelations that one of the purposes of stewardships is to 

make every man responsible. This is interesting because theorists such as Locke, 

for example, conceptualize property as the boundary at which I may legitimately 

be in some sense indifferent to others, e.g. a manôs home is his castle, etc. etc. I 

try to flesh this out a bit in my ñLiving Oraclesò paper in Dialogue. 

6. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 14, 2009 at 7:46 am 

First, now that Iôve finished reading, let me just echo Nateôs praise, Joeðfantastic job. 

And thanks for the follow -up comments on my provocative/speculative ñZion in Jackson county is 

a red herringò comment. I probably wonôt have time to trace out the historical usage of these 

various terms, but I did track down the following relevant quote from Joseph Fielding 

Smithôs Doctrines of Salvation  (and Iôll quote beyond what I think is relevant because, well, I 

think itôs a bit humorous, or at least oddðwhich underscores the sense in which I donôt think we 

can or should take these kind of statements too seriously in modern efforts to think carefully 

through these issues, at least not in ñscholarlyò efforts): 

We accept the fact that the center place where the City New Jerusalem is to be built, is in 

Jackson County, Missouri. It was never the intention to substitute Utah or any other 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comment-23
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place for Jackson County. But we do hold that Zion, when reference is made to the land, 

is as broad as America, both North and South -all of it is Zion, If Zion is limited in its 

scope to the country surrounding Jackson County, it is indeed too bad that Nephi did not 

now that fact. What a glorious thing it would have been had there been a few 

ñReorganitesò in his day to inform him of it. Then he and his people would not have 

fallen into the error of building temples -like unto Solomonôs at Jerusalem-away off down 

in Central or South America, 60 but they could have placed one in Jackson County, or 

the regions round about. It was really an unfortunate occurrence. [v. 3, p. 72]  

Also, since Iôm pasting these quote easily from GospeLink, the following passage also would 

suggest at least why there would be cultural resistance to my ñred herringò speculation about 

Jackson County: 

Nearly 100 years have passed since the site of Zion was dedicated and the spot for the 

temple was chosen, and some of the members of the Church seem to be fearful lest the 

word of the Lord shall fail. Others have tried to convince themselves that the original 

plan has been changed and that the Lord does not require at our hands this mi ghty work 

which has been predicted by the prophets of ancient times. We have not been released 

from this responsibility, nor shall we be. The word of the Lord will not fail.  

If we look back and examine his word carefully, we will discover that nothing has failed 

of all that he has predicted, neither shall one jot or tittle pass away unfulfilled. It is true 

that the Lord commanded the saints to build to his name a temple in Zion. This they 

attempted to do, but were prevented by their enemies, so the Lord did  not require the 

work at their hands at that time. The release from the building of the temple did not, 

however, cancel the responsibility of building the City and the House of the Lord, at some 

future time. When the Lord gets ready for it to be accomplish ed, he will command his 

people, and the work will be done. [Doctrines of Salvation, v. 3, pp. 79, 81]  

Ultimately, I donôt suppose this really matters that much except that I think it is a somewhat 

natural question to consider in light of the eschatological  issues weôre going to have to reckon with 

in verses 8-9 where we read the command to ñbuild up my church in every regionðuntil the time 

shall come . . . when the New Jerusalem shall be prepared, that ye be gathered in one.ò (One 
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might argue that the most natural interpretation of this passage would be that all ñstakes of zionò 

are actually temporary, and that eventually there will be a ñgather[ing] in oneò in the New 

Jerusalem / City of Zionðso, if weôre going to offer another reading, then I think we need to think 

through the what, when and where of this New Jerusalemé.) 

__  

Next, I was reading the JST for Genesis 14:25-40 since Marquardt mentions this in the pages that 

I sent to everyone via email (he doesnôt, however, give many details about the relationship 

between OT MS #1 and the revelation for D&C 42:1-69ðcan anyone track down more on this 

relationship?), and I thought the description of tithing is interesting given the discussion above 

regarding D&C 119 and what I will simply call a nonstandard understanding of tithing:  

And [Melchizedek] lifted up his voice, and he blessed Abram, being the high priest, and 

the keeper of the store-house of God; Him whom God had appointed to receive tithes for 

the poor. Wherefore  Abram paid unto him tithes of all that he  had, of all the 

riches which he possessed , which God had given him more than that which he had 

need. [Gen 14:37-39, JST; my emphasis] 

(Also interesting is the explicit reference to the City of Enoch in verse 34, which is of course the 

model given for building Zion, and I believe the City of Enoch is explicitly referred to as Zion 

in  D&C 38:4 and Moses 7.) 

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 14, 2009 at 8:02 am 

[It's a bit of an annoyance that for this blog theme/schema, the blockquotes show up in 

italics. So, if you try to italicize something in a blockquote, it doesn't show up. If someone 

knows how to fix this easily please do--- I don't know how, and don't want to waste time 

trying to figure it out. Otherwise, just be aware that if you  are using blockquotes and want 
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to emphasize something, or indicate italics in an orginal passage, this will be an issue. As 

you can see above, using boldface font ("b" html tags) seems to work fine....] 

Reply 

2. joespencer Says: 

 

May 16, 2009 at 7:46 am 

Robert, 

Again, I really do think this question of separating out the eschatological from the 

teleological will be vital for making sure that the unmovedness of Zionôs physical location 

does not become precisely the kind of red herring youôve identified. 

And Iôm glad you connected this issue up with verse 9. As Iôve been studying verses 1-10 

this week, Iôve been struck by the importance of the eschatological in these verses, all a 

part of a ñfirst commandmentò before the law can be ñreceived.ò These issues will, I 

assume, be vital to our discussion next week. 

Reply 

7. Kristine  Says: 

 

May 17, 2009 at 9:10 am 

Joe, thanks for laying this all out. As we wade through details of textual transmission, I think itôs 

worth reconnecting to larger questions about how Latter -day Saints have understood themselves 

in relation to sacred texts. The public nature of the editing process is intriguing to me, and makes 

me curious about receptionïitôs impossible to imagine contemporary Mormons making sense of 

the shifting order and variant content of multiple versions of a text called ñrevelation.ò When did 

we shift to seeing the canon as essentially closed (or expand it to an undifferentiated inclusion of 
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all conference issues of the Ensign, to be more optimistic about it)? More importantly, how does 

that shift change the prospects of Zion? 

I think a case could be made that a more flexible view of scripture is necessary if a people is to 

conceive of itself as engaged in such a huge and practical project. That is, all arrangements of 

property and law require adjustment to changing conditions, and if God canôt change his mind 

and contradict any prior revelation ïif the book is bound and fixedïprophetic guidance cannot be 

as specific and concrete as it must be to build a physical Zion. It seems inevitable that prophecy 

then recedes to a more general and more abstract plane, and Zion *must* then be reconceived as 

spiritual, so that it can be located on that same plane. 

Reply 

8. nateoman Says: 

 

May 19, 2009 at 9:28 am 

Kristine: I was thinking about how I would explain to say the YM that I used to teach about the 

changes in the D&C. One way of thinking about this is that the revelations functioned much like 

the current General Handbook of Instructions. They were updated regularly to take account of 

new policies, institutions, and doctrines. It sounds as though 1876 was the year in which the 

revelations were recast as records of historical revelatory events, a function that the text did not 

initially serve. (Although this gets complicated as they may have been thought of this way in the 

BOC and then there was a shift in 1835 and then a shift back in 1876.) If this is right, then the 

1876 compilation may be extremely important in light of the 1877 reorganization of the church by 

Brigham Young. It was at that moment that the shift to an uncanonized and in some sense text-

less process of institutional adjustment became normalized. Of course, we now produce texts that 

accomplish the kind of pragmatic adjustment that you are talking about, but the texts are not 

public. 

Incidentally, last summer I did a bunch of research in the Lester Bush paper in the special 

collections up at the U of U. It seems to have a complete run of the General Handbook of 

Instructions up until the mid -1990s. From the documents that I saw that text seems to have 

begun in the 1890s as a pamphlet that was regularly updated and distributed to bishops, stake 

presidents, and tithing clerks. Initially it dealt only with the procedures for the receipt, control, 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=24#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comment-26
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use, and transfer of church funds. Then what seems to have happened is that this periodically 

distributed pamphlet e merged as a useful way of regularizing policies so coda and addendums 

about this and that started getting added. If I recall correctly (and if this is important to anyone I 

can go back in my notes) the first general handbook was published in the 1930s, but it was 

proceeded in the 1920s by a series of more expanded pamphlets modeled on the early tithing 

instructions.  

I want to make just one final point on Kristineôs comment in passing. If I am right that the process 

of adjustment that Kristine sees as vital continues but simply continues in an atextual manner or 

using texts that are not public, then the notion of law itself may undergo a shift. Often people take 

publicity as one of the sine non qua of law. (Lon Fuller, for example, talks extensively about this in 

his book _The Morality of Law_) Hence, there is something important going one when a public ð 

albeit shifting ð law ceases to be public. It seems to me that we can understand this move in one 

of two ways. First, we can see it as a repudiation of legality. Second, we can see it as a 

reconceptualization of the notion of law. The common law, for example, does not exist in any 

authoritative written text. By definition it is the unwritten law.  

(An interesting historical side note: in the 1830s and 1840s there was a codification movement in 

the United States, which sought to reduce the common law to a single written, public text. 

Needless to say the lawyers killed it off. But it was an idea swirling around in public discussions of 

law at this time. FWIW, however, I donôt know of evidence that JS was aware of this or cared.) 

A final, final point. If you look at the resolution of civil cases in church courts, there is a marked 

unease with written law. Indeed, there are even one case that I found of a self-consciously 

SECRET law. You can check this out if you are interested in my BYU L. Rev. article, which is 

online here. The bit about written law is at pages 26-30 of the linked document. I n a nutshell, my 

argument there is that the ambivalence about written law reflected the fact that law can set itself 

up as a competitor to prophets and revelation. Our discussion here, however, makes me realize 

that I need to think more carefully about the  multiple levels on which law is operating as a 

concept within Mormon discourse.  

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1092078
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=26#respond
http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
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May 19, 2009 at 2:29 pm 

Nate, I really  like this introduction of the idea of secrecy into our thinking of this section. 

I started to think about this as I thought about this shift from the commandments given 

to the elders in the first 17 verses of the section versus the law being given to the church in 

the later verses (versus ñmy gopselò and ñmy wordò being given to the world). If there are 

three spheres of discourse going on in this section, then it would also make sense to think 

of 3 levels of ñsecrecyò/privacy/sacredness pertaining to each level of discourseé. 

Reply 

9. joespencer Says: 

 

May 19, 2009 at 3:59 pm 

Kristine, fascinating questions. Am I reading you rightly if I collapse your comment into the 

following equation: ñSo much closure of the canon, so much spiritualization of Zionò? I like this a 

lot. 

Of course, I think Nateôs response is absolutely on the moneyðthough I donôt see it so much as a 

correction than as a complication, perhaps a triangulation. Rather than bein g a simple inverse 

relation between the physicality/materiality of Zion and the closure of the canon, we have an 

equation with three terms: the materiality/spirituality of Zion, the openness/closure of the canon, 

and the creation/adjustment of a non -revelatory and perhaps even secret ñhandbook of 

instructions.ò 

How do we think about the odd (and obviously complex!) relationship among these three terms? 

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comment-27
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=27#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comment-28
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=28#respond
http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
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May 19, 2009 at 6:23 pm 

Iôm going to try to link up this issue with some comments on the post for verses 1-10. In 

short, I think we should view the handbook as being given to the elders (the 

secretive/mysterious celestial realm, but directed toward the telestial), Zion being 

given/established among the Church members generally (the terrestrial realm directed 

toward the celestial), and the scriptures being given to the world (the telestial realm being 

directed to both the terretrial and celestial realms).  

Reply 

10. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 19, 2009 at 6:05 pm  

I am still trying to think about the historical arc of the canon here. I wonder if we might think of 

the revelations first as commandments (BOC) then as law (1835 D&C) and finally as history (1876 

D&C). 

Reply 

1. mommywhat  Says: 

 

May 20, 2009 at 12:43 pm 

That seems like a good way to summarize things to me. Whether or not that was the 

intention, I can see those as fitting labels for each project. How would you label our 

current D&C? 

Reply 

 
 

May 16, 2009  

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/#comment-31
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/10/context-and-approach-getting-started/?replytocom=31#respond
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Discussion Summary: Context and  Approach  
Posted by joespencer under Uncategorized  

Leave a Comment  

Doctrine and Covenants section 42 is caught up in a remarkably complex history. If the revelation is taken as 

something bestowed in a historical event, then it seems to be situated at a crucial juncture in two distinct but not 

unrelated historical trajectories (indeed, it might mark the very crossing of these two trajectories): (1) the unfolding 

significance of Zion and (2) the unfolding meaning of consecration. It also, it should be noted, mark s two major 

breaks in early Mormon history: (1) it is associated quite directly with the leap from New York to Ohio, with the shift 

from scattering to gathering; (2) it marks an indelible shift from ñcommandmentò to ñlaw,ò from revelation as 

individual or even democratic to revelation as a question of community. 

The revelation, then, seems to have four contextsðall of which converged when the revelation was given, but all of 

which have had very distinct subsequent histories: (1) Zion, (2) consecration, (3) gathering, (4) law. The difficulty of 

making sense of D&C 42, then, might just be the difficulty of trying to read a text that has four distinct interpretive 

histories: (1) the way that Zion has played out in Mormon thinking since especially the expulsion has determined the 

way we read this text; (2) the strange unfolding story of consecrationðincluding its vicissitudes in the templeðand 

Mormon economics more generally has determined the way we read this text; (3) the fractured history of the idea of 

gathering has undoubtedly determined the way we read this text; and (4) the complex history of Mormon thinking (or 

non-thinking) about law has determined the way we read this text. Our reading of the text is very complexly situated. 

The discussion of context and approach, therefore, primarily took the shape of trying to pin down a few of the major 

turning points in each of these threads of interpretive history. The publication history of the D&C, primarily because 

of Joeôs perhaps too heavy focus on ñcanonical criticism,ò was given pride of place: the 1833 publication of the Book of 

Commandments, the 1835 publication of the Doctrine and Covenants, and the 1876 rearrangement of the Doctrine 

and Covenants seem to be the most significant points in the history. But much more canðand shouldðbe said about 

this complex unfolding history.  

 
 

May 18, 2009  

D&C  42:1 -10  
Posted by Robert C. under Uncategorized  

[23] Comments   

I will start by making some general theological musings, and then I will add a list of somewhat stream-of-

consciousness, not-particularly -profound thoughts on a verse-by-verse basis. 

 

Community, commandments and law  

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/16/discussion-summary-context-and-approach/#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comments
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Since this section is known as ñthe law,ò it is a bit surprising that the introductory verses to this section pivot around 

the term ñcommand/ment/sòðsome form of this occurs in verses 1, 3 (twice), 4, and 5; there are 5 other occurrences 

in this section, in verses 15, 29, 32, 58, 78, bringing the total to 10. In Hebrew, the most common word 

for  commandment  is tsavah, or the derivative mitsvah (as in bar mitsvah  where the coming-of-age connotations 

come from coming-to-the-age of responsibilityði.e., ñcommand-ableò). The word ñlawò occurs once in verse 2, but not 

again until verse 28, and then not again until verses 52, 59 (twice), and 66; after the first 69 verses that weôre 

considering, the term occurs with some frequency, in verses 79 (twice), 81, 84, 85, 86, 87, and 91 (for a total of 14: 6 

times in the first 69 verses and 8 times after that). The question I want to focus on here is on the significance of these 

two terms, commandments and law, in light of each other. 

On the one hand, there is a strong case that could be made that these are simply interchangeable terms. I will, 

however, not bother laying out the support for this argument. Rather, Iôd like to try and make the case that law , in the 

end, has more communal and more stable/lasting connotations. Furthermore, the non -collapsible difference between 

these terms that I will be arguing for will mirror, in many ways at least, the tension between the one and the many. 

(The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy has an introductory article on  ñThe Problem of the Manyò, which I take to 

be a kind of resurrected version of òThe Medieval Problem of Universalsò. For the purposes of this seminar, Iôm 

thinking of this issue in terms of community: how is it possible, and what does it mean, to have many non -reducible 

intelligences in a truly unified community?)  

First, let me quote Walter Brueggemann: 

Torah evolved out of a series of ad hoc proclamations, oracular utterances, and commandments, into a more 

holistic literature and practice that retained some properties of those initial utterances, but also took on a life of its 

own. . . . [W]hateve r remains of those specific utterances in the present completed Torah, they are now to be read as 

part of a larger whole, which impinges upon and reshapes concrete utterance. [Theology of the Old Testament: 

Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy, p. 578] 

Brueggemann adds in a footnote that Max Kadushin ñhas shown how Torah is to be understood in rabbinic Judaism 

as organismic, so that all parts signify and pertain to the whole.ò Iôd like to appropriate Brueggemann as making the 

case that whereas commandments are individual and specific, law signifies a fundamentally unifying move that might 

be understood (Nate?) as analogous to the way we talk about ñthe lawò in current legal practice. 

Next, consider the following from Gerhard von Rad writing about the theologically -unifying event that Deuteronomy 

represents (sorry for the length):  

Deuteronomy now falls to be discussed in our treatment of the commandments and of the question of how Isreal 

explained Jawhewhôs revelation of his will in theological terms, for never again did she express herself so 

comprehensively and in such detail as to the meaning of the commandmens and the unique situation into which 

http://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=H6680&t=KJV
http://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?strongs=H4687
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/%E2%80%9D
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/%E2%80%9D
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Jahwehôs revelation of his will put her. But from the very start it has to be borne in mind that, like the other writings 

too, Deuteronomy is the exposition of the will of God  for a particular era only , and that a fairly advanced one in 

the history. The outward form and arrangement of Deuteronomy, consisting of paraenesis, commandments, 

pledging to the covenant, proclamation  of blessing and cursing (IV. 44 ï XXX. 20), appears strange.  But it is a 

unity, for the sequence of these parts reflects the liturgical movements of a cultic festival,  that of the 

renewal of the covenant at Shechem. The fact that the liturgical sweep of a  cultic festival had to furnish the 

framework for a major literary and theological work lets us see once more how hard it was for Israel to unfold 

theological concepts theoretically by processes of thought. Here too the concepts required to be explained by 

reference to an event, and for Deuteronomy this is the course of a cultic event. In itself the content of Deuteronomy 

would in fact have lent itself to a systematic presentation,  for in it Israel for once really created a work that 

has unity of thought, i nternal balance, and finish . . . . 

. . . Deuteronomy is in fact simply and solely an artistic mosaic made up of many sermons on a great variety of 

subjectsðhere is gathered the total expression of an obviously extensive preaching activity. Traditions of th e most 

varied kind, historical, cultic, and legal, were united in these preachersô hands; and they then set this whole body of 

material into that great schematized general picture of the people of Israel which first springs to our minds too 

when we think o f Israel in the wilderness. But this general picture, in which everything now appears to belong 

organically together, is in turn  the result of an intensive harmonizing of many originally independent 

traditions . . . . 

It seems to us that the term which Deuteronomy applied to itself, ñthis Torah,ò has a special importance for this 

unification, particularly for the legal traditions. We must bear in mind that, up to this time, the word ñtorahò 

designated the single directions given by the priestsðfor example, on the basis of an oracle (Hag. II.11)ðthat is, a 

single decision which did not in compass go beyond a brief statement. But if now the whole of Deuteronomy could 

be comprehended under this term, there lay behind this an insight to which the way had certainl y been opened up 

by Hosea, but which Deuteronomy put upon the broadest possible theological base.  The whole of the revelation 

of the will of Jahweh to Israel is now understood, in spite of the great variety of its contents, as a 

unity. It is seen as someth ing indivisible and whole, in which every part was co -ordinated with 

every other and where no detail could be understood except in relation to the whole.  [219-222; my 

emphasis] 

Iôd like to appropriate von Rad as arguing that the shift from an un-unified set of individualistic commandments to a 

more unified theology, tradition, and community can be represented by the term  law (/Torah). I quoted this at length 

partly because I think there is a lot to think about here in terms of the founding events of a new communityðfor 

Moses, for the Deuteronomist, and for Joseph Smith. 
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Next, Iôd like to consider Lehiôs discourse to Jacob in 2 Nephi 2. The law there plays a very important role. Without 

law, there would be no sin, nor righteousness, nor happiness, nor punishment, nor misery, and hence no God and no 

earth (2:13). It is only because ñthe law is given unto menò (2:5) that there exists opposition, and hence the possibility 

of there being ña compound in oneò (2:11). I think this word ñcompoundò is very curious because it signifies both 

difference and unityðin contrast to what Lehi calls ñone bodyò which would ñremain as deadò (2:11) because there 

would be no opposition which would lead to a kind of nihilistic purposelessness to creation (2:12). I think 

this deadness of things that Lehi alludes to is particularly interesting in light of the phrase ñliving  Godò that is used in 

D&C 42:1. The living aspect of God is being manifest in that he is a giving a new revelation (D&C 42 in this case), but 

he is doing it by taking up the past tradition of Israel and its laws and breathing new life into it by giving it to a new 

community and supplementing it with some new particularities. In this way, then, by giving a new law that alludes 

heavily to older laws, God is temporally bringing together (ñcompounding in oneò we might say) the past and the 

present, with an eye toward the future (viz., ñthe New Jerusalemò). 

But if law effects a kind of temporal  atonement, as Iôve just claimed, I would also argue that it effects a kind 

of communal  atonement, bringing  contemporaries  together also. And this is where I think the difference between 

laws and commandments can be explicitly discerned in this section. Notice that the first 17 verses of this section are 

addressed to the twelve elders that Joe mentioned in his post (ñye elders of my churchò in verse 1) whereas verse 18 

marks a dramatic shift to the larger church: ñAnd now, behold, I speak unto the church.ò Immediately after this shift, 

many of the most famous laws that were given to Moses are re-given. (The fact that we refer to these as The 

TenCommandments, on the one hand, muddles the distinction Iôm trying to make; on the other hand, the fact that we 

refer to these as THE ten commandments betrays the distinction Iôm trying to make: commandments are typically 

understood as being given and applying to a local context, and it is only by making some sort of effort toward 

universalization that such commandments take on more general import.) Whereas commandments can be given 

individually throu gh personal revelation and the whisperings of the Spirit (and, in this light, I find it interesting that 

the Spirit is discussed a fair bit in the first 17 verses, but only mentioned in passing once in the subsequent versesðsee 

v. 23), what binds the community together is a publicly proclaimed law which the community agrees to support.  

I think it is also interesting to think about 3 spheres at work here: the inner circle of elders to whom the living God 

gives ñlocalò commandments; the church itself that is bound together by universal law; and the world itself which the 

inner circle is called on to ñgo forthò and preach to (vv. 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11). I think the symbolic connections here with the 

various places in the temple and with the pattern of angels delivering books is rich, but Iôll leave it to others to expand 

on these ideas. 

Well, so much for general musings. Now on to some thoughts more closely tied to the text. 

Overall structure  
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Iôve been trying to think through a general structure of this section, and I only have a couple of potentially-productive 

thoughts, besides the division I mentioned above (verses 1-17 addressed to the elders; verses 18ff addressed to the 

church). So, Iôm really anxious to hear what others have discovered. 

Most of my thinking has actually been in regard to the list of ñthou shaltò passages, which weôll be discussing in the 

future. For now Iôll just say that I think itôs interesting how the latter half of the canonical 10 commandments seem to 

be given as a prelude (vv. 18-29) to the discussion of consecration (vv. 30-39). After that, the ñthou shaltò language 

returns, but the commandments given do not offer any new obvious allusions to the 10 Commandments themselves. 

(Also, if one were inclined to numerology kinds of games, it might be possible to discern 7 ñthou shaltsò before the 

consecration passages, and 12 ñthou shaltsò afterwards in a way that inverts the 12-and-7 numbers that Joe alluded to 

in his postðbut I wonôt even bother trying to explain how I counted theseé.) 

I have to confess that I had a difficult time discerning any particular structure in vv. 40 -69 and so I havenôt felt I have 

a very good sense of how to read this whole section, structurally. I will mention several rhetorical and thematic links  

to the first 10 sections below, but Iôm hoping that as we go along we can make better sense of the structure together, 

especially of the later verses in the section. 

Structure of verses 1 -10 

Joe sent me a file that analyzes the first three verses showing how the 2nd and 3rd verses effectively repeat everything 

in the first verse (Iôll try to paste this file below). I think this is quite interesting, but Iôm still not sure what to make of 

it in terms of interpretive significance, though I will try to think through some of this in my rather rambly comments 

below (but thatôs a virtue of these seminars, in my mind: a chance to offer a kind of unedited brainstorm in a 

communal setting to see which ideas might be nourished to eventually bear actual fruit!).  

I do think that these first 3 verses give the section a more dramatic and solemn flavor. That is, rather than starting 

with, say, the very specific reference to Joseph and Sidney in verse 4, these first 3 verses set a tone of solemnity and 

significance which is part of the reason I think my musings above about the covenantal and founding significance of 

this revelation might be justified. What is being presented should be received in a sacred manner having universal 

import. I think this sacredness is also underscored with the reference to the revelation of mysteries in verses 61 and 

65: what is being given should not be treated as pearls before swine, but perhaps even as a preparatory law to a fuller, 

more sacred experience of heavenly mysteries that is being promised in a kind of eschatological way. 

Verses 4-10 might be read as expanding on this phrase ñSavior of the worldò in verse 1, by explaining that this will 

happen through the preaching of the gospel. Thus, if verses 4-10 are read as explaining how the telestial world can be 

redeemed, then verses 11-60 might be read as explaining how the terrestrial church can be redeemed, and then verses 

61-69 might be read as explaining the way in which celestial revelations of the mysteries will come forth. 



41 
 

Verse 1  

* ñHearken, O ye elders of my churchò: Notice that, after this phrase, the rest of verse 1 is spent mostly 

modifying who these elders are. 

* ñwho have assembled together in my name . . . ; inasmuch as ye believe on my name and keep my 

commandmentsò: ñAssemblyò is a term with rich connotations (cf.  ñsolemn assemblyò, especially as it is used in the 

D&C. The Latin root of assemble is sem which means ñsame.ò The coming together of a multiplicity of elders is 

effected here by the name of Jesus Christðand the commandments given by Jesus Christ. The many become 

compounded in one through the name and the commandments. 

* ñeven Jesus Christ the Son of the living God, the Savior of the worldò: That Christ is the Savior of the 

world seems to underscore the transformative  effects of all that will come subsequently. The preaching of the word 

will call the world into the church community and the law will help prepare the church community to beco me sons 

and daughters, and eventually anointed(/ñchrist -enedò) priests and priestesses, following the way given by Jesus 

Christ. ñThe Sonò is also mentioned in verse 17 (ñthe Comforterò . . . beareth recod of the Father and of the Sonò) and 

verse 52 explicitly mentions that those who believe in Christ will have ñpower to become my sons.ò 

Verse 2  

* ñHearken and hear and obeyò: This is the only verse I could find in LDS scripture that uses all three of these 

verbs in it. ñHearkenò was of course used in verse 1, and ñhearò and ñobeyò seem to repeat together the same meaning 

as the word ñhearken.ò I think the repetition here underscores the solemn nature and effect of these first three verses. 

Hearing is mentioned again in verse 50: ñhe who hath faith to hear shall hear.ò The call-response pattern that is used 

particularly in relation to prophets might here be understood as being applied communally. The elders have 

assembled in the name of Christ in hopes of an eschatological kind of revelation, and the solemn language used in this 

revelation could be understood as response and actual fulfillment  of this sacred gathering and waiting. There is no 

perpetual waiting in these revelations; rather, God honors those who assemble in his name with further light and 

knowledge. 

* ñthe lawò: God will now give the law. This is what is the sense in which this revelation actually furthers or fulfils 

the commands that were given previously. 

* ñwhich I shall give unto youò: The verb used to describe the handing over of the law is ñgive.ò This is a common 

word, but in the solemn setting here, it should be read carefully. Thus, the law should be received as a gift (cf. D&C 

88:29 -35 where the various degrees of glories are given as gifts that should be received, and conferred according to 

the governing ñof lawò where sin is explicitly defined as failing to abide law). God is giving, and the church is 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/%E2%80%9D
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receiving. The law is not an economic commodity, but a giftða gift whose ñendò points to the exquisite, atonal 

suffering of Jesus Christ. 

Verse 3  

* ñye have assembled yourselves together according to the commandment wherewith I commanded 

you, and are agreed as touching this one thingò: The repetition of ñcommandmentò and ñcommandò echo ñmy 

commandmentsò in verse 1. Also, ñassembledò is being repeated from verse 1. As I tried to hint at in my musings 

above, I think this notion of gathering, assembling and coming together is an important lens through which the r est of 

the section must be interpretedðthe whole purpose of the law and the commandments is to make a ñcompound in 

oneò type of community (with God and with fellow saints) possible. By starting with ñthis one thing,ò agreement can 

be reached and, despite any other differences, this one agreement might form the archeor sure foundation upon 

which the edifice of the church can be built. If we live in a post-foundational world, the name of Christ, who willingly 

submitted to the Fatherôs commands, can nevertheless serve as a sure foundation upon which a peaceful (cf. vv. 57, 

61) community can be built. 

* ñand have asked the Father in my name, even so ye shall receiveò: The word ñreceiveò recurs in verse 8 in 

a way that suggests who how this community will grow th rough the 3 stages I mentioned above: those who receive 

Godôs commands will go forth as missionaries/messengers/angels; those who receive these angels will join in the 

gathering; those who gather together in the name of Christ and then receive the law will then become missionaries to 

then further the work of gathering.  

Verse 4  

* ñI give unto you this first commandment that ye shall go forth in my nameò: The phrase ñfirst 

commandmentsò strikes me as perhaps a loaded phrase. Christ tells the scribe in Mark 12:28-30 that the ñfirst 

commandmentò is to ñlove the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.ò And Peter 

is told that if he  loves God he will feed his sheep (John 21:16ff). And John tells us that if we love him we will keep his 

commandments (John 14:15; cf. John 15:10; 1 John 5:2-3). Before God declares his law to the elect community of the 

church, I think it is interesting that there is a kind of declaration or manifestation of Godôs universal love. From this 

perspective, Christôs disgust in the New Testament with the self-righteousness of those who rejected him seems 

justified: the law given to Israel is not like proprietary capital which can be used to purchase favor with God; rather, 

Godôs commandments and laws are given with a particular eschatological, communal vision in mind. The 

commandment to ñgo forthò is given first  because it is represents the first principle of this new community: that it will 

be founded on an uncompromising commitment of hospitality to those outside the community.  

Verse 5  
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* ñthey shall go forth for a little seasonò: The phrase ñlittle seasonò seems to come from Revelation 6:11 and 

20:3, and it is used frequently in the D&C. This is very eschatological language. 

* ñit shall be given by the power of the Spirit when they shall returnò: This way of phrasing the ñreturnò is 

rather rich. ñReturnò in Hebrew also means to repent (seehere, definition 1.a.1.f.3). With the solemn and 

eschatological phrasing in these verses, I think a symbolic/poetic reading of whatôs going on here might not be wholly 

unjustified (e.g., the elders in the capacity of missionaries are manifesting their  worthiness to return to heaven, or 

something).  

Verse 6  

* ñtwo by twoò: With the Revelaton language mentioned above, the two prophets in Revelation might be the source 

for this phrase. It occurs frequently in the D&C . 

* ñsound of a trumpò: In the New Testament and the D&C, this symbol often suggests the dead being raised and 

brought to the judgment bar of Christ (cf. 1 Cor 15:25; Mosiah 26:25; Mormon 9:13). However, in the D&C, this 

phrase seems to be used mostly in relation to preaching of the gospel (see passages here). Of course the trumpet is a 

common symbol with varied and rich connotations that are all worth thinking about here.  

* ñlike unto angels of Godò: Iôve already talked about the missionaries being like angelsðhere this link is made 

explicit.  

Verse 7  

* ñkingdom of heaven is at handò: This phrase is used frequently  in scripture, in the New Testament , Book of 

Mormon and D&C. The ñis at handò phrasing is very eschatological. In D. A. Hagnerôs Word Biblical Commentary  of 

this same phrase in Matthew 3:2, he writes that, ñThe perfect tense here results in the nuance óhaving drawn near and 

remaining nearôò (p. 47). I think this present -and-growing way to understand this phrase is particularly apt to the 

D&C 42 context. 

Verse 8  

* ñinasmuch as ye shall find them that will receive you ye shall build up my church in every regionò: 

Again, notice the repetition of the word ñreceiveò as mentioned above in verse 3. Significantly, ñreceiveò occurs 13 

times in this section. As we discussed a bit last week, this idea of building up the church ñin every regionò is what we 

are used to today. However, this idea must be understood in light of the next verse which suggests that there will be, 

at some point, a different kind of gathering.  

Verse 9  

http://scriptures.lds.org/en/search?type=words&last=little+season&help=&wo=checked&search=%22little+season%22&do=Search&iw=scriptures&tx=checked&af=checked&hw=checked&bw=1
http://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=H7725&t=KJV
http://scriptures.lds.org/en/search?type=words&last=two+by+two&help=&wo=checked&search=%22two+by+two%22&do=Search&iw=scriptures&tx=checked&af=checked&hw=checked&bw=1
http://scriptures.lds.org/en/search?type=words&last=%22two+by+two%22&help=&wo=checked&search=sound+trump&do=Search&iw=scriptures&tx=checked&af=checked&hw=checked&bw=1
http://scriptures.lds.org/en/search?type=words&last=%22heaven+is+at+hand%22&help=&wo=checked&search=%22kingdom+of+heaven+is+at+hand%22&do=Search&iw=scriptures&tx=checked&af=checked&hw=checked&bw=1
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* ñUntil the time when it shall be revealed unto you from on high, when the city of the New Jerusalem 

shall be prepared, that ye ma y be gathered in oneò: This is the eschatological can of worms I was asking about 

last week. Because of some of the theological dangers associated with a fundamentalist way of thinking about 

eschatological issues, I speculated that we might consider reading this as a commandment that was given back then 

which is not necessarily applicable today. What troubles me about this verse is that it seems to suggest that being 

ñgathered in oneò can only be fulfilled in an eschatological way. Do we have to wait for this New Jerusalem to 

be literally  built in order to experience fully this relationship God is describing, ñye may be my people and I will be 

your Godò? 

Verse 10  

* ñif he transgress another shall be appointed in his steadò: I think this is also a very curiou s scriptural 

phraseðsee other occurrenceshere. This phrase strikes me as rather harsh and cold-hearted: óif you donôt obey then, 

well, youôre expendable and Iôll just replace you with someone who is willing to do what I ask them. However, this 

phrase might also be understood with more positive connotations since it is first used in Gen 4:5 where Seth is 

appointed in the place of Abel after Cain slew Abelðthus, Godôs purposes will not be frustrated. In this sense, perhaps 

it suggests the on-going nature of the eschatological community that God keeps trying to build on earth, starting with 

the city of Enoch, and continuing on into 4 Nephi, etc. Also, might this phrase  takes take on particular significance in 

light of the [then -]recent apostasy, and as presaging the succession conflict surrounding Brigham Young? 

  

23 RESPONSES TO ñD&C 42:1-10ò 

1. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 19, 2009 at 9:02 am 

I havenôt finished reading this yet, but your initial contrast between command and law got me 

thinking about debates over the command theory of law. John Austin argued in the early 19th 

century that law was nothing more nor less than the command of the sovereign, a command 

backed by the threat of sanction. This was the starting point for legal positivism for over a 

century. In 1960 H.L.A. Hart pu blished his book The Concept of Law, in which he attacked (and 

the general consensus is demolished) Austinôs argument. Hart argued that law could not be 

http://scriptures.lds.org/en/search?search=another+appointed&do=Search
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-25
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reduced to command. His argument took two forms. First, he argued that contra Austin one could 

not plausibly rephrase any legal claim as a claim about commands (in particular the command 

theory has a hard time making plausible sense out of power-conferring rules such as the law of 

contract, the law of trusts, or the law of wills). Second, he argued that the command theory fails to 

account for what he called the internal point of view. From someone within a legal practice the 

law is not simply a command backed by a threatened punishment. It is a normative claim, one 

that seeks to offer a reason for acting. In place of the command theory, Hart argued that law had 

to be understood as a system of rules defined by what he called ña rule of recognition,ò namely a 

master rule that told us which rules were law and which rules were not. 

I am not sure that this necessarily maps particularly well onto the distinction that you are making, 

however. What Hartôs critique does suggest, however, is that there is a kind of generality to law 

that is different than commands. Austinôs theory of command, of course, is not simply the notion 

of a command by one with authority. Indeed, one way of understanding Hartôs critique of Austin 

(especially as that critique was deepened by Joseph Raz) is that Autin fails to notice let alone 

account for the concept of authority. Rather, for Austi n a command is simply a threat that is 

habitually obeyed. Hart reacts against this by grounding law not in the will of the sovereign but in 

the normative structure of the rule of recognition.  

One might try to apply this debate to the current context by suggesting that Hart and Austin 

presuppose a differing set of social relations in their account of law. Austin sees a bipolar 

relationship between the person commanding and the person obeying. Hart, in contrast, sees a 

multipolar relationship in which a commu nity has converged on a rule of recognition that they 

defines their laws. 

Anyway, just a preliminary thought from analytic jurisprudence.  

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 19, 2009 at 7:25 pm 

Nate #1, in thinking about this question of authority that youôre raising here, I think this 

gives us a very interesting way to think about the question of canon (and its development) 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=25#respond
http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-32
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that Kristine raised in last weekôs thread. The giving of law is what makes the idea of 

authority in a religious community sensible. The new convert can look at the scriptures 

and law that are provided. These contain a ñfulness of the gospelò (42:12), but not 

atotality . That is, there are various ways to interpret and implement the gospel. However, 

so that there will not be chaos, designated authorities are assigned to interpret and 

implement the gospel. Statements by these authorities should be considered authoritative 

in the sense that I think Raz intends. 

In practice, this m eans that if my spouse tells me to take out the garbage, or my bishop 

asks me to teach the youth, I am boundðin at least a limited senseðto comply because of 

my vows of commitment to these respective communities (marriage and the church, 

respectively). But this is not an anything -goes kind of authority because of the context in 

which these vows are made (at the altar and in the font), contexts which belong to a 

tradition with its own norms and practices, and even with sacred texts. This context 

provides important limits as to what I can expect my spouse or church leaders to ask me 

to do. 

As an aside, I think itôs very important that the Akedah happens before there is a law 

given which founds the religious community, and it is this ñoversightò which causes such 

fits for Kierkegaard. If Abraham had lived in a community  after  the law of Moses had 

been given, then Abraham couldôve protested that what God was asking him to do went 

explicitly against the law. Now, I do not think that this necessarily wouldôve been the end 

of the matterðafter all, D&C 132 applies the notion of Abrahamic sacrifices in a truly 

frightening wayðbut my point is that the kind of authority that correlates with law was 

not present until  after the Akedah. 

(And note that when God asks Nephi to slay Laban, after  the law had been given to 

Moses, Nephi offers a legally-relevant response to the angelðor at least this is the case 

made by Val Larsenôs article ñKilling Laban: The Birth of Sovereignity in the Nephite 

Constitutional Orderò and Welchôs article that Larsen cites. I remember taking issue with 

many parts of Larsenôs and Welchôs articles when I read them, but I think they make a 

reasonable case that there are indeed deliberate, legally-relevant allusions in the account, 

even though we donôt see Nephi making an explicitly-legal protest to the angel. At any 

rate, I think that considering the founding of the Nephite community, in addition to the 

Mosaic and Deuteronomistic communitiesðnot to mention the Christian/Pauline 

communityðwould be a worthwhile endeavor, though itôs much less obvious to me how 

law functions in these other episodesé.) 

http://farms.byu.edu/publications/jbms/?vol=16&num=1&id=430
http://farms.byu.edu/publications/jbms/?vol=16&num=1&id=430
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Stated more simply, my point is that law and canon put important limits on authorita tive 

power in a way that makes the formation of community among imperfect people possible 

(without such publicly -known, limiting laws, the danger of arbitrary power among 

imperfect, terrestrial people would loom large). Of course this is a common argument in 

liberal political theory, but I think much of this can be meaningfully read into whatôs 

going on in the founding of this non -secular, church community of the early saints. 

But this is getting ahead of ourselvesðnext weekôs reading will give us ample occasion to 

think through these issues more carefully (e.g., starting with the questions of authority 

and ordination in verse 11ðand ñordinationò was actually what I had in mind when I 

wrote annointed/òchrist-enedò in my verse 1 comments regarding Jesus Christ). What I 

think is significant and curious is that  authority and law seem to be given 

simultaneously  here. (Note, in fact, that authority is only mentioned in the D&C previous 

to this section in a a couple of rather trivial/rhetorical ways in D&C 1:6 and D&C 28;3, 

with the exception of the law-like section 20.) 

Reply 

2. joespencer Says: 

 

May 19, 2009 at 5:05 pm 

Robert, 

Iôve only had a chance to read through your ñgeneral musingsò (Iôll get to the remainder of this, 

and try to wager a few of my own thoughts from my own reading this week, tomorrow morning), 

but I really like what youôve done here. Interestingly, I found myself at first wondering whether all 

the Brueggemann and von Rad (much as I love both of these theologians) was really so relevant, 

but I think youôve clinched your case by pointing to the essential repetition of the Sinai event that 

begins in verse 18. 

So let me offer just a thought or two here, briefly, to reinforce, to respond, and to flesh out a bit.  

First, I think the tension between law and commandment in early Mormonism more or less 

follows the contours of the model youôre drawing from the Old Testament. The Book of Mormon, 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=32#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-29
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taken as a cultural document (but not, therefore, as an unhistorical book of scripture!), might be 

taken as evidence here: the Nephites seem, rather consistently, to speak of ñthe commandments 

according to the law of Moses,ò juxtaposing the plurality of the commandments with the unity of 

the law. More to the point, though, is the early usage of the term ñcommandmentò: the word was 

used as the label for revelations received through Joseph Smith at the behest of an individual 

seeking to know her or his place in the dawning Restoration (each ñcommandmentò might be said 

to be a kind of ñproto-patriarchal blessingò). This understanding of the word gave the title The 

Book of Commandments its significance. 

Second, and drawing on this first point, it is interesting to note that D&C 42 was a kind 

of second law for the Church, the second time the Lord had issued a law , rather than (yet 

another)  commandment  (the first ñlawò being what is now D&C 20). A bit of stretch here, but 

D&C 42 would then be a deuteronomy, the Greek word literally meaning ñthe second law,ò or ñthe 

repetition of the law.ò Is D&C 42 a reworking of D&C 20 in some ways? D&C 20 was a revelation 

received by Oliver Cowderyðone that Joseph changed in a few particulars and so inflamed 

Oliverôs passions, an early incident that led to some of the first revelations concerning Josephôs 

sovereign position as the first  elderðand D&C 42 is a revelation received by Joseph Smith, a 

second law or repetition of the law (repetition here in the Kierkegaardian sense). There are some 

interesting possibilities here.  

Third, and now building on both of the preceding thoughts, I think youôre quite right to point to 

the idea of founding a community. Recall (from Underwoodôs article) that verses 1-10 of this 

revelation were given in response to a very particular question: ñQuestion 1st = Shall the Church 

come together into one place or remain as they are in separate bodies?ò The question that brought 

out the verses we are considering this week was essentially a question about the structure of the 

community. Once this question was answered, the twelve elders presented a second question, 

which brought forth verses 11-69: ñQuestion 2d The Law regulating the Church in her present 

situation till the time of her  gathering.ò These details seem very helpful for what youôre sketching 

out here. 

And more needs to be said about this last point, but I think Iôll wait until Iôve read the remainder 

of the post, since most of what Iôll have to say further on this point will involve my own reflections 

on the verses themselves. 

Thanks for a great start, Robert! 

Reply 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=29#respond
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1. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 19, 2009 at 7:51 pm 

Joe, my reply to Nate was too long, so Iôll have to make this relatively briefðI hope you 

can make sense of it. 

One idea is that D&C 20 only gave commandments pertaining to the functioning of the 

church. These were effectively the first General Handbook of Instructions (given publicly, 

but only as a rather bare skeletonðall the juicy tidbits were discussed or passed along 

ñsecretlyò). This set up only a dualistic division: the world and the kingdom of God (where 

leaders only received and gave commandments, without reference to a publicly-

acknowledged law, or canonðand I mean this as more of a theoretical argument, not a 

literal,  historical claimé). 

The problem was that this structuring of the kingdom was too susceptible to human error 

(e.g., uninspired church leaders ending up giving uninspired counsel, or contradicting 

each other). This is why canon and law are important, to act as a check on this power (as I 

tried to explain in my response to Nate above). The giving of the law (and canon), then, 

delimits a space between the world and the kingdom that is less susceptible to human 

errorðviz., the (institutional?) church.  

I think t his is consistent with Biblical, Pauline, and Book of Mormon theology of law (and 

liberal political theory that arose out of, or at least in tandem with, covenantal theology ð

Daniel Elazar has done a fair bit of work on this question): the law itself is dead and 

merely points to Christ and the live community of commandments and dialogic 

revelation; nevertheless, the law acts as a kind of safegaurd that helps the community 

from going apostate. In fact, perhaps one way to think about the apostasy is that it 

occurred precisely because there was not a law-giving event analogous to what we read 

about in Deuteronomy or here in D&C 42. 

Or noté. 

Reply 

http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-34
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=34#respond
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3. joespencer Says: 

 

May 20, 2009 at 8:12 am 

Robert, 

Thanks for your verse-by-verse commentary here. I think its greatest strength is its paying 

constant attention to particular instances of eschatological inflection, most (nearly all) of which I 

had entirely missed. That is very  helpful. I also appreciate your drawing out the several hints of 

community and especially community formation in these verses. That will prove quite productive, 

I believe. 

I donôt myself have much of anything to say about the overall  structure of verses 1-69, primarily 

because Iôve not even begun to look that far down the road. I donôt know, unfortunately, that I 

have much to say either about the structure of verses 1-10. I do see verses 1-3 splitting themselves 

off in the ways you discuss (set off a kind of solemnity-imposing introduction, internally 

structured by the repetition of verse 1 in verses 2-3, etc.), but I donôt know that Iôve come up with 

anything else in these verses, structurally speaking. 

That said, I do see a couple of themes that I think deserve attention. Consider these reflections an 

attempt to build on your own consistent id entification of the eschatological in these verses. 

Again, I think the ñquestionò to which verses 1-10 serve as an ñanswerò is vital: ñShall the Church 

come together into one place or remain as they are in separate bodies?ò If the question identifies 

as vital the issue of community formation that you keep pointing toward, it also sets up the 

question of the eschatological that runs through these verses. 

I see a very interesting relationship obtaining between the ñfirst commandmentò and ñthe law 

which I shall give unto you.ò If the law, as the manuscript record suggests, is made up of verses 11-

69 specifically, then the ñfirst commandmentò is to be found in specifically verses 1-10 (or really, 

verses 4-10). This sets up a kind of tension between the law and the first commandment. If the 

law is to be understood as founding a community (as binding together the many, etc.), and if the 

commandment is to be understood to be more particular, more temporally situated, etc., then 

there is something rather interesting going on in the postponement accomplished by verses 1-10. 

http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-35
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Postponement: I mean, here, that while verses 1-3 seem to suggest that the law is going to be 

announced first and foremost, and, because these come as the first words of response to the first 

question, that the law is going to be, in itself, a response to the question of whether to gather or 

remain scattered, the sudden imposition of a ñfirst commandmentò in verse 4 effects a kind of 

postponement of the law (until verse 11) and makes the ñfirst commandmentò a kind of 

ñmeanwhileò affair. The first commandment postpones the law, distances the actual formation of 

the community in question, etc.  

This, I think, is precisely what founds the eschatological character of verses 1-10. The eschaton, 

here, is the full bestowal of the law and the gathering with which it is associated. And so verses 4-

10 set up an event of actual gathering as the eschatological event: the first commandment is 

specifically that the elders go to preach while waiting for the eschatological revelation that it is 

time to gather to Zion, etc. 

This sets up a kind of Pauline ñtime that remainsò: the eschaton (a combined gathering and full 

realization of the law) opens up a space of the meanwhile (the time of the fulfillment of the first 

commandment). 

And again I see this raising the question of how we can take up the eschatological without falling 

into teleology. But Iôll leave that question aside for now. 

All of this leaves me with a lot of rather complex questions, which Iôll also leave aside for the 

moment, so that I can instead point out one interesting peculiarity.  

The time of the meanwhile, of the first commandment, is given two exceptions. First, Joseph and 

Sidney (in verse 4) are not expected to go preach (the language can be read in several ways, but 

take a look at Underwoodôs important discussion of this point!). Second, Edward Partridge (in 

verse 10) is told not to preach because it is time for him to stand in the office (of bishop) he was 

appointed to in section 41. (It is just now occurring to me that verses 4 and 10 might thus form an 

inclusio, Robert. Thereôs a beginning of structure for you.) These two exceptions deserve 

attention.  

It is clear that Joseph and Sidney are excepted from the commandment to preach because they 

have work to do on the translation of the Bible. It is even clearer that Edward is excepted from the 

commandment because he has to prepare things for the work of the bishopric. Together, then, 

there are two tasks that break with the ñtime of the first commandmentò/òeschatological time of 

the law and gatheringò logic: the translation of the Bible, and the work of the bishop. 
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Importantly, both of these subjects will receive ample attention in verses 11-69, in ñthe lawò 

proper. And both will be tied very specifically  to the New Jerusalem. 

And all of this gives us a kind of third time, a time outside of the time set up by the eschaton. How 

do these play together? 

At any rate, there are a few, quite poorly written thoughts Iôll kick out before getting in the car to 

drive to California this morningé. 

Reply 

1. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 21, 2009 at 7:32 pm 

ñAnd again I see this raising the question of how we can take up the eschatological 

without falling into teleologyò 

I am assuming that this is a reference to some very important philosophical distinction 

and/or previous discussion that I am  missing out on. Can you explain to me that 

distinction that you are drawing here between the eschatalogical and the teleological? 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 7:50 am 

This was a question I raised in last weekôs discussion (though I donôt remember 

how overtly I did so). Let me give at least the following brief sketch of what Iôm 

thinking about here.  

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=35#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-42
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=42#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-45
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There is a strong sense (especially after, say, Darwin) in which teleology can be 

equated with ideology: whenever and to whatever extent we are teleologically 

bound, then and to that extent we are trapped in an ends-justify -the-means 

ideology. The entire postmodern tradition should be praised at the very least for 

its incessant critique of teleology. 

The difficulty, then, for us reading, say, the scriptures, is that we are confronted 

with eschatology, which too often is equated with or too often slips into teleology. 

Iôm wondering if eschatology necessarily amounts to teleology, or whether it is 

possible to speak of an eschatology without teleology: a means without end that is 

set in motion by an eschatology. 

Or something like thaté. 

2. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 21, 2009 at 7:35 pm 

As I explain below, I read the command to Sydney and Joseph slightly differently, as I 

think that they ARE commanded to go forth, simply on different terms. I wonder if this 

has any significance for how you read their role. 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 7:54 am 

Yes, this would have significance, but I think it is only one possible reading. Two 

factors point to the interpretation I wagered above.  

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-43
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=43#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-46
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(1) If you look at the manuscript tradition, many of what are now yeôs and youôs 

were actually theyôs and themôs. This complicates the referentiality of the verses. 

(2) The Ryder manuscript, as Underwood discusses, understood the grammar 

very explicitly to mean that Joseph and Sidney were entirely exempt from the 

commandment, and that the return business was directed to the elders generally. 

In short, Iôm relying heavily on the manuscript tradition here to wager my 

interpretation. But I recognize that the other interpretation is quite as justifiable 

from the text.  

4. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 21, 2009 at 9:57 am 

I think that it is important to think about the fact that the revelation speaks in the second person 

ð ñyouò and ñyeò ð to an audience of elders. The second person reference means, I believe that 

the ñthemò in v. 5 refers to Joseph Smith and Sydney Rigdon. Hence they are also supposed to go 

forth for a ñlittle seasonò 

This suggests that there are actually three different sets of commands here: 

1. The elders are to go forth ñuntil the time shall come when it shall be revealed unto you from on 

hight, when the city of the New Jerusalem shall be prepared, that ye may be gathered in one, that 

ye may be my people and I will be your God.ò (v.7) 

2. Joseph and Sydney are to ñgo forth for a little seasons, and it shall be given by the power of the 

Spirit when they shall return.ò (v. 5) 

4. Edwards Partridge will stand in the ñoffice whereunto I have appointed him.ò (v.10) 

There are a couple of contrasts between these three sets of commandments. The going forth of the 

elders must wait a more formal revelatory ending than the going forth of Joseph and Sydney. 

Edward Partridge is the only person who does not go forth at all, being confined by his office. I 

think it worth noting that this revelation is given before the First Presidency has been organized. 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-38
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The office of first and second elder are, if I recall correctly, actually taken from the New York 

statute for the incorporation of churches. There is a sense in which Joseph lacks office of the sort 

that Edward Partridge has. Iôm not sure what to make of this, but there does seem to be 

something going on special with the notion of office in verse 10. Partridgeôs commandment, for 

example, is the only one that contemplates a remedy or consequence in the event of his default. 

Here is one reading that one might play with: The revelation of v.1-10 is given in answer to the 

question of gathering. The answer is not yet. Indeed, the elders are explicitly scattered until the 

New Jerusalem arrives. Joseph and Sydney are neither scattered nor gathered. The one person 

who is NOT scattered in Partridge. I wonder if there is an ecclesialogical point here. Partridge is to 

be the fixed institutional point on which the New Jerusalem will eventually be gathered. This 

would make some sense in light of the later portions of the section, where the law of consecration 

and stewardships will be administered by Partridge. Hence, we have a kind of pre-founding of the 

community in the office of  the Bishop. 

Interestingly this leaves Joseph in a kind of liminal position with regard to both the scattering and 

the future gathering. He is neither an elder sent forth to preach and wait the New Jerusalem, nor 

is he the fixed point on which the future gathering will center. Rather, he is to go out and come in 

as directed by the Spirit. In a sense, he is the lawless character in the story of v.1-10. 

Not sure how much any of this contributes, but I through it out for what it is worth. Now it is off 

to a faculty meeting for me. 

Reply 

1. mommywhat  Says: 

 

May 21, 2009 at 2:54 pm 

Nate, I was thinking much the same things here. Thanks for laying it out.  

Reply 
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1. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 21, 2009 at 7:35 pm 

Thanks. That you saw something similar suggests Iôm not totally out to lunch. 

Encouraging. 

5. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 21, 2009 at 7:11 pm 

Nate, very nice thoughts, thanks. 

To apply my eisegetic theological appropriation to your comments, Iôm seeing the elders as 

bearing the scriptures (celestial oriented toward the telestial), Edward Patridge as 

bearing/implementing the law (terrestr ial oriented toward the celestial), and Joseph and Sydney 

as beyond the law (celestial oriented toward the terrestrial and telestialðand perhaps toward the 

celestial also; tongue of angels perhaps?). 

Reply 

6. joespencer Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 8:07 am 

Nate, I really like these thoughts. I suppose I would respond, overall, by saying simply that: if, on 

the one hand, the revelation is singling out Joseph and Sidney as not having to go preach at all, 

then I think my reading follows (according to which they are set, so to speak, alongside Bishop 

Partridge as having a parallel task with relation to the building up of Zion, etc.); but if, on the 

other hand, the revelation is rather  commanding Joseph and Sidney to preach in the meanwhile 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/#comment-44
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but soon enough to return (and that before the elders generally), then I think your reading of the 

logic follows (according to which there are these three levels that separate out the first and second 

elders as being in a kind of liminal, lawless position). 

The question, then, is: Which of the two interpretations is better, or is either better (is there more 

evidence for the one or the other)? My answer: I donôt know, and so I want to embrace them both 

as interesting possibilities. 

Which means that, because Iôve done a fair bit of thinking about the theological/historical 

implications of the position I advocated above, but because Iôve done very little thinking about the 

theological/historical implications of your reading, Iôve got a bit of thinking to do before I have 

anything  really  productive to say in response. 

But while Iôm thinking, can you see if you can dig up anything on that first/second elder business 

being tied to New York state law? That would be helpfulé. 

Reply 

7. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 8:50 am  

Buried somewhere in the chaos of my files is a bunch of material on the history of the church as a 

legal entity. Iôll see if I can find the stuff on NY. Unfortunately, I think that this stuff is in the 

drawer of my file cabinet which is broken and therefore permanently shut.  

The scary thing is that I am not actually as organized as this makes me soundé 

Reply 

8. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 8:55 am 
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Joe: Do we know when the shift from second to third person occurred in verse 5? In other words, 

are the earliest manuscripts inconsistent, or was there some moment at which the text was 

shifted. Does current verse 5 pick out one among several original texts or is it a later interpolation, 

change etc.? 

(BTW, your careful attention to the original manuscripts is extremely helpful. Thanks! It makes 

me very excited about the forthcoming revelations volume of the JSPP.) 

Reply 

9. nateoman Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 9:52 am 

I went back and looked at Underwoodôs treatment of verse 4. His argument is that verse 4 refers 

to the Elders not to Joseph and Sydney. He has three bits of evidence: 

1. The Ryder manuscript renders the passage as the elders are to ñgo forth in my name every one 

of you except my servant Joseph & Sydney & and I give unto them a commandment that they 

shall go forth for a little Season, & it shall be given by the power of my spirit when they shall 

return.ò 

2. The Ryder manuscript contains a gloss on v. 1-10 that says: ñThe first commandment in the law 

teaches that all the Elders shall go unto the regions westward and labour to build up Churches 

unto Christ wheresoever they shall find any to receive them and obey the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

except Joseph & Sidney and Edward and such as teh Bishop shall appoint to assist him in his 

duties according to the Law which we have received this commandment as far as it respects these 

Elders to be sent to the west is a special one for the time being incumbent on the present Elder 

who shall return when directed by the Holy Spirit!  

3. There is no evidence that Joseph and Sidney served a mission, even a short one at this time. 

I think that it is a moderately persuasive case, although I would point out that it depends on the 

Ryder gloss rather than the Ryder manuscript of the revelation itself. Where, I wonder, does this 

reading leave the rather more elaborate mission-ending protocol given in verse 9. Verse 5 speaks 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=49#respond
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only of it being ñgiven by the power of the Spirit when they shall return,ò while verse 9 requires 

that it be ñrevealed from on high, when the city of the New Jerusalem shall be prepared.ò The 

reason that I think it is at least potentially significant is that one can read the ending protocol in 

verse 5 as endorsing a personal revelation, while I take it that the ending protocol in verse 9 

requires revelation to an authority, p resumably Joseph, regarding the location of the New 

Jerusalem. Of course, I may be anachronistically reading more hierarchy into this text than is 

actually there, but I still see a certain tension between verse 5 and verse 9. 

Reply 

10. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 2:14 pm 

For a side-by-side comparison of the different versions, check out: 

http://saintswithouthalos.com/s/d&c_42_1 -72.phtml  

Reply 

11. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

May 22, 2009 at 2:35 pm 

At first, it seemed to me quite clear that verse 5 must be talking about Joseph and Sidney, because 

it switches from ñyouò in verse 4 to ñthemò in verse 5. I checked the early versions and they all 

agreed. 

However, the early versions also had the end of verse 1 reading: ñinasmuch as they believe on my 

name and keep my commandmentsò (note the ñtheyò instead of ñyeò). Either the ñtheyò creates 

some sort of aside, or the use of ñtheyò and ñyeò were not too precise. 

This was changed by the version of D&C 42 we have, but if that was changed, why not others? 

Could the ñthemò in verse 5 be changed just as easily? The question of who is being talked about 
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in verse 5 might not be solved by looking at the grammar of the text, and if we canôt look at the 

text, Iôm not sure we can solve this puzzle. 

Reply 

12. Jeremiah J. Says: 

 

May 26, 2009 at 3:36 am 

Sorry to come in very lateïIôve been following the discussion but Iôve just now caught myself up 

on the whole post and comments. I hope my remarks can get into the summary. 

Let make a few disjointed comments: 

1. Joeôs post was enough to convince me that there is something to the distinction between 

commandments and law in sec. 42. Your question is, however: what is the significance. 

Nate alludes to a debate in the philosophy of law, namely the central ontological question of law: 

What is it? One could characterize the tradition in many ways, but Iôd point out that there are a 

number of theories which emphasize the authority of  law, whereas others emphasize the 

rationality or normativity of law ïone that sees law as having a particular kind of author, the other 

that sees law as a particular kind of rule or norm. Iôd throw Hobbes, Bentham, Austin, Schmitt 

and Raz in the first camp, with the natural law tradition, Hegel, Kelsen and Hart in the second.  

The upshot is that one can emphasize lawôs source, its basis, its coming-to-be, *or* one can 

emphasize its particular normativity ðits rationality, universality, coherence, or reference  to other 

validity -conferring rules. A ñcommandmentò may not be something mutually exclusive with a 

ñlawò. Rather, saying something is a commandment may simply be a way to emphasize the 

authority of the lawgiver; calling it just a law may emphasize its imp ortance in the life of the 

church. 

2. This leads me to the most intriguing question in your comments: What is the relation of the law 

to the church? Amid the Hebrew and the von Rad references I think youôre sort of dancing around 

two powerful possibilities : 

a. Law is a bringing together of many into one 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/18/dc-421-10/?replytocom=52#respond
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b. Law is constitutes (crucially, but perhaps among other things) the common life of Godôs people 

(as the church, as Zion, as the Kingdom, etc.) 

There is good support for each of these claims in the text, as you point out. But itôs worth 

mentioning that that theyôre not the same thingðas you also sort of point out when you say: ñBut 

if law effects a kind of temporal atonement, as Iôve just claimed, I would also argue that it effects a 

kind of communal atonement, bringing contemporaries together also.ò There is a diachronic (over 

time) and synchronic (at the same time) bringing together through the law. The diachronic 

bringing together has several exemplars in ancient lawðin Roman, Greek and Hebrew histories, 

the story of a people is told with a pre-law stage (as in Rome, when the period before the Republic 

was seen as the despotic, arbitrary rule of kings; in Greece the undisciplined, life under kings and 

oligrachs was ended by the great lawgivers). Itôs not exactly that the people was constituted with 

the appearance of lawðbut it does seem right to say that they were properly constituted as a 

people with the coming of law. In the Old Testament, the covenantal relationship takes on a new 

kind of closeness and seriousness with the giving of the Mosaic Law. Here in the first few words of 

sec. 42, the elders and the church are already assembled in Godôs name; but they have yet to 

receive the law. The law spells (temporally) a people coming to be as it should be, and (all at once) 

the principle that constitutes out each memberôs relationship with one another and with God. 

Your reference to Lehiôs discourse is fascinating to me, probably because I donôt think Iôve ever 

picked up on 2 Ne. 2: 11 in the way you do here. I think youôre right that Lehi is thinking 

organically when he says that all things must be a ñcompound in oneò. But thereôs an ambiguity in 

your point. Lehiôs ñcompound in oneò means not the organic unity of many parts in one organism 

(as the organic metaphor for human community usually evokes), but rather the compound of 

opposites in living things (as holiness/ misery, good/ bad)ðe.g. living things are born and die, 

and individual experience the death and renewal of parts while the whole lives on. So while Iôm 

with you on the way that the law gathers the many into one (in sec. 42), Iôm not clear on the how 

the law would be bringing together of opposites as Lehi suggests in v. 11. Law clearly is a 

necessary condition for opposition in 2 Ne. 2, but especially if we read it with, say Romans or 

other parts of the BoM, we would probably conclude that law creates an opposition that law itself 

cannot reconcile. 

3. On the verse 1: As you note, ñassemblyò does indeed have rich connotations, in relation to 

ñchurchòðekklesia, the Greek word for assembly, is regularly translated church in the New 

Testament. 
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This point is boring in itself, but is relevant to something in Joeôs introductory comments. There, 

he characterized the difference between the Book of Commandments and the Doctrine and 

Covenants thusly: 

ñthe Book of Commandments was a document of pre-1835 Mormonism, of Mormonism as a kind 

of democratic restoration of primitive Christianityéwhile the Doctrine and Covenants was the 

handbook of the institutional Church, furnished complete with a catechism, a few official press 

releases, and a smattering of (revealed) institutional documents.ò 

Iôm wondering about the use of the term ñinstitutionalò here. It surely has historical and scientific 

value for talking about Mormon history, but Iôm not sure if it makes theological sense to use it in 

this context. If ñinstitutionò refers to a system of rules, an organization structured by rules and 

mechanisms of control, etc. we can see something like that in the D&Cðcommandments, offices, 

procedures, etc. But sec. 42 doesnôt say institution (though the term does appear elsewhere in the 

D&C), it says ñchurchòðan assembly of believers and elders (people assembled together Christôs 

name), not only having laws and rules, being structured or organized by rules and laws, but also 

awaiting, anticipating the law. In short I think that we should see the development from the Book 

of Commandments to the Doctrine and Covenants not so much as the institutionalization of an 

initially democratic, spiritual movement governed by commandments to particular individuals, 

but the progress of a people of God as they receive law and learn to anticipate further as-yet-to-

be-received law. The church, then, would mean the people, their purpose in assembly, and their 

anticipation of law, aside from their current state of being governed by law. I think (hope) thatôs a 

significant distinction.  

Reply 

13. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 26, 2009 at 8:19 am 

Jeremiah: Great stuff. Thanks. 

I want to add one riff on your last point problematizing Marvin Hillôs institutionalization thesis. I 

think that there is a real danger of anachronistically reading the ideology of the contemporary 

corporate structure of Mormonism back into the nineteenth century, particularly by thinkers such 
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as Hill who are uncomfortable with that ideology, which has the effect of foregrounding it in their 

thinking.  

What you see over the course of the Josephôs life time is less the creation of an integrated 

institution than a proliferation of councils, often with  overlapping and poorly defined roles and 

jurisdictions. What you donôt have a clean, integrated org chart. Such an org chart emerges, but it 

takes a very long time for that to happen, and there is a danger of thinking about what happens 

before the emergence of the org chart teleologically, as a simply a kind of proto corporate 

structure.  

One of the interesting thing to think about with regard to our discussion of law is that these 

councils are by and large not congregational structures. Indeed, there isnôt all that much in the 

way of congregational structure, especially in the canonized revelations. Rather, the councils are 

mainly adjudicative. Another way of saying this, is that in some sense ñThe Churchò as an 

institution begins as an ecclesiastical court system, and it is only later that a set of integrated 

congregational structures are hung on this framework. 

Final ð you knew it was coming ð legal point. There is a deep ambiguity about the legal status of 

the church as an entity through out the nineteent h century. The church was organized under 

ecclesiastical incorporation statutes in NY and later Illinois. These statues were designed to allow 

congregations to obtain a legal personality. The notion was that members of the church, 

colectively, became a corporation. The statutes contemplated a decentralized congregational 

structure and placed fairly severe limitations on amount of property that the church as 

corporation could hold. As a result, for legal purposes, most of the communal activities of the 

church were carried out by Joseph Smith in his personal capacity. 

In Deseret the legislature adopted a special corporate charter for the church that allowed all of the 

members of the church to collectively act as a single legal person. This was a big innovation in 

American corporate law. For example, there was no attempt to create a single corporate entity 

that corresponded to the Methodist church. Notice, however, that the Deseret statute still 

contemplated that the church consisted of the entirety of the members acting collectively as a 

legal person. This statute was repealed by congress in 1862, and for the rest of the nineteenth 

century the corporate status of the church is fragmented, ad hoc, and very complicated. 

Finally, in around 1900 the church is organi zed as a corporation sole, i.e. The Corporation of the 

First Presidency of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. This marks a very important 

shift in how the church is conceptualized legally. A corporation sole is NOT a legal personality for 
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a collective group. Rather, it is the immortal corporate form of a particular office. The ur -

corporation sole is the King of England. The king as king ð as corporation sole ð is immortal. He 

does not die when the particular person who is king dies. Likewise, the particular person who is 

king may take actions which are actions of the king as corporation sole, but all of his actions 

neednôt be the actions of the corporation sole. Hence, for example, the Bishop of London as 

corporation sole may own property, say the bishopôs palace, but John Doe, who happens to be the 

Bishop of London, may also own property that belongs simply to him (say a family farm) and not 

to the Bishop of London. 

There is a real sense in which today there is no legal entity called The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter -day Saints. Certainly, none of us are members of the corporation that operates the church. 

Rather, that corporation consists ð literally ð of the First Presidency. 

Obviously, there is no necessary connection between the legal status of the church and its 

theological self-understanding. The legal status is suggestion, however, for three reasons. First, 

theological narratives and understandings may emerge in explicit response to legal issues. 

Second, legal concepts may sub silento inform theological concepts. Third, legal developments tell 

us something about real, practical structure of collective actions. I think that the history of the 

church as a corporate entity reveals a genuine and deep ambiguity about the status of the church 

as an institution throughout the nineteenth century, and ambiguity that is not fully resolved until 

well into the twentieth century. I think that it supports Jeremiahôs point that we ought to be 

suspicious of sharp dichotomies between pre- and post-1835 Mormonism, Marvin Hill 

notwithstanding.  

Reply 

14. joespencer Says: 

 

May 26, 2009 at 9:39 am 

Jeremiah and Nate, fantastic contributions here. I have only five minutes, but let me attempt to 

say something in response. 

In response to Jeremiahôs points 1 and 2: 
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This distinction between the diachronic and synchronic function of law is very helpful. I take it 

that this is consonant with the distinction drawn in Hebrew Bible studies between apodictic and 

casuistic law. To some extent, my contextualizing post can be understood as an attempt to look at 

the strange conglomeration of the apodictic and the casuistic in D&C 42 as law . 

In response to Jeremiahôs third point and, thus, to Nateôs response to the same: 

Actually, Iôm quite sympathetic to the idea that to speak of the ñinstitutionò in the nineteenth 

century is anachronistic. Indeed, I argued in my paper from MSH last year (out at SVU) that 

Mormonismôs ñinstitutional discourseò was not born until 1904 with the Second Manifesto, 

though there were anticipatory hints of it beginning as early as 1833-1835. 

That said, I think that Marvin Hill is nonetheless on to  something. But I think he ends up 

following the Churchôs nineteenth century critics too uncritically: they claimed that the structure 

(and thus, the theology) of the Church had changed, but it seems clearer to me that they simply 

misunderstood what had been going on from the very beginning. 

Nonetheless, there is, without question, something drastically different between the 1833 Book of 

Commandments and the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants. There is a kind of institutionality about 

the very construction of the 1835 D&C that is entirely absent from the early collection of 

commandments. What this distinction amounts to simply has still to be te ased out. 

Reply 

15. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 8:18 am 

Jeremiah, thanks for a very thought-provoking response. A few additional thoughts, in addition to 

what Joe and Nate offered in response: 

Opposi tion.  I agree that my reading of 2 Nephi 2:11 is still a bit strained, or at least incomplete. 

Iôm not ready to give up on it, however, and Iôm not sure that other readings are any better. Part of 

what puzzles me is the context of verse 11 vis-a-vis the previous verses which are discussing 

atonement, intercession and the fall, and the role that law plays in all of this. My contention is 
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that the traditional reading (what you describe as the law ñbringing together of oppositesò . . . ñin 

living thingsò) doesnôt make sense of (or in) this larger context. In particular, the ñcompound in 

oneò phrase (in v. 11) seems out of place unless we recognize the link between ñcompound in oneò 

and ñatonementò (v. 10) and ñintercessionò (vv. 9, 10), and the role that all of this plays in the 

divine community initiated by the fall which is brought about by the giving of law.  

Of course a careful study of 2 Nephi 2 is beyond the scope of this project, but I think that it is 

nonetheless a significant passage on law, and since I think it bears on my theological project here, 

let me sketch in a little more detail my reading. We read in 2 Nephi 2:5 that law is what separates 

humankind from God. The moral opposition created by the giving of the law (inextricably coupled 

with the gift  of agencyðcf. vv. 14ff; 27ff; etc.) creates a kind of ontological separation, or 

ontological ñopposition.ò This ontological opposition is what the ñone bodyò vs. ñcompound in 

oneò metaphor is referring to. This, however, is not quite the same thing as the good/bad, 

holiness/misery, etc. opposites are referring to. Rather, the originary ontological opposition 

brought about by the fall makes it possible for these other moral opposites to be ñbrought to passò 

(notice how this phrase sets off the ñmoralò oppositions in v. 11). Without the ontological 

opposition effected by the giving of law and the fall, we would not have agency, thus we would 

remain as ñone body.ò However, with the giving of the law and the ensuing gift of agency, our will 

becomes independent (cf. D&C 93:30) of Godôs will. The final ñpurposeò (v. 12; or ñend/sò in vv. 7, 

10, 12, 15) of all of this is atonement (v. 10). 

Now, I donôt want to get sidetracked by the question of atonement (even if I felt I did have a good 

theory of atonement to offer!). All I want to do is argue that that Lehiôs discussion of opposition 

and law are indeed relevant to the question of community. 

I do not, however, think that Lehi makes a very productive distinction between law and 

commandments. I think it is curious, n evertheless, that ñcommandmentsò in verse 21 seems to 

occur only after the discussion of the original giving of the law, the Fall, etc. in vv. 5-20). 

Law vs. commandments . The distinction between command theories vs. natural theories of 

law is very helpful, though Iôm still wondering how we might think about this in truly productive 

ways, theologically-speaking. 

I think itôs significant that: 

1. Commandments are given before the law in this section. 
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2. The law that is given, when compared to the 10 Commandments (as traditionally enumerated), 

contains only references to community. That is, the first several of the 10 Commandments 

pertaining to God-humankind relations are conspicuously absent. 

3. Being ñcast outò becomes a very important theme later in the section.  

4. Authority and ordination are explicitly mentioned in verse 11 with respect to the 

commandments (but not with respect to the law).  

My reading of legal theory is that command vs. natural theories are typically opposed to each 

other. Iôm inclined to read this section as putting these theories in a particular kind of relation to 

each other, though Iôm still not sure quite how to think about this relation. On the one hand, Iôm 

inclined to think that the commandments are effective in some higher sense (ñcelestialò as Iôve 

been writing: God commands humans). However, I think a kind of opposite case could be made: 

the commandments might be seen as leading to  a kind of natural, non -command community that 

is based on law. 

Bushmanôs remarks at SMPT raise questions regarding egalitarian values in a way that might be 

helpful here. Iôm inclined to think about authority in Gospel terms as playing an important role 

that is very different than in command or natural law theories. That Gospel pattern, it seems, is to 

submit to authority first, and then to be given authority in return (a good example, I think, is 

Nephiôs obtaining of the sealing power in the book of Helaman). Thus, rather than an egalitarian-

inclined natural law theory, where a state of exception is made for the will of the majority as 

administered through governmental authorities, it seems that the Gospel model presents us with 

a kind of conditional egalitarianism  within the general church community ðconditional because 

only those within the community are  to be cared for in particular ways (cf. vv. 37, 42, 52, 60), and 

egalitarian because of the nature of the law that is given (i.e., all are equal before the law). How 

this egalitarian church community (if such a description is at all warranted) relates to the 

question of authority, and the idea of commandments, is something that I am hoping we can work 

out more as the seminar progresses. 

Reply 

 
 

May 25, 2009  

Verses 11 -17: Concerning Your  Teaching  
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Posted by Karen under Uncategorized  

[26] Comments   

For this weekôs post, I have gone verse by verse and added questions and thoughts to get the discussion started. Please 

add your own insights and questions (and answers, of course  ) quite freely. 

11 Again I say unto you,  (you meaning the elders gathered together. I know this is probably obvious from last 

weekôs discussion, but I do find it significant that these directions are being given to a group, not just to Joseph. A 

group is in charge of overseeing the teaching, not just one authoritative person.) 

that it shall not be given to any one to go forth to preach my gospel  (see v.6) 

or to build up my church  (see v.8) apparently ñpreach my gospelò and ñbuild up my churchò are two distinct 

actions, both requiring authority. Today I think we tend to use the general term ñmissionary workò and mean some 

general idea of ñbuilding up the church.ò What does ñbuild up my churchò mean in this context? Do some preach and 

some baptize? 

except he be ordained by some one who has authority, and it is known to the church that he has 

authority and has been regularly ordained by the heads of the church.  

12 And again, the elders, priests and teachers  of this church shall teach the principles of my gospel, 

which are in the Bible and the Book of Mormon, in the which is the fulness of the gospel.  two thoughts:  

1. This could be read in three ways: together the Book of Mormon and Bible create a fulness, just in the Book of 

Mormon there is a fulness, or in each book there is a fulness. 

2. The elders, priests and teachers are to teach the principles of the gospel from these books, which contain a fulness. 

By teaching these principles, does their teaching add up to a fulness? Or should they begin with principles and 

eventually the people will read more and receive a fulness? 

13 And they shall observe the covenants and church articles to do them, and these shall be their 

teachings,  interesting to add this here. Does this mean that they were also to teach the covenants and church articles 

as well? Or does ñtheseò simply refer to verse 12? 

as they shall be directed by the Spirit.  

14 And the Spirit shall be given unto you by the prayer of faith;  

and if ye receive no t the Spirit ye shall not teach.  four thoughts:  

1. Much has been and can be said about ñteaching by the Spirit.ò In this section, the situation seems to be the 

following: an elder, teacher, or priest finds someone to teach, and he prays in faith for the Spirit. He prays with 

complete confidence that the Spirit will be given. With this assumption, then, it will be noteworthy if the Spirit does 

not come. If God purposefully withholds the Spirit, then that elder, priest, or teacher understands that God does no t 

want him to teach that person. 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/#comments
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2. A similar pattern is found later in the section, this time dealing with healing. Verse 44 says: ñAnd the elders of the 

church, two or more, shall be called, and shall pray for and lay their hands upon them in my name; and if they die 

they shall die unto me, and if they live they shall live unto me.ò The elders administer a blessing, and the only reason 

the person will not be healed is if God chooses it to be so for His own purposes. 

3. I did a search for other verses dealing with teaching/not teaching according to the Spirit. These seemed quite 

relevant: 

1 Ne. 10: 22: And the Holy Ghost giveth authority  that I should speak these things, and deny them not. 

2 Nephi 32: 7: And now I, Nephi, cannot say more; the Spirit stoppet h mine utterance,  and I am left to mourn 

because of the unbelief, and the wickedness, and the ignorance, and the stiffneckedness of men; for they will not 

search knowledge, nor understand great knowledge, when it is given unto them in plainness, even as plain as word 

can be. 

This isnôt about teaching, but it also seems to talk about the Spirit as giving authority to do something: 

Mosiah 18: 12-13: And now it came to pass that Alma took Helam, he being one of the first, and went and stood forth 

in the water, and cried, saying: O Lord, pour out thy Spirit upon thy servant,  that he may do this work with 

holiness of heart. 

And when he had said these words, the Spirit of the Lord was upon him,  and he said: Helam, I baptize 

thee, having authority from the Almighty  God,  

4. There is much to explore in the church about ñteaching by the Spirit.ò We as a people have many different 

definitions of what that means. Even in Elder Hollandôs classroom in the ñWorldwide Leadership Trainingò on 

teaching, there was a lack of a definite understanding of what it meant to ñteach by the Spirit.ò I have had my own 

experiences, but does that relate directly to this verse? Here we are talking about elders, priests, and teachers and (it 

seems to me) whether or not they should teach someone. If we are already in the classroom with a class, how does 

that change? And if we are teaching members, not finding people to preach to, what shape does this take? (Again, I 

have my own ideas, but I would like this verse to change them if it is appropriate. Thoughts?) 

15 And all this ye shall observe to do as I have commanded concerning your teaching, until the 

fulness of my scriptures is given.  several questions: 

1. What will change about teaching when more scripture is given? They have been commanded to have authority, 

teach principles from the Book of Mormon and Bible, and teach by the Spirit. Why would any of this change with a 

fulness of scripture? 

2. What ñfulness of scriptureò is being referred to? What were they working on? I believe Joseph and Sidney were 

working on the JST. Or, is it talking about the revelation on the New Jerusalem (see verse 9)? 

3. See also verses 56-57: ñThou shalt ask, and my scriptures shall be given as I have appointed, and they shall be 
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preserved in safety; 

And it is expedient that thou shouldst hold thy peace concerning them, and not teach them until ye have received 

them in full.ò 

16 And as ye shall lift up your voices by the Comforter,  why the switch to this title?  

ye shall speak and prophesy as seemeth me good;  Comforter linked to prophesying? 

17 For, behold, the Comforter knoweth all things,  the Spirit guides/directs from the scriptures, but the 

Comforter knows all things and prophesies of all things? 

and beareth record of the Father and of the Son.  

Such ends the direction to the elders concerning their teaching. What do you see happening here that I missed? What 

answers do you have? What do you know from historical context that may help here? 

  

26 RESPONSES TO ñVERSES 11-17: CONCERNING YOUR TEACHINGò 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 27, 2009 at 7:55 am 

Let me first offer a few notes from the manuscript tradition to add to what Karen has given us, 

and then Iôll try to respond (if I have time this morning!) to the comments and questions she 

makes, adding a few of my own. 

Verses 11-69 are, in important ways, independent of verses 1-10. This seems clear from several 

facts. For one, verses 1-10 seem to have been given in response to one question, while verses 11-69 

seem to have been given in response to another  question. From what Woodford labels ñMs. #2ź: 

ñQuestion 2d. The Law regulating the Church in her present situation till the time of her 

gathering.ò In the same manuscript, the phrase ñQuestion 2dò is actually preceded by an emphatic 

ñThe Law!ò which nicely marks the fact that these verses (11-69) were understood to make up the 

actual law, while verses 1-10 were (again) apparently understood to be a ñfirst commandment,ò a 

commandment that had to be given first to contextualize the law (or some such thing). 

http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/#comment-56
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Also worth noting is that the ñAgain I say unto youò that opens verse 11 now was only eventually 

added to the text. This phrase is one the editors (Joseph and others?) used when splicing different 

revelations together for the Book of Commandments or Doctrine and Covenants editions of the 

revelationsðit generally betrays (and was probably meant  to betray) the hand of the editor. In its 

place in (all) the manuscript versions of the revelation was: ñHearken O ye people of my Church 

for behold . . . .ò 

This phrasing is interesting for a few reasons. For one, it seems to parallel the language of verses 

1-3 nicely, such that the first revelation (verses 1-10) was directed to the gathered elders, while the 

second revelation (verses 11-69) was directed to the whole Church. Interestingly, though, the way 

the revelation has been edited, it appears now as if verses 11-17 were addressed to the elders 

alone, the Lord turning to address the Church only with verse 18. Again with the effects of editing. 

A couple of other notes of interest: 

The word ñheadsò (in the phrase ñheads of the churchò in verse 11) appears as ñleadersò in at least 

one manuscript and as ñhandsò in both theStar  and BOC publications. 

The phrase ñprinciples of my gospelò in verse 12 read ñScripturesò (ñthe elders, priests and 

teachers of this church shall teach the Scriptures, which are inéò) in all manuscripts and 

publications until the 1835 D&C.  

The second and third person pronouns in verses 13-16 were all inverted until the 1835 D&C: the 

third person theys, thems, and theirs of verse 13 were all thous, thees, and thys; and the second 

person yous and yes of verses 14-16 were all thems and theys. 

All of these notes, particularly the question and original beginning of verse 11, seem to me to be of 

major interpretive significance, though I havenôt the time this morning to spell any of this out. 

Tomorrow, then, Iôll try to respond directly to Karenôs questions and comments, as well as to spell 

out a few of my own interpretive thoughts.  

Reply 

2. Jeremiah J. Says: 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/?replytocom=56#respond
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May 27, 2009 at 9:59 pm 

Great questions and comments, Karen. I mostly have some additional questions of my own. 

Three things comprise the content of the preaching that is being commanded by the Lord 

(assuming that ñtheseò in v. 13 refers to the teachings): 1) The fullness of the gospel, 2) the 

covenants, and 3) church articles. ñChurch articlesò appears only one other time in the scriptures, 

in sec. 33. Covenants and church articles are to be ñkeptò and ñdoneò. This intrigues me, because 

it seems the covenants are not (or not all) part of the fullness of the gospel. Moreover, I wonder 

what falls under the category of ñchurch articlesò. 

ñTeaching by the SpiritòïIôm just as interested as you are in what this means, since it clearly says 

in v. 14 that we must not teach unless we have received the Spirit, by the ñprayer of faithò. 

Honestly if I put this principle ïas far as I understand itïinto practice, my elderôs quorum might 

sometimes have to find alternative ways to fill up time on the Sundays that Iôm assigned to teach. 

Then again, a lot of Mormon blogs would do well to put in their comment policies: ñIf ye receive 

not the Spirit, ye shall not blog.ò 

Seriously though, Iôm trying to find a way to understand this principle as it applies to our actual 

practice. Concludingðas one mightðthat weôve gone through a ñroutinization of charismaò and 

donôt really wait for the Spirit anymore to teach seems like the opposite of a good theological 

answer. 

The Comforterïthe Biblical reference is of course John chaps. 14-16, where Jesus says three 

things about the Comforter: he will remind the disciples of the things Jesus taught (chap. 14); he 

will testify of Christ (chap. 15); and he will only come after the departure of Jesus (chap. 16). A 

quick search shows that the term ñthe Comforterò appears all over the D&C (and in the BoM, but 

much more rarely there), and in the D&C the Comforter mainly seems to refer to the Holy Ghost 

as revelator. 

Reply 

3. joespencer Says: 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/#comment-57
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May 28, 2009 at 8:12 am 

Now in (more direct) response to Karen: 

Verse 11 

Thanks for pointing out that the language seems to separate out as distinct ñpreaching the gospelò 

and ñbuilding up the church.ò I hadnôt noticed this at all. A part of me wants to say that the 

distinction is between ñmissionary workò proper and the work of local ecclesiastical authorities 

(such that we have here a distinction between ñpreaching the gospelò and ñperfecting the saints,ò 

as we generally speak of these ñmissionsò). In the end, this might be the best approach. On at least 

one reading of the passage, the ñorò that splits the two actions marks the Lordôs attempt to thwart 

those who would claim to have local or ecclesiastical authority without ordination who would 

make their argument on the grounds that ordination and office are only for the  preaching  of the 

gospel. 

But then, Iôm not committed to any of this: just thinking aloud.  

To add a thought or two to the questions and comments Karen offers on this verse: 

I see this verse as doubly contextualized. On the one hand, it reiterates something that is spelled 

out in much greater complexity in section 20. Actually, thatôs not fair. As I look at the sources for 

D&C 20, Iôm seeing that most of the detailed explanation of the giving and receiving of licenses 

was added to section 20 in 1835. Nonetheless, there was at least a mention of the various officers 

needing a license from someone who has authority. This would seem to tie verse 11 to the ñarticles 

and covenantsò that are section 20 of the D&C. 

On the other hand, verse 11 would seem to pick up with the topic of verses 1-10, since these deal, 

like verse 11, with the work of the ministry, etc. Is this verse then to be understood as 

clarifying  who  can go out and preach and build in this ñtime that remainsò? If this question is 

asked with both the ñQuestion 2dò and the ñHearken O ye people of my church for beholdò that 

originally opened verse 11 in mind, then I think the answer is pretty interesting: verse 11 is only 

the first of a whole section of D&C 42 (verses 11-69) that is to be understood as clarifying what is 

to be done during the ñtime that remains.ò 

This last point is, I think, quite interesting. Though I think weôve been prepared, to this point, to 

see the material in verses 30-39 (the law of consecration proper) as pertaining to the land of Zion 

once the eschatological gathering has been announced, it would seem actually, in light of these 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/#comment-58
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points, to be the case that the entirety of ñThe Law!ò is actually meant to govern the saints in the 

meanwhile . D&C 42 does not, this would seem to imply, lay out the law of consecration to be lived 

in Zion, but rather the law o f consecration that is to be lived while Zion is preparing . The 

eschaton perhaps mobilizes consecration, rather than is the dawn of consecration. 

Perhaps. 

Verse 12 

Thanks for highlighting the theme of ñfulness.ò Glancing quickly through revelations in the D&C 

that precede section 42, it seems that fullness (of the gospel) is always associated with the Book of 

Mormon. Take a look at: D&C 14:10; 20:9; 35:12, 17; 39:11, 18. So it seems to me that it is best, 

ultimately, to read the prepositional phrase as referring back specifically to the Book of Mormon.  

I find it interesting that this verse originally had ñScriptureò in the place of ñthe principles of my 

gospel.ò The change to the present text left the verse with a double iteration of the word ñgospel.ò 

I wonder what effect that has on the meaning of the passage. I also wonder why the Lord would 

originally have give the elders, etc., the task of teaching the scripture itself, rather than the 

principles of the gospel. Would this imply closer textual reading? Or  that the task of those 

preaching was to give people scripture rather than tasks? Or what? 

A further question: Why is there no mention of the deacons? Iôm trying to remember when the 

office was added to the priesthood (it does not appear in the 1829-1831 versions of D&C 20; it 

seems to have be revealed along with  the office of bishop, but I donôt know that it came at exactly 

the same time). 

Well, Iôm running out of time this morning, but Iôll have more to say in response to the other 

versesé. 

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 8:33 am  

A quick thought in response to this ñorò in verse 11: 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/?replytocom=58#respond
http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
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Iôm currently inclined to read this as suggesting that ñbuild[ing] up my churchò refers to a 

part of missionary work and that once the church is established then the question of 

authority is crowded out by the establishment of the more egalitarian establishment of 

law. 

Although Edward Partridge is ñappointed,ò and is to ñstand in the officeò that he has been 

appointed to, I think the language of authority might indeed be read as being only 

relevant to the commandments to preach the gospel. 

(Of course I realize that Iôm risking an artificially clear distinction between 

the commandments  pertaining to preachi ng the gospel, and the law  pertaining to the 

church, but Iôm not ready to give up on this distinction yet!) 

Reply 

2. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 8:38 am  

I should add, by the way, that part of my desire to preserve some distinction between 

spheres of authority and spheres of equality is my thinking about the distinction between 

the Aaronic and Melchizedek priesthoods as they relate to bishops and wards (and thus 

the discussion of the law of consecration in this section) versus the Melchizedek 

priesthoodôs functioning in the preaching of the gospelé. 

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 2:30 pm  
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I liked Joeôs comment, that if all of this is to be done ñin the time that remains,ò 

then we have to look at the explanation of consecration very differently! Perhaps 

itôs premature to begin reading those verses, but itôs good to keep in mind that all 

these verses in 11-69 have to deal with this ñwaitingò and preparing time. Very 

interesting!  

4. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 12:00 pm 

Well, itôs about time that I do my part to contribute something to this seminar. Karen, thanks very 

much for your laying out of the verses and your commentary; it made my own reading of this part 

of section 42 that much more clear, in the sense of helping me see what was curious or 

noteworthy about these particular verses that much more clearly. 

In regards to the distinction (and it  is a distinction; the inclusion of the ñorò means that the two 

actions must be considered as non-identical, and probably no t even overlapping much) between 

preaching the gospel and building up the church, I am put in mind of the language of our temple 

covenants, which speak of the building up of the kingdom of God, and the establishment of Zion, 

once again as non-identical conditions or acts. We generally speak of (for example, in our 

language about the ñthree missionsò of the church, as Joe notes) of preaching the gospel as a form 

of ñbuilding up the kingdom,ò and that may be said to follow scriptural usage. Can we then go so 

far as Robert suggests and see section 42Źs reference to building up the church (as opposed to 

preaching the gospel) as hearkening towards the future ñestablishmentò of the church and its Law, 

and therefore, in a sense, the establishment of Zion, thus following the language we use in the 

temple ceremony? 

We shouldnôt try too hard to conflate all these disparate references, I suppose, but seeing as 

consecration is a temple convenant, as well as one of the themes central of the Law which is about 

to be introd uced in this section, the temptation to do so in strong. And if the conflation of this 

terminology is allowed, it opens up some interesting areas of speculation. Hugh Nibley observed 

in ñWhat is Zion? A Distant Viewò that it is the first stepïthe building up of the kingdom of God 

through the preaching of the goseplïwhich makes the second stepïthe building and establishing 

http://inmedias.blogspot.com/
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of the church/the Law/Zion ïpossible. If we take that claim seriously, then we are led back to what 

preaching the gospel consists of, and how it lays a foundation for the (more material? more legal?) 

establishment which follows. The preaching which must be done (and which will lead to the 

gathering in of believers) must be done by the Spirit, and must center on the fulness of the gospel 

as conveyed by scripture. As Joe notes, the reference to the Bible and the Book of Mormon as 

carriers of that fulness is even more explicit in the original manuscript of the revelation; in his 

words, the revelation, as Joseph and others understood and transcribed it, suggests that ñthe task 

of teaching the scripture itselfò is the truly necessary task. Might we then assume that the Lord 

wanted Joseph and the elders to understand that a close reading of/dialogic relationship with the 

Book of Mormon would  itself  instruct the faithful in the sort of life and behavior which makes up 

a Zion community, a community in which the Law has been established and has authority? Where 

do we find that instruction in the Book of Mormon (and the Bible, though perhaps to a lesser 

extent)? In King Benjaminôs address? In the Anti-Nephi-Lehis? Or perhaps the instruction isnôt in 

the content of the Book of Mormon at all, but rather is in the experiential effect of entering into a 

the community of believers, believers whose acceptance of the Book of Mormon will automatically 

set them apart (socially? eccleisastically? economically?) from the rest of the population, making 

them (and the Zion they will establish?) a mutually dependent society of the elect? 

More later, perhaps. 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 7:49 am 

Russell, 

Iôm intrigued by your reading of my reading of Karenôs reading of section 42.  

Seriously, though, I really  like this idea that it is in the  reading itself that the community 

is forged. (I love that the Biblical Hebrew term for ñto readò [qr' ] is the same verb used for 

ñto call or to summon to assembly.ò There is something, at least in Hebrew thinking, that 

unites the idea of establishing community to readingðand reading perhaps specifically 

the law.) 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/?replytocom=62#respond
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At any rate, I think we need to keep our eyes quite open to the possibilities of finding 

communal consecration within or through the Book of Mormon.  

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 2:43 pm  

I really like Russellôs comments here, especially his questions on how the Book of 

Mormon may itself create a Zion people. Interesting angles on this! 

Also, just to throw it out there, it seems to me that ñbuilding upò the church 

seems to be adding to it, making it taller, stronger, bigger, while ñestablishingò 

Zion seems to be laying the foundations. 

5. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 2:10 pm 

I think that the ambiguity in the antecedent of ñyouò in verse 11 is key. Joe points out that the 

current phrase ñAgain I say unto youò was a later replacement of an earlier ñHearken , O you 

people of my church.ò This strikes me as a really vitally important shift. 

Verse 1-10 consist of a specific set of commands given to a specific group of people who are 

identifie d by time, place, and even name. 

In contrast, verse 11 ð if we read the current ñyouò as a synonym for ñO ye people of my churchò 

ð is not directed toward a group identified by time, place, or individual name. Rather, it is 

directed toward the community as  a whole. 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/?replytocom=70#respond
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I think that this strongly supports Robertôs distinction between commands and rules. To again 

invoke the contemporary debates about positivism, one of the criticisms of Austinôs theory of law-

as-command was precisely that it required a kind of li nguistic gymnastics to transform a 

statement like ñAny person who commits homicide with malice aforethought shall be guilty of 

murderò into a statement like ñYou are commanded by the state not to kill another with malice 

aforethought on pain of being punished.ò Laws are general statements of norms of a particular 

kind, while commands are specific directions from a superior to an inferior. To give another 

example, under military law it is a crime to disobey a lawful order. On the other hand, a lawful 

order is not itself a law. 

It seems to me that in shifting from a direction to specific individuals to a community at large we 

are seeing the foundation of law. 

Reply 

1. Jeremiah J. Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 2:45 pm  

ñVerses 1-10 consist of a specific set of commands given to a specific group of people who 

are identified by time, place, and even name. 

In contrast, verse 11 ð if we read the current ñyouò as a synonym for ñO ye people of my 

churchò ð is not directed toward a group identified by time, place, or individual name. 

Rather, it is directed toward the community as a whole.ò 

I like the general idea of such a transition, but it seems impossible to draw out of the text 

without the earlier ñpeople of my churchò in place of ñyouò. Weôd be left to conclude that 

the current text is defective, since it has the effect of creating continuity between v. 1-10 

and 11 onward rather than distinguishing them: ñagain I say unto youò appears in verses 

2, 10, and 11. 

ñAgain I say unto youò is an interesting construction: indicating a repetition, but without 

directly imperative form. ñListen, this is the law, as Iôve told you before.ò is not exactly the 

same as ñI have commanded you to do X and command you to do it again now.ò In verse 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/verses-11-17-concerning-your-teaching/?replytocom=63#respond
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2, ñAgain I say unto youò is followed by the imperative verbs ñharkenò and ñobeyòï

command-form statementsïbut in other cases, ñshallò-statements follow: perhaps 

statements of law. In several places in the chapter it seems as though the Lord is referring 

back to his statements of law as commandments. Perhaps what weôre seeing is some 

barely perceptible transitionïa transition thatôs not meeting us halfway in the textï

between command and law. But Iôm still not convinced that a strong distinction between 

the two can be made in sec. 42. 

One thing I do believe is that Robertôs distinction between command and law highlights a 

very Mormon tension between having and living the law and awaiting and receiving more 

law (or commands). In this light ñthe lawò being received in sec. 42 can look like a 

composite of lost, forgotten, neglected law and fresh, previously unknown commands. 

Reply 

6. Nate Oman Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 2:54 pm  

Are we precluded from taking the current text as defective in some way? 

Reply 

1. Jeremiah J. Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 3:09 pm  

Uh, no, I guess not. Is that the only choice, though? 

Reply 
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7. joespencer Says: 

 

May 28, 2009 at 9:33 pm  

Without having read through this whole discussion carefully (something I hope to get to 

tomorrow morning!), I will respond just briefly to this point about defective texts:  

I find that changes in the text open up interpretive possibilities, rather than render the text 

somehow defective. That is, the change in the text allows us to see how verses 1-17 can be read as 

continuous, whereas the previous text seemed to preclude that possibility. Rather than the change 

forcing us to abandon one reading, it can be read as allowing us to open up textual possibilities, as 

providing us with a number of interpretive possibilities we  can think through and play with.  

In a word, I  love that there are changes in the D&C: that I can compare earlier versions with the 

current version means both that I am less likely to get into an interpretive rut with such passages, 

and that I can ask questions about how revelation is intertwined with history in complex ways 

that I wouldnôt otherwise have been able to ask. 

Reply 

8. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 6:58 am 

The tension with the word ñfulness of my gospelò in verse 12 and ñfulness of my scriptureò in verse 

15 is fascinating to me. The word fulness is itself a fascinating word with rich connotations. All I 

will say on that now is that I think it can be read other ways than to mean ñtotality,ò and the 

tension here between the scriptures that had already been given, and the translation project 

already underway, and the future scripture promised in the Book of Mormon itself (the so -called 

sealed portion) all seem to require that fulness does not mean totality here.  

Interestingly, verse 57 (which says ñthou should hold thy peace . . . and not teach them [the 

scriptures] until ye have received them in fullò) starts by using the language of the ñthou shalt notò 
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commandments/lawsðaddressed to the singular (or general) ñthouò instead of ñthe elders, priests 

and teachers of this churchò as in verse 12, and the ñyeò in verse 15 (and the ñyeò used in second 

half of verse 57 to indicate who will receive the scripture). On the one hand, the tension in verse 

57 might simply be read as following from the ñthou shalt notò language-formula tradition of 

commandments. On the other hand, in light of the tension in verses 12 and 15 (are we/they 

supposed to start teaching with what they have or wait for more scripture before teaching 

more?!), I wonder if we canôt see something else going on here. Again, I see strong eschatological 

overtones and tensionsðalways waiting for more, but receiving in the meanwhileé. 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 7:52 am 

Thanks, Robert, for pointing to this play. I had looked at it, thought about saying 

something, and decided that my comment yesterday was already too long. 

At the very least, it seems to suggest that we should read verse 12 as giving us two 

volumes of scripture, one already  containing a ñfulnessò (the Book of Mormon), and the 

other in process of coming to contain a ñfulnessò (the Bible, through the New 

Translation). This is an interesting idea that deserves, I think, more attention (as does 

almost every facet of the New Translation!). 

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 1:56 pm 

So much to read! Iôm afraid of being redundant if I donôt make sure to reread 

everything before I comment.   
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Another way to read this direction in verses 14 and 15, and later in verses 56-62, 

is that only a small portion of what God wanted to reveal about Zion had been 

revealed, so they needed to be very careful what they taught for now. Perhaps one 

of the main reasons for teaching only if the Spirit comes is that God didnôt want 

everyone talking about Zion and making up their own ideas about it before He 

had a chance to reveal the way things would work. Once more scripture had been 

revealed and printed, then there could be more talk about Zion because more was 

laid out in a very clear way? Any thoughts? 

9. joespencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 8:03 am  

Getting back to Karenôs original posté. 

Verse 13 

It is worth pointing out that, based on abundant historical eviden ce, ñthe covenants and church 

articlesò is just a phrase that refers to (what is now) D&C 20. It would be interesting toðas 

Jeremiah has doneðseparate out the articles from the covenants, but that does not seem to be the 

way it was understood in the 1830s. 

But if this is a ñsimpleò reference on the linguistic plane, it is rather complex, I think, on the 

theological plane. Weôve already discussed the play between D&C 20 as a kind of ñoriginalò law 

and D&C 42 as a ñreiterationò of that law (a kind of deuteronomy with a lower-case ñDò), the one 

given in New York, the other given upon the Saintsô arrival in Ohio. Here in verse 13 we have an 

actual reference to the earlier law, and a kind of approbation of it, even as it is being drawn up 

into something broader, perhaps. 

Thanks to Karen for pointing out the ambiguity of the word ñtheseò in the second half of the verse. 

With the punctuation as it presently stands, one would assume that ñtheseò refers to the 

ñcovenants and church articles,ò but Karen is right to suggest that the word might just as well 

refer back to the ñBible and the Book of Mormonò in verse 12. Iôm ambivalent about which is the 

better readingðI see them both as quite rich. 
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Crucial to the interpretation of this verse is the segue it makes to verse 14 with its last phrase: ñas 

they shall be directed by the Spirit.ò It begins to mark the sharp continuity that persists through 

these verses generally: verses 11-17 are very tightly constructed. Perhaps this, if anything, provides 

the clue about how best to read the ñtheseò of verse 13: the progression of the verses would give it 

a local focus, such that ñtheseò refers to the church articles and covenants. Maybe. Iôm left 

unsettled on that point.  

Verse 14 

Too much to say to cram it in this morning. Iôll have to look carefully at what Karen says and then 

write tomorrow on this.  

Reply 

1. Jeremiah J. Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 11:09 am 

Thanks for the info on ñchurch articlesò, Joe. I had no real reason for separating ñchurch 

articlesò and ñcovenantsò other than ignorance of what they were referring to. 

On the subject of textual changes: 

Thereôs no doubt that the changes help us with interpretationïthe more we usually know 

about the textual history the more we know about the purposes and idiosyncrasies in the 

text. And I agree that it does help us to answer questions about how revelation appears, 

how it is related to history, etc. What Iôm wary of is looking at the textual history as a 

larger buffet of interpretive ammunition (to mix metaphors) we mig ht use to support 

whatever interpretation we likeïi.e. if one version of the text doesnôt support our idea we 

might be able to find another one. I see that in a lot of interpretations that involve lecture 

notes, marginal notes, drafts, letters, etc.ïthe other version is favored, sometimes, merely 

because it fits the favored interpretation better.  

The challenge of having two conflicting pieces of textual history is finding some good 

reason to favor one over the other (e.g. ñWhy would Hegel put his true opinion in a 

marginal note, rather than in his actual book?ò). Iôd tend to favor later (especially current) 
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versions over previous ones, but Iôm not completely committed to that tendency without 

having some theological account of the changes. 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 10:19 pm 

Yes, Jeremiah. I like this a lot. To put the point normatively, at least when dealing 

with scripture: if we are go ing to look at non-canonical versions of a given 

revelation or scriptural text, our task should always be to come to 

a more comprehensive interpretation (one that can embrace both readings), 

rather than to get away from the implications of a text.  

Great stuff.  

10. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

May 29, 2009 at 2:15 pm 

Itôs great to see so much discussion! A few thoughts about ñteaching by the Spiritò: 

The phrase ñand if ye receive not the Spirit ye shall not teachò has two meanings to me, one I tend 

to use ñhistoricallyò and one I tend to use ñpersonallyò (though perhaps thatôs quite unsound!). 

First, I tend to read it historically in that if they pray for the Spirit and it does not come, they donôt 

teach that person. However, in my personal teaching, I tend to read it as meaning if I am teaching 

and the Spirit comes stronger then Iôm on the right path. If the lesson seems empty and the Spirit 

doesnôt seem to be there, I assume I should go a different direction in the lesson. In short, I tend 

to read it historically as ñwhoò they can teach, and personally as ñwhatò I can teach. However, itôs 

probably unfair f or me to read it differently in each case. Any thoughts? 
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Reply 

11. Robert C. Says: 

 

May 30, 2009 at 5:23 am 

Iôve been contemplating this rather striking phrase from Book 5 of Aristotleôs Nicomachean 

Ethics: ñMoney makes all things commensurable since everything is measured by money.ò 

Several times in scripture, the wondrous acts of God are described as being ñbeyond measure.ò 

The culture of capitalism is reductive in this sense that it wants to measure everything, to make 

everything commensurable. And this is the sense in which wonderment is stifled by capitalism: 

there is nothing that is wondrous or beyond measure, only some things that have a higher price 

relative to others. In this sense, the Mastercard commercial is on to something: money in itself 

isnôt ultimately that meaningful or fulfilling, only if itôs in the service of something priceless. 

Notions of equality run the same risk, I think ðand I think this is what links the dangers of the 

spirit of capitalism and the spirit of democratic equality as Richard Bushman was try ing to get at 

in his recent SMPT address. If not put into the service of some higher, immeasurable good, the 

desire to put a commensurable measure on everything, and to give everyone the same power is 

itself rooted in an attitude toward power and authority  (see, I am thinking of verse 11 after all!) 

that is fundamentally opposed to the plan of salvation according to which power and authority are 

always given in the service of the community. D&C 50:26ff is striking on this point:  

He that is ordained of God and sent forth, the same is appointed to be the greatest, 

notwithstanding he is the least and the servant of all. Wherefore, he is possessor of all 

things; for all things are subject unto him . . . . But no man is possessor of all things 

except he be purified and cleansed from all sin. And if ye are purified and cleansed from 

all sin, ye shall ask whatsoever you will in the name of Jesus and it shall be done.  

The promises here are striking: ñpossessor of all thingsò and ñask whatsoever you will . . . and it 

shall be done.ò But they are given according to this radical condition of being ñpurified and 
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cleansed from all sin.ò As we read so famously at the end of D&C 121, anything like selfish desire 

negates the possibility receiving this awesome power and authority of the priesthood. What a 

wondrous paradox: the most desirable power in (or according to the ñmeasureò of) the world is 

only attainable when one does not desire it (except to serve others). 

Nephi writes, ñBehold the Lord esteemeth all flesh in one; he that is righteous is favored of Godò 

(1 Ne 17:35). If the spirit of democratic capitalism is a desire to make everyone equal or the same 

according to some measure of power, then it is difficult to square with the scriptures. There is a 

kind of equality in Godôs economy: we are all esteemed ñin one.ò And, as we read in Abraham 3, 

we are all co-eternal with God. But this kind of equality must not be confused with the radical 

inequality that the gospel is all about. If unregulated capitalism brings about economic inequality 

ñaccording to [each person's] strengthò (a la Korihor, Alma 30:17), the ñmeasureò God uses is 

righteousness, however that is to be understoodðand such a measure works according to a logic 

of abundance rather than scarcity (as worldly economics always tends towardé). 

Iôm not sure where Iôm going with any of these ramblings, but for some reason Iôm really struck by 

the awesomeness of this conferring of authority in verse 11. Although I believe that the spirit of 

capitalism and the spirit of democracy  can both be put to uses that are wondrous and great, 

their  spirit must be supplemented by something that is beyond measure, at least worldly 

measuresðotherwise it is all vain. Iôm not quite sure howðor if it is really possibleðto express 

the feeling I have this morning of the immeasurable grace being depicted in these verses, 

especially in the language of, say, responsible scholarship and intellectual rigor. Somehow, when I 

get too logical  about the gospel, I think I miss all these immeasurable aspects that lie at the core 

of everything. Nevertheless, I do hope and trust that weôre all on the same page in terms of 

desireðnot a desire for, say, a power or authority from greater study or greater understanding to 

be wielded over others, but a desire that springs from . . . well, ñlove unfeignedò I supposeé. 

Reply 

12. joespencer Says: 

 

May 30, 2009 at 8:11 am 

Verse 14 
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Iôm fascinated by Karenôs initial and more recent discussions of this verse, and Iôm intrigued by 

Jeremiahôs suggestion that a ñroutinization of charismaò might be behind our departure from (or 

reinterpretation of) the practice described in this verse. (And Iôll add a hearty amen to Jeremiahôs 

suggestion that, ñIf ye receive not the Spirit ye shall not blog!ò) 

First, then, thanks to Karen for bringing the two passages from Nephi into the storyðthough they 

come from a drastically different context, they are, I think, very good examp les of both sides of 

the equation spelled out here. Very helpful. 

Second, thanks even more for pointing out the connection with the later D&C 42 passage about 

healing. It seems to me that there is an important difference between the two, but I think youôre 

quite right to bring them together so that their differences  and striking similarities can be sorted 

out. 

Third, thanks also for distinguishing between but not entirely disentangling two possible readings 

of the verseôs injunctionðwhen or whom  to teach, and what  or how  to teach. I think this is very 

helpful, and I wonder how it might help us to respond to or reinterpret the point Jeremiah raises 

about the ñroutinization of charisma.ò 

Now, to address all the above while trying to say something of my own about the verse. 

Verses 11-14 might be taken all together as a kind of fourfold guide to those who preach, or as 

articulating four (or so) boundaries for the elders, priests, and teachers. Verse 11 clarifies the 

question of ecclesiastical authority. Verse 12 clarifies the scriptural sources and task of the 

preacher. Verse 13 clarifies the preachingôs relationship to the articles and covenants. And verse 

14 clarifies the role of the Spirit in teaching (the other side of authority). Read this way, maybe 

there is a kind of chiasm here: 

A Authority (ecclesiastical)  

B Source (scriptural) 

Bô Source (institutional) 

Aô Authority (charismatic) 

All four of these clarifications might then be gathered into the phrase ñall thisò in verse 15: the 

preachers of the gospel are bound to preach certain things (the scriptures, the articles and 

covenants) with certain authority (ecclesiastical, charismatic). If all of these elements are not in 

place, the work will not go forward.  
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Approached in these terms, it might be best to understand verse 14 as a kind of crucial last point. 

Authority to teach is in part a question of ordination, but that is hardly enough. Authority to teach 

is in part a question of offering scripture, but that too is hardly enough. And authority to teach is 

in part a question of keeping to the organization revealed in Restoration, but that again is not 

enough. One cannot be only ecclesiastically authorized, only scripturally motivated, or only 

institutionally committed. And even a combination of all three of these  motivations for preaching 

is not enough: the Spirit is the (or at least a) sine qua non of teaching. 

And maybe this approach ends up deconstructing the difference between the ñwhomò/òwhenò and 

ñhowò/òwhatò interpretations of the injunction. If I pray and the Spirit is not given me at allðsuch 

that I never begin to teachðthen I am bound to interpret the situation as a bar against a 

particular person or occasion (ñwhomò/òwhenò). But if I pray and the Spirit is given to me for a 

while, but then falters when I  go down a certain pathway in my teaching, then I am bound to 

interpret the situation as a bar against a particular topic or method (ñhowò/òwhatò). 

So maybe both interpretations are justifiable, and are in fact not entirely distinct.  

Perhaps. 

Well, Iôll stop this excessively long comment now and take up the last three verses tomorrow 

morning.  

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

May 30, 2009 at 1:41 pm 

Itôs helpful to see these four requirements in a list like this. I like the idea too that the 

Spirit trumps all the others. It reminds me of Paul and others saying that we need faith, 

hope and charity, but the ñgreatest of these is charityò and without charity we are 

ñnothing.ò In the same sense they needed authority, scripture, obedience, and the Spirit, 

but without the Spirit they were nothing and could not teach.  
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The ñwhat/howò function of the Spirit probably is more connected with verse 13, now that 

I look at it: ñthese shall be their teachings as they shall be directed by the Spirit.ò 

Reply 

13. joespencer Says: 

 

May 31, 2009 at 8:21 am 

Verse 15 

This verse clearly closes off the ñthese are the rules for your preachingò business. The key phrase 

of interest, then, is this one Karen has isolated: ñuntil the fulness of my scriptures is given.ò 

The reference is, historically, quite clearly to the New Translation. At first blush, the passage 

seems simply to be saying that new commandments or a new law will be given once the 

translation is complete. But, as Karen asks, why? Was the idea that when the New Translation was 

complete, it would be the sole subject of teaching? Or was the idea that when the New Translation 

was complete, it would have a peculiar relationship with the Book of Mormon? Or was the idea 

that the New Translation itself might have further instructions about preaching and teaching? Or 

was the idea that the New Translation would (still will?) be completed when the teaching was (will 

be?) finished? 

Many possibilities here. 

Verse 16 

I havenôt anything, really, to say about this verse, except that it points us to the gospel of John 

(which I think has been mentioned already), which would mean that it points us to the idea of the 

Spirit as what is here while we await Christôs personal visitation. But I donôt know what else to 

read into this, except as the next verse begins to flesh it out. 

Verse 17 

The Comforter here is given two ñroles.ò 
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The first is right from the gospel of John: the Comforter knows all things, and so presumably has 

the task of bringing all things to oneôs remembrance. This would seem to be connected with verse 

16: inasmuch as the Comforter knows all things and communicates all things to the teacher, the 

teacher will teach ñas seemeth [the Lord] good.ò 

The second would seem to come from Third Nephi: the Comforter (but not the Holy Ghost by 

title) ñbeareth record of the Father and of the Son.ò In 3 Nephi 11, this same kind of language is 

used in significant ways: the Father bears record of the Son, the Son bears record of the Father, 

but the Holy Ghost bears record of the Father-and-Son (it is never said that the Father and/or 

Son bear record of the Holy Ghost). This sets up a relationship in which the Holy Ghost seems 

specifically to bear record of (or even seal up, as the Holy Spirit of Promise?) the (family) 

relationship of the Father and the Son. 

My question about especially this latter role, then, is: Why bother to bring  all this up here? Is the 

idea just to suggest that the Johannine/Third Nephite kinds of things are going to happen when 

preaching is undertaken according to the boundaries laid out in verses 11-14? If so, Iôll confess 

that I like it. But Iôm not sure how to interpret it all.  

Reply 

1. Jeremiah J. Says: 

 

May 31, 2009 at 5:07 pm 

Compare 3 Ne. 11: 35-36 with John 15:26-27: 

3 Ne. 11: 

35 Verily, verily, I say unto you, that this is my doctrine, and I bear record of it from the 

Father; and whoso believeth in me believeth in the Father also; and unto him will the 

Father bear record of me, for he will visit him with fire and with the Holy Ghost.  

36 And thus will the Father bear record of me, and the Holy Ghost will bear record unto 

him of the Father and me; for the Father, and I, and the Holy Ghost are one. 

John 15: 

26 But when the Comforter is come, whom I will send unto you from the Father, even the 
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Spirit of truth, which proceedeth from the Father , he shall testify of me: 

27 And ye also shall bear witness, because ye have been with me from the beginning. 

3 Ne. 11: 36 almost seems like a restatement of John 15:26, but while 3 Ne. adds that the 

Holy Ghost testifies of the *Father*, too, John 15 adds that the *disciples* will also testify 

of Christ. 

Reply 

 
 
 

June 1, 2009  

Discussion Summary: Verses  11-17 
Posted by Karen under Uncategorized  

Leave a Comment  

There is, of course, too much to summarize from a week of thinking and discussing scripture. Here are the three 

threads of discussion I found most interesting.  

Thread 1: ñfulnessò 

Our discussion of the word ñfulnessò in verse 12 started with two initial questions: 1, Do the Book of Mormon and 

Bible together create a fulness, is the fulness just in the Book of Mormon, or is there a fulness in each book? 2, By 

teaching these principles, does their teaching add up to a fulness? Or should they begin with principles and eventually 

the people will read more and receive a fulness? 

Here are some of our thoughts: 

From Russell:  As Joe notes, the reference to the Bible and the Book of Mormon as carriers of that fulness is even 

more explicit in the original manuscript of the revelation; in his words, the revelation, as Joseph and others 

understood and transcribed it, suggests that ñthe task of teaching the scripture itselfò is the truly necessary task. 

Might we then assume that the Lord wanted Joseph and the elders to understand that a close reading of/dialogic 

relationship with the Book of Mormon would itself instruct the faithful in the sort of life and behavior which makes up 

a Zion community, a community in which the L aw has been established and has authority? Where do we find that 

instruction in the Book of Mormon (and the Bible, though perhaps to a lesser extent)? In King Benjaminôs address? In 

the Anti -Nephi-Lehis? Or perhaps the instruction isnôt in the content of the Book of Mormon at all, but rather is in the 

experiential effect of entering into a the community of believers, believers whose acceptance of the Book of Mormon 

will automatically set them apart (socially? eccleisastically? economically?) from the rest of the population, making 

them (and the Zion they will establish?) a mutually dependent society of the elect? 
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From Robert:  The tension with the word ñfulness of my gospelò in verse 12 and ñfulness of my scriptureò in verse 15 is 

fascinating to me. The word fulness is itself a fascinating word with rich connotations. All I will say on that now is that 

I think it can be read other ways than to mean ñtotality,ò and the tension here between the scriptures that had already 

been given, and the translation project already underway, and the future scripture promised in the Book of Mormon 

itself (the so-called sealed portion) all seem to require that fulness does not mean totality here. 

From Joe:  Thanks for highlighting the theme of ñfulness.ò Glancing quickly through revelations in the D&C that 

precede section 42, it seems that fullness (of the gospel) is always associated with the Book of Mormon. Take a look 

at: D&C 14:10; 20:9; 35:12, 17; 39:11, 18. So it seems to me that it is best, ultimately, to read the prepositional phrase 

as referring back specifically to the Book of Mormon. 

 

1. This could be read in three ways: together the Book of Mormon and Bible create a fulness, just in the Book of 

Mormon there is a fulness, or in each book there is a fulness. 

2. The elders, priests and teachers are to teach the principles of the gospel from these books, which contain a fulness. 

By teaching these principles, does their teaching add up to a fulness? Or should they begin with principles and 

eventually the people will read more and receive a fulness? 

Thread 2: textual changes in scripture  

The second discussion I would like to highlight is on the subject of textual changes. This stemed from verse 11, where 

the beginning has been changed from ñHearken O ye people of my Churchò to ñAgain I say unto you.ò Our discussion 

broaded to changes in scriptural texts generally. 

From Nate:  It seems to me that in shifting from a direction to specific individuals to a community at large we are 

seeing the foundation of law. 

From Jeremiah:  I like  the general idea of such a transition, but it seems impossible to draw out of the text without the 

earlier ñpeople of my churchò in place of ñyouò. Weôd be left to conclude that the current text is defective, since it has 

the effect of creating continuity  between v. 1-10 and 11 onward rather than distinguishing them: ñagain I say unto youò 

appears in verses 2, 10, and 11. 

From Joe:  In a word, I love that there are changes in the D&C 

From  Jeremiah:  Thereôs no doubt that the changes help us with interpretation ïthe more we usually know about the 

textual history the more we know about the purposes and idiosyncrasies in the text. And I agree that it does help us to 

answer questions about how revelation appears, how it is related to history, etc. What Iôm wary of is looking at the 

textual history as a larger buffet of interpretive ammunition (to mix metaphors) we might use to support whatever 

interpretation we like ïi.e. if one version of the text doesnôt support our idea we might be able to find another one. I 
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see that in a lot of interpretations that involve lecture notes, marginal notes, drafts, letters, etc.ïthe other version is 

favored, sometimes, merely because it fits the favored interpretation better. 

The challenge of having two conflicting pieces of textual history is finding some good reason to favor one over the 

other (e.g. ñWhy would Hegel put his true opinion in a marginal note, rather than in his actual book?ò). Iôd tend to 

favor later (especially current) versions over previous ones, but Iôm not completely committed to that tendency 

without having some theological account of the changes. 

From Joe:  Yes, Jeremiah. I like this a lot. To put the point normatively, at least when dealing with scripture: if we are 

going to look at non-canonical versions of a given revelation or scriptural text, our task should always be to come to a 

more comprehensive interpretation (one that can embrace both readings), rather than to get away from the 

implications of a text.  

Thread 3: Teaching by the Spirit  

Verse 14 reads: ñAnd the Spirit shall be given unto you by the prayer of faith; and if ye receive not the Spirit ye shall 

not teach.ò Karen, in her initial post, also referenced 1 Ne. 10: 22 and 2 Nephi 32: 7, as well as D&C 42:48. 

From Karen:   Much has been and can be said about ñteaching by the Spirit.ò In this section, the situation seems to be 

the following: an elder, teacher, or priest finds someone to teach, and he prays in faith for the Spirit. He prays with 

complete confidence that the Spirit will be given . With this assumption, then, it will be noteworthy if the Spirit does 

not come. If God purposefully withholds the Spirit, then that elder, priest, or teacher understands that God does not 

want him to teach that person. 

A similar pattern is found later in the section, this time dealing with healing é The elders administer a blessing, and 

the only reason the person will not be healed is if God chooses it to be so for His own purposes. 

From Jeremiah:  ñTeaching by the SpiritòïIôm just as interested as you are in what this means, since it clearly says in 

v. 14 that we must not teach unless we have received the Spirit, by the ñprayer of faithò. Honestly if I put this 

principleïas far as I understand itïinto practice, my elderôs quorum might sometimes have to find alternative ways to 

fill up time on the Sundays that Iôm assigned to teach. Then again, a lot of Mormon blogs would do well to put in their 

comment policies: ñIf ye receive not the Spirit, ye shall not blog.ò 

Seriously though, Iôm trying to find a way to understand this principle as it applies to our actual practice. 

Concludingðas one mightðthat weôve gone through a ñroutinization of charismaò and donôt really wait for the Spirit 

anymore to teach seems like the opposite of a good theological answer.  

From Karen:  The phrase ñand if ye receive not the Spirit ye shall not teachò has two meanings to me, one I tend to use 

ñhistoricallyò and one I tend to use ñpersonallyò (though perhaps thatôs quite unsound!). First, I tend to read it 
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historically in that if the y pray for the Spirit and it does not come, they donôt teach that person. However, in my 

personal teaching, I tend to read it as meaning if I am teaching and the Spirit comes stronger then Iôm on the right 

path. If the lesson seems empty and the Spirit doesnôt seem to be there, I assume I should go a different direction in 

the lesson. In short, I tend to read it historically as ñwhoò they can teach, and personally as ñwhatò I can teach. 

However, itôs probably unfair for me to read it differently in each case. Any thoughts? 

From Joe:  Iôm fascinated by Karenôs initial and more recent discussions of this verse, and Iôm intrigued by Jeremiahôs 

suggestion that a ñroutinization of charismaò might be behind our departure from (or reinterpretation of) the practice 

described in this verse. (And Iôll add a hearty amen to Jeremiahôs suggestion that, ñIf ye receive not the Spirit ye shall 

not blog!ò) 

é Verses 11-14 might be taken all together as a kind of fourfold guide to those who preach, or as articulating four (or 

so) boundaries for the elders, priests, and teachers. Verse 11 clarifies the question of ecclesiastical authority. Verse 12 

clarifies the scriptural sources and task of the preacher. Verse 13 clarifies the preachingôs relationship to the articles 

and covenants. And verse 14 clarifies the role of the Spirit in teaching (the other side of authority). Read this way, 

maybe there is a kind of chiasm here: 

A Authority (ecclesiastical)  

B Source (scriptural) 

Bô Source (institutional) 

Aô Authority (charismatic) 

All four of these clarifications might then be gathered into the phrase ñall thisò in verse 15: the preachers of the gospel 

are bound to preach certain things (the scriptures, the articles and covenants) with certain authority (ecclesiastical, 

charismatic). If a ll of these elements are not in place, the work will not go forward. 

Approached in these terms, it might be best to understand verse 14 as a kind of crucial last point. Authority to teach is 

in part a question of ordination, but that is hardly enough. Auth ority to teach is in part a question of offering 

scripture, but that too is hardly enough. And authority to teach is in part a question of keeping to the organization 

revealed in Restoration, but that again is not enough. One cannot be only ecclesiastically authorized, only scripturally 

motivated, or only institutionally committed. And even a combination of all three of these motivations for preaching 

is not enough: the Spirit is the (or at least a) sine qua non of teaching. 

And maybe this approach ends up deconstructing the difference between the ñwhomò/òwhenò and ñhowò/òwhatò 

interpretations of the injunction. If I pray and the Spirit is not given me at all ðsuch that I never begin to teachðthen 

I am bound to interpret the situation as a bar against a particular person or occasion (òwhomò/òwhenò). But if I pray 
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and the Spirit is given to me for a while, but then falters when I go down a certain pathway in my teaching, then I am 

bound to interpret the situation as a bar against a particular topic or method (òhowò/òwhatò). 

So maybe both interpretations are justifiable, and are in fact not entirely distinct.  

From Karen:  Itôs helpful to see these four requirements in a list like this. I like the idea too that the Spirit trumps all 

the others. It reminds me of Paul and others saying that we need faith, hope and charity, but the ñgreatest of these is 

charityò and without charity we are ñnothing.ò In the same sense they needed authority, scripture, obedience, and the 

Spirit, but without the Spirit they were nothing a nd could not teach. 

 
 
 

June 1, 2009  

Verses 18 -29: ñThou knowest my lawsò 
Posted by nateoman under Uncategorized  

[16] Comments  

My commentary on these verses assumes that they constitute a kind of recapitulation of the Decalogue.  The ten 

commandments are first given in Exodus 20.  They are then recapitulated virtually word for word in Deuteronomy, 

although there the commandment regarding the Sabbath is given a new justification.  Where in Exodus the 

commandment recalls Godôs creation of the world, in Deuteronomy it recalls the bondage of Egypt.  Matthew, I think, 

also implicitly in the Sermon on the Mount where Christ as a kind of new Moses delivers the people a new law from 

the mountain.  I think that it i s helpful to read these verses in as being a related reference to Mosesôs founding of the 

Israelite nation through an act of law giving.  Likewise, as we shall see, these verses ð like the recapitulation in 

Deuteronomy ð recast the commandments in a new environment.  

There are three things worth noting at the outset.  First, section 42Źs recapitulation of the Decalogue is 

incomplete.  Second, it changes the wording and meaning of each of the commandments.  Third, it changes the order 

in which they are given.  There is a well established tradition dividing the Decalogue into a first and second 

tablet.  The commandments in the first tablet, consisting on the injunctions against polytheism, idol making and 

worship, blaspheming the name of God, and profaning the sabbath all deal with the relationship between man and 

God.  The commandments of the second tablet, beginning with the injunction to honor oneôs parents and proceeding 

through the prohibitions on murder, adultery, false witnessing, and coveting, all deal w ith the relationship between 

man and man.  This divide within the Decalogue has been read in several different ways.  One can see it as dividing 

ñreligiousò commandments from ñsecularò commandments.  One can see it as dividing commandments addressed 

particularly to the covenant people from more universal injunctions addressed to all.  In the natural law tradition the 

divide was sometimes understood as separating those rules (the first tablet) available only through revelation from 

those  rules (the second tablet) available through natural reason. 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/category/uncategorized/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comments
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In this light, it is suggestive that section 42 recapitulates only the commandments in the second tablet, and it omits 

the injunction to honor oneôs parents.  One way of interpreting this fact is by understanding th e recapitulation of 

these commandments as a bridge between the more standard ecclesiastical instructions that preceded it and the rules 

regarding property and stewardships that follow it.  By harking back only to the commandments of the second tablet, 

this passage explicitly breaks beyond the traditionally ñreligiousò into a broader sphere of activity.  The rules, 

however, are invoked in an explicitly revelatory context.  There isnôt the slightest hint here that what follows is the 

result of natural reason.  There is, I think, and implicit critique here of a natural law position that sees the 

relationships between human beings (as opposed to those between man and God) as being a matter of reason unaided 

by revelation. 

There is one other way of dividing up the Decalogue that might be worth considering.  In Mosiah 12-13 Abinandi 

confronts the priests of Noah and accuses them of not keeping the law of Moses.  His accusation consists of a 

recitation of the first two commandments ð worshiping only God and foreswearing idols ð followed by a ringing 

denunciation of the king and priests.  The denunciation results in pandemonium followed by a miraculous 

manifestation in which no one can touch Adinandi until he finishes reciting the commandments.   The division here is 

different than that suggested by the traditional two tablets divide.  Rather what we have are the first two 

commandments directed at God, and then everything else.  Abinadiôs division doesnôt seem to track anything that I 

can read into section 42, but I did want to note it.  

I am somewhat more puzzled as to what to make of the absence of an injunction to honor parents.  The only thing that 

I can think of is that this is the only part of the Decalogue that endorses human hierarchies.  One could, of course, 

object that the injunction against adultery, understood as a kind of protection of male property in a wife, and the 

coveting of slaves endorses such hierarchies, but in both of those cases the hierarchies are not created by the 

commandments themselves.  In contrast, the commandment regarding parents itself sets up an unequal relationship 

between parent and child.  By omitting the commandment these verses implicitly address themselves to a community 

of equals. 

I turn now to a verse by verse commentary. 

Verse 18-19: 

ñAnd now, behold, I speak unto the church.ò While there is come confusion as to whether the ñyouò in verse 11 

is directed toward the elders or toward the church in general, there is no doubt here.  These rules are directed toward 

the community as a whole. 

We begin with a prohibition on killing.  The Hebrew of the Decalogue makes clear that this is not a general 

prohibition on homicide but rather a rule against murder.  TheñThou shalt not killò of Exodus 20 is here encased 

in a broader set of commandments dealing with the remedial consequences of breaking the rule.  We get two sorts of 
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penalties.  The first is the absence of ñforgiveness in this world, nor in the world to come.ò The second is a 

more concrete penalty given in verse 19 after recapitulating the rule: ñhe that killeth shall die.ò 

The penalties are interesting in that they seem to contemplate two different kinds of remedial competence.  The first 

suggests a kind of control over oneôs spiritual standing.  Indeed, the language regarding this world and the world to 

come invokes, implicitly, the sealing power to bind on earth and to bind in heaven.  The second penalty can be read 

most naturally, I think, as endorsing capital punishment.  What is interesting here is less the meaning that this might 

have in contemporary political debates than the legal and political world that the commandment implicitly 

assumes.  The state is noticeable from its absence in these verses.  This is striking because later, in verse 79, we get an 

entirely different procedure for dealing with murder:  

And it shall come to pass, that if any p ersons among you shall kill they shall be delivered up a dealt with according 

tot he laws of hte land; for remember that he no forgiveness; and it shall be proved according to the laws of the 

land. 

Strikingly, this procedure in verse 79 is immediately foll owed by a verse giving a procedure for dealing with adultery 

that is purely ecclesiastical, which gives us a clear distinction between the laws of God and the laws of the land.  In 

verse 19, however, this distinction is ignored. 

Verse 20-21 

In Exodus 20 the prohibition against murder is followed by a prohibition against adultery.  In section 42, however, 

the prohibition against adultery is delayed and we get the ñThou shalt not stealò immediately after the rules 

dealing with murder.  Here we get an remedial formula that will be repeated for all of the remaining commandments 

save the last, he that ñwill not repent shall be cast out.ò Notice that the punishment is defeasible.  Unlike the 

penalty for murder, which comes without an opportunity to repent ð presumably because there is no forgiveness in 

this world or the next ð no one is to be cast out who repents. 

As in the Decalogue the prohibition on theft is followed by an injunction against dishonesty.  Here, however, we have 

a subtle but important shift in the  wording.  Exodus 20 couches this in explicitly legal terms ð ñthou shalt not bear 

false witnessò ð implying a prohibition on perjury or other dishonesty in a legal setting.  Section 42 has the simpler, 

more direct command ñThou shalt not lie.ò Even though the wording has been changed, however, the ñThou shalt 

notéò phrasing maintains the connection to the Decalogue.  It is tempting to read the shift from the wording in 

Exodus20 to the wording in section 42 as a shift form a legalistic notion of false witnessing to a less legalistic concern 

for honesty in general.  The reading, however, is prolematize by the fact that while verse 21 invokes the punishment of 

casing out the unrepentant liar, later in verse 86 it reads: 

And if he or she shall lie, he or she shall be delivered up unto the law of the land.  
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In the context of the 1830s I can think of three ways in which lying could give rise to legal sanctions.  First, it could be 

referring to fraud, which requires extracting property or some other benefit from ano ther through deception.  Second, 

it could be referring to perjury in a legal setting.  Third, it could be referring to defamation, where I tell lies about your 

conduct and character that harms your reputation.  One other, very remote possibility, is that l ying could refer to a 

breach of contract, where I mislead you about the my future conduct. 

Verses 22-26 

We now come to the prohibition on adultery.  This far and away the most complex rule in the recapitulation of the 

second tablet.  As I have already noted it is given out of order in relation to the Decalogue in Exodus.  Iôm not sure 

what to make of this fact.  I tried to see some kind of ascending or descending sense of importance in the order of the 

commandments but couldnôt find one.  One possibility is to see the rules against murder, theft, and lying as 

composing a single body of regulation dealing with oneôs interactions with relative strangers.  The rules regarding 

marriage could then be set off as involving relationships within the intimacy of marriage.  This, however, would leave 

the prohibition against speaking ill of oneôs neighbor in verse 27 dangling, when under this schema it ought to be 

coupled with the first three commandments.  In the end, I donôt know what to make of the changed order. 

Exodus 20 and verse 24 contains the simple rule ñThou shalt not commit adultery.òSection 42, however, begins 

by by commanding ñThou shalt love thy wife with all they heart, and shalt cleave unto here and none 

else.ò The language is interesting on several levels. 

First, it is put in positive rather than prohibitory language.  Second, the reference toñthy wifeò suggests that it is 

addressed to a male audience.  Later in verse 80, however, the revelation reads ñif any man or woman  shall commit 

adulteryò  (emphasis added).  Third, the language enjoining conjugal affection here is actually rather rare in the 

scriptures.  The most vivid other example I could find was in Proverbs 5, where it says: 

Let thy  fountain be blessed: and rejoice with the wife of thy youth.  Let her be as the loving hind and pleasant roe; 

let her breasts satisfy thee at all times; and be thou ravished always with her love.  

The phrase ñwith all they heartò is no where else used, as far as I can tell, to refer to conjugal love.  Rather, it invokes 

the command to love God with all ones heart, might, and mind.  Clearly the language here is also taken from Genesis 

2:24, where it says òTherefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they 

shall be one flesh.ò  Notice, however, how section 42 against excises the reference to parents and injects the notion of 

love into the language of cleaving. 

In verse 23 we get language drawn from the Sermon on the Mount, which is offered by Christ as an explict hyperthesis 

on the ñThou shalt not commit adulteryò of the Decalogue.  Section 42 shifts the meaning slightly.  Where in the 

Sermon on the Mount the man who looks at a woman to lust after her has committed adultery, in Section 42 

he ñshall deny the faith and shall not have the Spirit.ò Indeed, in section 42 looking to lust seems to be 

conceptualized not as a species of adultery but rather as a seperate kind of sin.  Hence, the man who looks on a 
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woman to lust after her  ñif he repents not shall be cast out.ò In contrast, the punishment for a man who commits 

adultery is rather more elaborate. 

In verse 24 we finally get to the language from the Decalogue, coupled with the now familiar formulation about 

casting out.  Verses 25 and 26, however, qualifies the formulation in two ways.  First, we get a more elaborate 

procedure for repentance.   To obtain forgiveness the adulterer must repent with  ñall his heartò (notice the link to 

the command to love thy wife in verse 22) ñand foresake it, and doeth it no more.òNotice that these conditions 

are associated with a separate command to forgive.  It is not simply that these are the conditions by which the 

adulterer avoids being cast out.  They are the conditions giving rise to an affirmative duty to forgive.  The second way 

in which the punishment formula is qualified is by specifying that an adulterer may not receive forgiveness a second 

time.  We will no doubt get to this later, but I would also point out that in verse 80 -83 we get a fairly elaborate 

procedure for the ecclesiastical trial of adulterers. 

At this point I let offer a perhaps fanciful commentary on these verses.  What we get here is a series of three 

commandments regarding marriage.  The first, to cleave to oneôs wife, comes from Adam.  The second, to not commit 

adultery, comes from Moses.  The third, to not look on a woman to lust after here, comes from Christ.  Marriage 

becomes the covenant that binds these different dispensations together.  Notice that they are bound together here in 

the new law being given to the latter-day church.  This new law not only recapitulates the old rules but in doing so 

alters their meaning.  Notice that in each case the meaning of the commandment was altered subtly as it became 

embedded in section 42.  The passage is striking, I think, in light of Josephôs later theology of marriage as the New 

and Everlasting Covenant.  What we seem to have here is an early theology of marriage embedded within the a new 

law for the church. 

Verse 27 

Is the hardest to fit within my interpretive structure of seeing these verses as a recapitulation of the Decalogue.  On 

that reading section 42Źs command in this verseñThou shalt not speak evil of thy neighbor, nor do him any 

harmò should correspond to Exodus 20Źs injunction against coveting your neighborôs property.  Iôm not sure what to 

make of this, but I have two possible approaches.  One would be to see the rules regarding consecration and 

stewardship to follow as fleshing out our proper relationship to our neighborôs property.  The other would be to see 

this commandment as displacing the Decalogueôs prohibition on coveting, either by completely replacing it or else by 

subsuming it in the general ñnor do him any harm.ò If this commandment is a displacement of coveting, it is 

striking that what we get instead is a concern for evil speaking.  For what it is worth, if you examine the earliest 

records of church courts a surprisingly large number of cases involve evil speaking. 

Verses 28-29 
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In these verses we get a summation of the law given, a summation that takes two forms.  The first is to nest these 

commands in a broader system of jurisprudence, namely ñmy laws that are given in my scriptures.ò Regardless 

of how we read the earlier verses by the time we get to this phrase in verse 28, I think we are clearly dealing with 

something different than a direct command from God to particular individuals.  Rather, in effect the revelation at this 

points integrates itself into an already existing corpus iuris as it were. 

Second, echoing Christôs language in John 12:15, the church is told ñIf thou lovest me thou shalt serve me and 

keep all my commandments.ò I think it interesting that the recapitulation of a bit of the Decalogue, the sine non 

qua of the Law of Moses, ended with a New Testament injunction.  Again we are seeing, I think, the welding of 

different dispensations seen in rules on marriage.  What is interesting to me is the way in which the welding happens 

explicitly at the level of law, rather than ð as happens elsewhere in Josephôs corpus of revelations ð narrative or 

theology.  Hence, for example, we donôt see Jesus as a character in Moses stories.  Nor do with have a theological 

apology for Christology before Christ.  Rather, we see a welding in terms of the content and meaning of laws. 

  

16 RESPONSES TO ñVERSES 18-29: ñTHOU KNOWEST MY LAWSòò 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

June 2, 2009 at 7:27 am 

In brief response to your introductory comments, Nate, I would add that there was an apocalyptic 

tradition (appearing i n the apocrypha and then traceable in Revelation) that reworked the 

Decalogue into a list of sevencommandments (the numerological ideology is obvious). Whatever 

its roots or trajectory, the idea is interesting: all one has to do is to collapse the first ñfourò 

injunctions (all dealing with revelation, the relationship between God and human beings, etc.) 

into a single injunction, and then pair it with the six ñnatural lawsò: one plus six equals seven. The 

other thing that is interesting about this tradition is that it thus sets up the first commandment as 

a lengthy explanation of the single commandment to live the law of the sabbath, and then delivers 

six secular commandments (one commandment for each secular day of the week it has just 

constructed, as it were). 

http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comment-89
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Whatever the merits of this approach, it might be read into D&C 42ðthough I will confess it is 

difficult even to begin to argue about how many commandments there are here. Is it a fragmented 

ten? A rambling several? A countable seven? 

I wonder. 

Great thoughts, though. Iôm excited to read your verse by verse commentaryé 

Reply 

2. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 2, 2009 at 9:06 am 

Joe: I didnôt know about this tradition. Thanks. Of course, it is tricky to figure out even how one 

counts the ten commandments. What are the commandments. For example, are there two 

commandments or one commandment about idolatry?  

I didnôt try to play around with the numbers on commandments here, but I suspect that you could 

have some fun doing soé 

Reply 

3. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 2, 2009 at 11:58 am 

Along with the other scriptures youôve mentioned, Iôve also noticed that 2 Nephi 26 uses elements 

of the ñ10 commandments.ò This chapter also talks about a ñlawò that Christ will give, condemns 

those who ñget gain and grind upon the face of the poor,ò commands that the ñlaborer in Zion 

shall labor for Zion,ò and more. Verse 32 then has a list of ñshalt nots:ò murder, stealing, lying, 

name of Lord in vain, envy, malice, contention, and whoredoms. That his chapter talks about Zion 

AND these ñshalt nots,ò while saying that a ñlawò will be given, is quite interesting to me! 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/?replytocom=89#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comment-90
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/?replytocom=90#respond
http://mommywhat.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comment-91
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Reply 

4. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 4, 2009 at 12:09 am 

Thanks for the verse by verse thoughts ï it all seems like a great contribution to our 

understanding. Much to think ab out in your comments on marriage but Iôll wait till I donôt have a 

baby on my lap to comment further.   

Reply 

5. joespencer Says: 

 

June 4, 2009 at 8:41 am 

Now getting around to the verse-by-verseé 

I like what youôve done with verses 18-19. I think all I have to add is that we should keep in mind 

the relationship between verses 1-69 and verses 70-93: the later verses were received according to 

the further commandment of D&C 43:8.  

On verses 20-21, I would only add that the laws of the Nephites in the Book of Mormon seem 

always to have laws against lying. I donôt know at all what to make of the possibility of a 

connection between the Book of Mormon and this text, but I canôt but wonder whether itôs there. 

With verses 22-26, I think youôve done the most productive work here. I want to do a bit more 

careful reading on my own part, both of the text and of your comments here, before I say anything 

in response. 

I donôt have anything to add on verse 27. 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/?replytocom=91#respond
http://mommywhat.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comment-95
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/?replytocom=95#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comment-97
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On verses 28-29, let me just note that verse 28 originally read: ñThou knowest my laws; they are 

given in my scripturesé.ò I donôt know how that might change our reading. 

Reply 

6. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 4, 2009 at 11:44 am 

One of the interesting things about the prohibition on lying in light of the Decalogues apparently 

more legalistic approach is the procedure in church courts. There is nothing that corresponds to 

oath taking and perjury in church courts. I suppose that one  way of understanding this might be 

in terms of the kind of dispensation collapsing that is going on in these verses. Changing the 

prohibition from bearing false witness to lying could be understood in terms of Christôs injunction 

to swear not but let all oneôs speech be yeah yeah or nay nay. 

Reply 

7. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 5, 2009 at 5:44 am 

(Sorry to be so scarce latelyðhouse-hunting and house-selling are my main excuses. Thereôs so 

much from the previous weeks that I still want to think about still! Onward ho, neverthelessé.) 

I think the  positive  injunction to love oneôs wife is quite striking. The only other place I could find 

or think of that uses similar language in scripture is Ephesians 5:28, 33, and then the curious 

instance in Exodus 21:5 where the slave goes through what seems to be an adoption ritual because 

he loves his wife and children (I think it would be interesting to think more about marriage in 

terms of a symbolic enactment of this adoption ritualé). At any rate, it seems that if we try to 

count up the negative ñthou shalt notò commandments just in these verses, we get 4 (kill, steal, lie, 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/?replytocom=97#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comment-98
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/?replytocom=98#respond
http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/01/verses-18-29-thou-knowest-my-laws/#comment-102
http://scriptures.lds.org/en/eph/5/28,33#28
http://scriptures.lds.org/en/ex/21/5#5
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and speak evil) whereas we get 3 positive ñthou shaltò commandments (love wife, forgive, and 

keep commandments). 

Also, if weôre looking for numerological significance, ñcast outò occurs 7 times in verses 1-69 (vv. 

20, 21, 23, 24, 26, 28, and 37). On the one hand, this delay between the first six occurrences and 

the later seventh might (in light of the apocalyptic phrasing mentioned earlier) be thought as 

having a curious parallel with the delay between the 6th and 7th seals in Revelation. On the other 

hand, the phrasing in verse 37 seems . . . well, anti-climatic. Also, itôs curious that casting 

out and repenting  occur together and only together in the first 69 verses of this section. 

I think verse 26 is very  strik ing because it is the only casting out that repentance cannot fix (if 

adultery is repeated). Iôm reminded of the privileged place given to murder and sexual sin in 

Almaôs words to Corianton, since these are two sins mentioned here that repentance cannot 

completely fix. This also makes me anxious to go back and study passages that talk about repeated 

forgiveness of oneôs enemiesðhow do those contexts compare and contrast to this context of 

repeated adultery? 

Nateôs mention of the intertestamental weaving together is, I think, very significant. The teaching 

about marriage in Ephesians might yield more parallels, similarities or contrasts to help us here. I 

hope to have time to think about this more later in the weeké. 

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 5, 2009 at 2:41 pm 

On not forgiving: It seems to me that the idea of ñforgivingò here is not the same personal 

forgiveness we usually talk about, but whether or not a person can come back into the 

community. The consequences for the sins listed it to be ñcast out.ò If a person commits 

adultery and repents they are let back in, but if they repeat it, then it sounds like they are 

never again let back in. But let back into what? Into Zion? Int o church membership? Or 

are we talking about being cast out of heaven? 

Reply 
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8. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 5, 2009 at 8:00 am  

Robert: I hadnôt thought about the Ephasians passage. I agree that we need to think about that for 

a bit. 

It occurs to me that there might be something going on with the changing of the order of the 

commandment against theft and adultery. The Exodus 20 ordering has the effect of associating 

adultery with crimes against property, which would make sense in which the sin was primarily 

understood as a violation of the cuckolded husbandôs rights by the man who slept with his wife. In 

contrast, section 42Źs ordering distances adultery from theft, and the more elaborate system of 

rules about marriage suggest that the sin of adultery lies in the harm that one causes to oneôs own 

spouse through unfaithfulness with another. This opens up the possibility of a feminist reading of 

section 42 as an implicit critique of the wife -as-property ideas underlying Exodus 20. It also 

suggests a shift toward a companionate view of marriage, which is not without its own puzzles 

and problems. 

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 5, 2009 at 2:35 pm 

Fascinating idea, Nate, about D&C undoing the property-rights idea of marriage. A rich 

possibility to study out!  

Reply 

9. Kristine  Says: 
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June 6, 2009 at 8:00 am  

Nate, I actually think not speaking evil of oneôs neighbor fits perfectly where it isïa ñneighborò is 

not a stranger, and evil-speaking is a violation of a relationship. It is a betrayal similar in kind, if 

not degree, to adultery. The commandment is recast in terms of relation and community, rather 

than simply as a legal system of preventing and dealing with disputes. I think a feminist reading 

might also contend that Godôs egalitarianism is evident in the fact that a sin to which women 

seem prone (whether by nature or acculturation)ïevil-speakingïis treated as seriously as male 

lust. Moreover, if the commandments are being restated as fundaments of community, rather 

than as a legal system, it makes sense to put evil-speaking among the most serious sins rather 

than in amongst the property rulesïa stolen hoe can be replaced, a breached relationship is not 

easily repaired. 

The tiered approach to adultery might fit this model, too. Presumably God is willing to forgive 

more than once, but a serial adulterer is impossibly disruptive to community.  

Verse 29 then extends the relational community to include Godïthe commandments are to be 

kept not exclusively or primarily for the sake of order or justice, but for love.  

Reply 

10. joespencer Says: 

 

June 6, 2009 at 8:50 am 

Great comments, all. 

A few more reflections, now, on (especially) verses 22-26é 

First, the more Iôm looking at the verses for this week as a whole, the more I think they have to be 

read as articulating specifically sixñcommandmentsò: (1) vv. 18-19; (2) v. 20; (3) v. 21; (4) vv. 22-

23; (5) vv. 24-26; (6) v. 27. After these six are articulated, a kind of transition is made toward a 

seventh commandment: in verse 28, all of the foregoing laws (lumped together, perhaps, with the 

other, unnamed laws contained in the scriptures generally) are summed up under the ñhe that 

sinneth and repenteth not shall be cast outò formula; and then a transition is made in verse 29 to 
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the law of consecration (in verses 30-39) through an emphatic use of the word all . I see this as 

following the logic of the encounter of Jesus with the rich young ruler: t he Decalogue is repeated 

in shortened order, but then, when the young man desires to be perfect (i.e., to keep all the 

commandments), the law of consecration (or something like unto it) is given. The six -and-then-

one-more formula (that Robert rightly identi fies from Revelation, where it appears again and 

again, in fact so frequently that J. M. Ford argued that an earlier rendering of the text was a series 

of sixes rather than a series of sevens!) then follows, the seventh being predicated on love. (Take 

this last point as a slight emendation to Kristineôs last point: verse 29 suggests that if the 

community of justice or order is to move beyond itself to a community of loveðof love towards 

God especiallyðthen consecration is the key.) 

Those preliminaries said, let me add my quasi-bafflement at the order of the commandments here 

to that of others. I have no problem with any of these commandments being in the list; but I donôt 

see why verses 20-23 intervene between verses 24-26. It seems to me (drawing on the comments 

of others here) that there are three reasons this separation seems odd: (1) murder and adultery 

are next to each other in the Exodus Decalogue; (2) murder and adultery are closely tied to each 

other in Alma 39; and (3) here in D&C 42, it is only the commandment about murder and the 

commandment about adultery that use the language of forgiveness. Why are these so separated 

(and not into parallel positions, as they would be if they were in positions 1 and 4 in a sixfold list; 

they are instead in positions 1 and 5)? 

But if I can set that bafflement aside, let me finally offer a few reflections on verses 22-26 directly.  

As my parsing out of the verses for the week makes clear, I think verses 22-23 need to be 

separated off from verses 24-26. It seems to me that they form two distinct commandments, 

though they are obviously connected in important ways. 

I want first to flesh out (my view of) Nateôs points about Adam, Moses, and Christ. I think this is a 

very promising direction to go.  

First, then, if verses 22-23 are taken as separate from verses 24-26, it must be noticed that they 

gather together only Adam and Christ. Verse 22 gives us the Adamic cleaving, and verse 23 gives 

us the Christic injunction. This is very much in line with so much of the D&C: the Ada mic is 

assigned the position of initial fullness, and the Christic is always a restoration of that Adamic 

fullness (the Mosaic will be offered as a kind of lesser or preparatory model for the 

Adamic/Christic).  
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What seems particularly interesting about this  is that, because the Mosaic is displaced into the 

next (the fifth) commandment, the meaning of the Christic words here is drastically altered from 

the New Testament meaning. When Christ offers the words taken up in verse 23 in the Sermon on 

the Mount, He is specifically dealing with the Mosaic, rather than the Adamic. The result is that, 

whereas in the New Testament the words are part of an essential radicalization of the kernel of 

the commandment  against adultery , here they are formulated as the clarification of what it 

means to depart from the positive commandment to love (adultery comes only in a separate 

commandment).  

Regarding this last point, it is vital to note the formula that runs through all the commandments 

here: a second person future tense (ñthou shaltò) is always followed by a third person indicative 

with a qualifying prepositional phrase (ñhe that . . . shall beò). Verses 22-23 give us this same 

formula: (1)  thou shalt  love thy wife, etc. (verse 22); (2) he that lusts shall be cast out, etc. (verse 

23). 

When verses 24-26 then take up adultery, they do so with a new ñthou shalt (not)ò and a new ñhe 

that . . . shall be.ò Here the Mosaic Decalogue returns to the fore, but it is distinct from the 

Adamic/Christic positive injunction to love . 

Of course, the two commandments are connected, as Nate nicely points out by catching the 

parallel language of ñwith all thy/his heartò in verses 22 and 25. It would almost seem that 

repentance for an infraction against the adultery commandment includes a  full -fleshed 

commitment to living the love -your-spouse commandment. 

Anyway, I donôt know how much light this sheds on these verses, but I think it is at least worth 

saying all this. 

Reply 

11. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 6, 2009 at 2:59 pm 

I like Joeôs reading in comment #10ðit clearly works better than most of my musings in #7. 

Nevertheless, Iôd like to throw out a chiastic reading of these commandments as another 
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possibility, though Iôm not sure if thereôs much hope of it working. Two ways of doing this come to 

mind, both looking at only the negative commandments:  

_thou shalt not kill  

__thou shalt not steal  

___thou shalt not lie  

__thou shalt  not commit adultery  

_thou shalt not speak evil 

I think this is curious because of the way that it pairs adultery and stealing in terms of mis -

relating to what is given to another (husband is given  to the wife as the wife is given  to the 

husband, is my understanding, though the text itself might  appear  sexisté). Also, evil-speakingð

which has such curious import in the templeðis paired with murder, perhaps adding to Kristineôs 

ideas above. 

Another possible chiastic reading would be: 

_thou shalt not kill  

__thou shalt not kill (why else is this repeated, word for word?)  

___thou shalt not steal  

___thou shalt not lie  

__thou shalt not commit adultery  

_thou shalt not speak evil 

On this reading, the more ñmaterialò commandments of killing and stealing are morphed into 

more ñcommunalò commandments in the second half of the chiasm. 

The more I look at the other commandments in the section, the more baffled I get, so Iôm hoping 

else will be able to make sense of them later in the seminar! 

Reply 

12. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 8, 2009 at 1:32 pm 
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Instead of spending time to write my summary of our discussion of verses 1-10 (and to set an 

example for othersé), I spent time thinking more about these verses (18-29). Iôll try to sign-post 

my thoughts to hide the unstructured nature of these wandering wonderingsé. 

More intertextuality  

Leviticus 19:  I was reading a bit about how the Decalogue is interspersed in this chapter. There 

doesnôt seem to be much consensus on how this chapter is structured, though it does seem that 

stealing, lying, adultery and the poor are discussed in the same order as D&C 42 (killing is not 

mentioned). The many verses on the poor hear should be carefully though in light of the 

discussion of the poor in later D&C 42 verses. 

James:  James quotes Leviticus 19 quite a bitðeach verse of Leviticus 19:12-18 is quoted in, 

respecitvely, James 5:12; 5:4; 2:1, 9; 4:11; 5:20; 5:9; 2:8. Some particularly interesting and 

relevant-looking passages include: 

* evil -speaking in James 4:11 (cf. Lev. 19:16; D&C 42:27) 

* wages for the laborer in James 5:4 (cf. Lev. 19:12; D&C 42:42) 

* offending in one point implies being guilty of all in James 2:10 (cf. D&C 42:29, ñkeep all  my 

commandmentsò), which is followed by explicit mention of adultery and murder (James 2:11), 

and the curious injunction ñso speak ye, and so doò (James 2:12ðI think this idea of living 

according to spoken commitments is key to the structure of these commandments in D&C 42, 

which Iôll discuss more below). 

Romans 13:9:  The 5 ñsecond tabletò commands are given here with the adultery prohibition 

curiously  before the murder prohibition ðotherwise, the order is the same as in Ex 20, Deut 5, 

and Mosiah 13. Of course this is different than the switch that we find in D&C 42 (where adultery 

is movedafter  the steal and lying prohibitions), but there is at least scriptural precedent here for 

moving adultery out of the typical kill -adultery -steal-lie ordering.  Also, I think the following verse 

(Rom 13:10) is interesting because of the theme and progression in D&C 42 (which Iôll hopefully 

have time to discuss below): ñLove worketh no ill to his neighbor: therefore love is the fulfilling of 

the law.ò The 2nd tablet commands progress toward and culminate in love. 

Matthew 5:  This has been discussed above by Nate and others, but I thought it was worth noting 

explicitly the order: kill (vv. 21ff); adultery (vv. 27ff); forswearing (like lying? vv. 33ff); not 

refusing borrowing (like stealing? vv. 38 -42); loving neighbor as self (vv. 43ff). Here, what seems 
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curious is that stealing is pulled out of the traditional order, following rather than preceding the 

prohibition on stealing. Again, I donôt see any particular relation to the D&C 42 ordering, though 

things progress/culminate with love once again.  

Matthew 19:  I was originally studying the word ñcleaveò (Matthew 19:5 and D&C 42:22), but 

then I realized that this is the same chapter where Jesus recounts the commandments (in a 

somewhat peculiar order: kill -adultery -steal-lie, canonically, but then honor parents and love thy 

neighboré), and then tells the inquirer, ñIf thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and 

give to the poorò (Matt 19:21). This is followed by the famous camel and eye of the needle warning 

about riches. Also nearby and relevant is the teaching on forgiveness at the end of Matthew 18. I 

havenôt had time to think about this much, but surely this would be a good chapter, or 2, to study 

in order to flesh out Nateôs suggestion that D&C 42 is weaving together the older, Mosaic 

community and the kind of community that Christ was calling foré. 

More musings on enumeration  

If we take the numbering of the commandments that Joe suggested (and I think the ñhe that . . . 

shall beò formulation is quite striking, and thus provides a good reason to follow Joeôs 

suggestion), I wonder if thinking about either a chiastic or parallelistic arrangement of these 

commands yields anything interesting or productive. Chiasti cally, we might order this as follows: 

_kill (vv. 18 -19) 

__steal (v. 20)  

___lie (v. 21)  

____love wife (vv. 22 -23) 

___adultery (vv. 24 -26) 

__speak evil (v. 27) 

_remember poor (v. 30; note the phrasing ñthou wiltò instead of ñthou shaltò) 

This structure suggests to my mind an interesting progression that pivots on the positive 

command to ñlove thy wife with all thy heart.ò Before this central command we 

have societal commandments, whereas after this central command we have family 

and communal  commands. What I mean by this is that if we look at each of the pairings, we have 

a similar idea expressed at a higher level. The lying/adultery pairing expresses the idea of 

honesty, first at a general, societal level, but later within the intimate bonds of marriage. To be 

honest in marriage is a kind of consummation in honesty. The stealing/speaking -evil pairing 

might be thought in terms of stealing oneôs reputation. To steal anotherôs possession is one thing, 
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but the prohibition to steal anotherôs reputation is a higher injunction that makes genuine 

community possible rather than mere societyðin other words, a community where love and trust 

is possible, rather than mere tolerance. Finally, the killing/remembering -the-poor pairing takes 

the prohibition against taking anot herôs life a step further by prohibiting anyin -action  that doesnôt 

relieve the suffering of another. 

If the above musings on the chiastic structuring are not justified (but hopefully not 

without  some value!), then perhaps a parallelistic structuring of the  first 6 commands might be 

more productive:  

_kill  

__steal 

___lie  

_love wife 

__adultery  

___speak evil  

On this structuring, killing is first dramatically paralleled by loving oneôs wife (which begets life 

rather than taking it away). Next, stealing is parallel with adultery: to steal material possessions, 

again, is the lesser prohibition while ñstealingò the innocence (cf. Jacob 2) of the adultererôs wife 

and children is more damaging in terms of its effect in communities of trust (the phrasing in 

Moroni 9:9 is largely in my mind here where Moroni describes his people ñdeprivingò the 

daughter of the Lamanites of their ñchastity and virtue,ò inasmuch as ñdeprivingò and ñstealingò 

might be thought of as being similar). Finally, lying is parallel to speaking evil ðagain, speaking 

evil seems to be similar to and more stringent than the earlier prohibition on lying. Whereas lying 

undermines societal relations of tolerance, speaking evil undermines communal relations of 

trusté. 

Other random thoughts for later  

* Woven structure?  A while ago I studied some of Moshe Klineôs work that argues for a 

ñwovenò structure of several key Hebrew texts, including the creation story, the Decalogue and 

Leviticus 19. I remembering some of this work to be quite striking (though other parts seemed a 

bit forcedé). Iôd like to read and review this work carefully sometime, and then see if it sheds any 

light on D&C 42. 

* No parents?  Why is command to ñhonor thy father and thy motherò not mentioned? This does 

not seem unprecedented (cf. Romans 13:9; Matt 5), but itôs curious. Are relations of hierarchy 

http://chaver.com/Torah-New/English/Torah%20Portal.htm


114 
 

being replaced with relations of equality? Is this related to the natural -vs.-authoritative 

distinction between ñlawsò and ñcommandsò? 

* Idolatry and property?  Somewhere I think I read something trying to argue for a chiastic 

ordering of the Decalogue where the early prohibitions on idolatry are mirrored by the later 

prohibition(s) on coveting othersô property (I think this relies on a ñCatholicò numbering of the 

commandments where Ex 20:2-6 is counted as one commandment and the prohibitions on 

coveting in Ex 20:17 are counted as two commandments). Thinking about property a la 

consecration, contra the logic of capitalismand the logic of idolatry , might prove to be profitable 

(sorry for the lame pun attempté). 

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 8, 2009 at 2:06 pm  

Oh, since I promised to talk about this above, let me add one more half-baked thought: 

* Spoken commitments:  Basically, Iôve been thinking a lot about the nature of 

covenants and how this might be related to ethical theories more generally (this goes back 

to a lot of the discussion during the Abraham Seminar). 

Most recently, Iôve been thinking about Habermasôs ñcorrectionò of Kantôs ethics in a 

more communal direction. Consider James Gordon Finlaysonôs description of this: 

While praising Kant for wresting morality from a substantive conception of the 

good, and reconceiving it as a procedure for testing norms, Habermas  criticizes 

him for assuming that each solitary individual establishes the validity of a moral 

norm for himself, by applying the categorical imperative to a maxim, as if it a 

kind of moral mental arithmetic. In his terms, Kant conceives moral reasoning 

as monological procedure and therefore neglects its essentially social nature. 

In contrast, [Habermas's] discourse theory of morality . . . conceives morality as 
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a collective anddialogical  process of reaching consensus. [pp. 68-69, 

Habermas: A Very Short Intro duction]  

To understand the dialogical nature of revelation, and our relationship with God, and our 

relationship with others, seems to me to be central to a robust notion of community, at 

least in Mormonism. And central to this is, I think, the idea of (cov enantal) faithfulness. 

So, Iôm inclined to see the fist commandment that deviates from the traditional 

commandments (i.e., the command to ñlove thy wifeò) as a very important point of 

departure. I think this also helps makes sense of the distinction between taking care of 

those who are in the community (i.e., not ñcast outò) and those who are not. Covenants 

imply a kind of communal responsibility that goes beyond any merely individualistic 

conceptioné. 

Reply 

 
 
 

June 9, 2009  

Verses 30 -32: ñthou wilt remember the poorò 
Posted by Russell Arben Fox under Uncategorized  

[30] Comments   

I have had a difficult time approaching the very narrow slice of ñthe laws of the Church of Christò which I have been 

assignedïnamely, verses 30, 31, and 32 in the present section 42 of Doctrine and Covenants. The terminology used in 

these three verses is, obviously, closely entwined with concepts discussed throughout the whole section, and most 

specifically with those verses dealing most directly with matters of consecration, stewardship, and community living 

(on my reading, that would be verses 30-45, 53-55, and 70-73). Perhaps predictably for those who are familiar with 

my interest in communitarianism, localism, and egalitarianism, I find the last of those three related topics ïwhat it 

means, in a socio-economic sense, to live  within a consecrated community, and therefore also, what it means to know 

the socio-economic nature orbounds of said community, so as to determine who (including oneself) is within it or 

without it ïthe richest theme to be explored in these particular verses. Obviously, my comments here will not be able 

to exhaust that theme, not just because of my own limitations but also because of the aforementioned limitation 

placed upon me by our reading schedule. I am anxious to read, in coming weeks, what Joe and Jeremiah will have to 

say about the verses immediately following 30-32, where the basic ideas of consecration and stewardship of further 

fleshed out, as well to read othersô views of how these ideas are touched upon in later parts of the revelation. But 

anyway, onward. 
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Given my preferences in terms of themes, it seems most important to me to emphasize the introduction of ñthe poorò 

into the revelation in its later versions, and what that introduction may provide us with in t erms of reflection. The 

reference to the poor was present in the earliest, February 9, 1831 version, but it came to play a very different role 

later. According to Marquardt, the relevant passage of original version contained in the Book of Commandments 

reads as thus: 

If thou lovest me thou shalt serve me & keep all my commandments and behold thou shalt consecrate all thy 

property that which thou hath unto me with a covenant & deed which cannot be broken and they shall be laid before 

the Bishop of my Church & two of the Elders such as he shall appoint and set apart for that purpose and it shall 

come to pass that the Bishop of my Church after he has received the properties of my Church that it cannot be taken 

from you, he shall appoint every man a steward over  his own property or that which he hath received inasmuch as 

it shall be sufficient for himself & family and the residue shall be kept to him that hath not, that every man may 

receive according as he stands in need, & the residue shall be kept in my Store House to administer to the poor & 

needy as shall be appointed by the Elders of the Church & the Bishop & for the purpose of purchasing lands & the 

building up the New Jerusalem which is hereafter to be revealed that my Covenant people may be gathered in me  in 

the day that I shall come to my Temple this do for the salvation of my people and it shall come to pass that he that 

sinneth and repenteth not shall be cast out and shall not receive again that which he hath consecrated unto me for it 

shall come to pass that which I spake by the mouth of my prophets shall be fulfilled for I will consecrate the riches of 

the Gentiles unto my people which are of the House of Israel and again thou shalt not be proud of heart, let all thy 

Garments be plain & their beauty th e beauty of the work of thine own hands & let all things be done in decency 

before me. 

 

The awareness of the poor is obviously present in this early version of the revelationïòhim that hath not,ò ñthe poor 

and needy,ò etc. However, the focus is clearly on building a self-sufficient, enclosed, separate, simple, devotional, 

plain, humble community. The goal is the creation of a covenant people that will be gathered to the Lordôs temple and 

receive salvation, one that will give all that they have to the achievement of this endïand that giving is an all-or-

nothing proposition, one which makes me think of the definitiveness of the parable of the ten virgins: if one disobeys 

the commandments or otherwise is cast out for unrighteousness, all that has been devoted to the community stays 

with the community, and any opportunity to benefit from or share in that which had been consecrated is lost. This 

overarching, communitarian goal does not disappear as time and events led Joseph Smith to re-evaluate and rephrase 

some of the words and/or ideas which had come to him by inspiration, but it does become complemented with a 

broader sense of the obligation which the faithful have to deal with the poor, and the complexities inherent in such 

dealings. By 1835 the relevant portions of the revelation read as follows: 

If thou lovest me thou shalt serve me and keep all my commandments. And behold, though wilt remember the poor, 

and consecrate of thy properties for their support, that which thou has to impart unto them, with a covena nt and a 

deed which cannot be brokenïand inasmuch as ye impart of your substance unto the poor, ye will do it unto me ï

and they shall be laid before the bishop of my church and his counselors, two of the elders, or high priests, such as he 

shall or has appointed and set apart for that purposeé. 
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And again, if there shall be properties in the hands of the church, or any individuals of it, more than is necessary for 

their support, after this first consecration, which is a residue, to be consecrated unto the bishop, it shall be kept to 

administer to those who have not, from time to time, that every man who has need may be amply supplied, and 

receive according to his wants.  

 

Therefore, the residue shall be kept in my store house, to administer to the poor and t he needy, as shall be appointed 

by the high council of the church, and the bishop and his council, and for the public benefit of the church, and 

building houses of worship, and building up of the New Jerusalem, which is hereafter to ne revealed, that my 

covenant people may be gathered in one in that day when I shall come to my temple. And I do this for the salvation 

of my people. 

 

What is different here? First and foremost, the line ñremember the poor.ò Then following it, the purpose of 

consecration is changed somewhat; whereas originally properties (not just some, but ñall thy property that which thou 

hathò) was to be consecrated to the Lord (ñunto meò), now the faithful are now being commanded to impart some 

portion of their property (the revelation no lon ger speaks of all, but just ñof thy propertiesò) explicitly to the support 

of the poor. Of course, this is enfolded into the general Christian understanding that acts of charity towards the poor 

and the needy is comparable to serving the Lord directly (ñinasmuch as ye impart of your substance unto the poor, ye 

will do it unto meò). This enfolding continues later in the revelation, with the idea of using the residue of consecrated 

properties (after stewardships had been assigned to the faithful) to not simply ñadminister to the poor and the needy,ò 

but also ñfor the public benefit of the church,ò a possibly innocuous additionïand one which apparently happened 

early on between 1831 and 1835ïbut which nonetheless reads to my mind as considerably more expansive language 

than the more enclosed, borderline apocalyptic tone which Smith adopted originally. It may also be worth noting that 

the earliest version speaks of members of the community only receiving that which is necessary to their full 

participation in the work to be done (ñevery man may receive according as he stands in needò), while the subsequent 

version seems more aware of the pluralism inherent in the collective desires of the faithful, stating that every man will 

be ñamply suppliedò and will ñreceive according to his wants.ò 

There are, of course, a multitude of ways to read this change. One very plausible (and, it should be noted, non-

exclusive) way of doing so is to look at the political, historical, and legal context in which early Saints attempted to 

interpret and live in accordance with this revelation in the early 1830s in Ohio and Missouri. There was the desire on 

the part of Smith to make sure the church he was establishing could be distinguished from other communalist and 

common-stock movements (some of which included early converts to the church) which were committed to 

essentially holding all property in common. There was the reality that very few members of the community were 

comfortable with the idea of a complete consecration of properties. And, as this dissatisfaction turned quickly to 

dissent, this led to the hope of avoiding the sort of legal challenges, brought forward by disaffected members of the 

community, which demanded a return of that which had been donated to the church. By making u se of the greater 

legal safeguards available to church-administered donations which were used for explicitly (or at least nominally) 

charitable purposes, as opposed to general community-building (as well as by having the stewardships assigned by 

church leaders take the form of legal deeds), some of this was hopefully to be avoided. All of this seems reasonable as 

far as explanations go. But I would like to consider something else along with the above. 

Probably no other task occupied more of Smithôs time during the years 1831-1833 than his Inspired Version of the 

Bible. The bulk of the work on that project was essentially finished by July of 1833, by which time Smith had read 
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back through, and had frequently elaborated at great length upon, numerous scriptura l stories and passages. But what 

I wonder might not be most relevant here was not the changes he made to the Biblical text, but what he got out of that 

re-reading. As is well known, one of the most common themes found in the Bible, both the Old and New Testament, is 

the care of the poor. ñRemember the poorò is a direct quotation of Galatians 2:10, and the call to remember the poor, 

to rescue them from oppression, to provide relief for their suffering, is echoed in literally hundreds of verses through 

the Bible. (This same theme can be also found in the Book of Mormon, though not to quite the same extent.) To think 

about the needs of those who go without is an arguably related, but still significantly different task than thinking 

about the needs of the faithful who have accepted baptism and are committed (at least ideally) to the principle of 

consecration within a closely defined, mutually supportive community; to think about ñthe poorò as a category of 

persons obliges the boundaries of the relevant ñcommunityò to be reconsidered, and broadened. 

Which is, perhaps not coincidentally, what happened with Smithôs thinking; by 1832, he was speaking not just of a 

New Jerusalem but of ñstakesò of Zion, Zion being no longer simply a promised location in Missouri but an elastic 

concept that would, while still centered in a specific locale, extend and include a far greater range of particular 

congregations than the original 1831 revelation could reasonably be read to accommodate. I would suggest that 

Smithôs vision of Zion (which, donôt forget, was defined during this same period of Biblical revision and inspirationï

through Smithôs revelation of the Book of Moses as part of his rewriting of Genesisïas a place where people ñwere of 

one heart and one mindé.and there was no poor among themò (Moses 7:18)) prompted him, along with the 

aforementioned practical and legal concerns, to re-orient the abiding goal of what became section 42 of the D&C; to 

make it an outline of an economic order that would conscript all the faithful int o joint, charitable project, aimed at 

providing succor to the poor in general  as well as building up the churchôs infrastructure. The expandedïperhaps 

slightly less intensely communal, perhaps slightly more open to individual activity and variation ïpresumptions 

behind the kind of community which these verses came to be understood to refer to hints at larger aims for 

consecration than purely devotional purposes. 

(When I say ñperhaps slightly less intensely communal,ò I mean relative to what appears to me to be the intensity of 

the earliest version of the revelation; I am not meaning to align the language of these verses in their later forms with 

non-communalistic, much less liberal, interpretations of the principle of consecration entirely. This may be a peda ntic 

point, but it seems to me to be an important one, as the words one chooses will often guide how one goes one to 

reason about the implications and consequences of an idea so labeled. For example, of several scholars who have 

written on these matters, Grant Underwood appears desirous to distinguish ñthe laws of the Church of Christò from 

communalism entirely, dropping out references to the egalitarianism which emerged in later revelations as a 

necessary byproduct of a stewardship system, and reiterating that said system assumed the continuance of basic free 

market principles. He has a point, of course; stewardships, and the generation of properties to be consecrated to the 

church through them, as opposed to a complete communism of all property within a communal living order, depends 

upon entrepreneurial activity. But he goes too far, I think, in denying the communitarian and egalitarian elements of 
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this system. I confess that I find Leonard Arringtonôs communitarian language much more fit to the historical 

practices being described than that used by those who, as I see it, follow the concerns of later prophets to absolutely 

deny any overlap between various European and Marxist versions of communism and what was attempted in Ohio 

and Missouri, and later Utah . Those prophets were not necessarily incorrect, of course, but there is such a thing as 

protesting too much.)  

This strikes me as a promising way to appropriate the message of ñthe laws of the Church of Christò for our present 

moment. As a far-flung ñcommunityò of believers, living in the midst of diverse yet (thanks to globalization) mostly 

market-related economic structures, and surrounded in most countries by huge divides between the rich and the 

poor, members of the Mormon church today have no truly lik ely, practical options available to them in terms of socio-

economic consecration, enclosure, and community-building. The era of the United Order as it came to be 

experimented with during the Utah period is clearly past, to say nothing of what the Saints at tempted in 1831-1833. 

However, if we think about becoming a covenant people in terms forming, through our stakes (including primarily 

our fellow members, but also reaching out to all those who live within stake jurisdictions) local associations and 

cooperatives that aim to build up public resources and serve the poor, we would be following the path which, upon my 

reading, captures the heart of what Smith came to insist, through the finalized version of these verses, the Lord 

wanted his people to do. (The Perpetual Education Fund is an obvious example of this.) Of course, further revelations 

may, in time, change or re-orient our thinking about community and the power of the church to become fully unified 

despite the immense growth and change that has been experience sense Smithôs day; and moreover, such thinking 

obviously doesnôt address how we ought to act as citizens in our respective polities to achieve similar ends, or at least 

make the achievement of said ends more likely. But I am doubtful that section 42ïwhich even as it has come down to 

us through revisions is I think  overwhelmingly  shaped by political-theological position which rejects existing 

authority and anticipates the construction of something new to receive the coming of the Lordïcan be taken to 

provide such specific socio-economic guidance anyway. The point of investigating the history and language of the 

revelation closely is, rather, to bring us around to a general perspective (one that, I would argue at least, tends 

towards the local, the communal, the humble, and the egalitarian). What we do with that perspective is a different 

question entirely from the one which the revelation was originally presented as answering. 

Having laid out some impressions about the evolution and interpretation of t hese passages, I will conclude by 

focusing on a few specific matters: 

Verse 30 : ñremember the pooròï 

There is probably no way of knowing if Smith was thinking specifically of Galatians 2:10 when he formulated the 

words this way; interestingly, the LDS edition of the KJV does not connect D&C 42:30 with the Galatians passage, 

instead referencing in the footnote the virtuous woman who stretches forth her hand to the poor (Proverbs 31:20), 

King Benjaminôs reminder that we must impart of our substance to the poor if we are to retain a remission of our sins 
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(Mosiah 4:26), and several other passages of scripture. The Greek verb here is mnemoneuo, implying rehearsal; thus 

do other translations render the verse ñcontinue to remember the poorò or ñalways be mindful of the poor.ò I take this 

to mean that we are not to allow ourselves to forget the needs of the poor, keeping their condition before our minds 

whatever decision we make. 

ñconsecrate of thy propertiesòï 

As I said above, the original 1831 text of the revelation has all  properties being consecrated, not just a portion of them. 

The word ñconsecrateòin Smithôs day meant ñto make or declare to be sacred, by certain ceremonies or rites; to 

appropriate for sacred uses; to set apart, dedicate, or devote, to the service and worship of Godò 

ña covenant and a deed which cannot be brokenòï 

Dean L. May described the deeds spoken of here in this way: 

ñ[The] deeds have their origins in Bishop Edward Partridge, who was the first bishop of the Church and who prepared 

writte n forms that were signed by the Saints who chose to consecrate as they came to Zion in Missouri, beginning in 

1831. The left side of a large printed form was the consecration agreement, and the right side was the stewardship 

agreement. They seem to represent Bishop partridgeôs honest effort to put into legal language the essentials of what 

was in essence a religious covenanté.The documents begin by making it clear that central to the economics of Zion is 

the psalmistôs affirmation that óthe earth is the Lordôs and the fullness thereof; the world, and they that dwell thereinô 

(Psalms 24:1). That is the starting point of consecration. Men and women are but stewards over earthly possessions, 

and in recognition of that fact the early Saints were asked to make a legal document giving their possessions to the 

Church as a consecration when they came to Zioné.But the transaction did not end there. In the stewardship 

agreementïthe right half of the form ïthe Saints were given back their personal property and an inheritance in Zion, 

which was a plot of land sufficient to farm if they were farmers, or perhapsésufficient land to build aéshop on. This 

was not private property but a stewardship, though later, as a concession to secular law, the Prophet ordered that 

legal deeds be given for each stewardship.ò 

Verse 31 : ñimpart of your substanceòï 

ñSubstanceò has a variety of meanings in Smithôs day, as it does today; while it is reasonable to assume that the most 

applicable definition was ñgoods; estate; means of living,ò thus suggesting a material contribution to benefit the poor, 

it is worth nothing that substance was also defined as ñsomething existing by itself,ò whether ñmatter or spirit,ò as well 

as ñthe essential partò of a thing. All of which, along with the line ñmeans of living,ò can be taken to imply that it is not 

just material goods which could be imparted (consecrated) to the poor, but time, talents, and all forms of service. 
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ñthe bishop of my church, and his counselors, two of the elders, or high priests, such as he shall appoint or has 

appointed and set apart for that purposeòï 

The office of bishop was introduced to the church at essentially the same time as the original revelation; Edward 

Partridge was ordained a bishop by Sidney Rigdon on February 4, 1831. At that time, there were no other offices of the 

priesthood in the church besides ñelder.ò The higher (later called Melchezidek) priesthood was introduced in the 

summer of 1831, and by the end of that year, had been codified into the office of ñhigh priest.ò 

Verse 32 : ñtestimonies concerning the consecration of the properties of my churchòï 

ñTestimonyò could be used in a wide range of ways in early 19th-century America, and was in the church; in the case 

here, the idea is clearly that of ña declaration or affirmation made for the purpose of establishing or proving some 

fact.ò While I have never used ñtestimonyò to describe my response to the bishopôs yearly question to us during tithing 

settlement, ñDoes this represent a full tithe?ò, it seems reasonable to suppose Smith would have understood it this 

way. As the faithful approached the bishop and consecrated of their property to the community for purposes of 

building up Zion and aiding the poor, they would be, presumably, be understood to be engaging either explicitly or 

implicitly in an act of bearing testimony; of assuring the community that this is what they were offering to the whole.  

ñevery man shall be made accountable unto meéas much as is sufficient for himself and familyò 

Again, following the pattern of tithing, there would be yearly meetings (or at least that is how Bishop Partridge 

institutionalized the practice) at which point accountings ïsettlements?ïwould take place. This was, in Smithôs mind, 

an expression of mutual commitment to the community, with  the bishop and the member seeking a consensus on how 

much would truly be ñsufficient.ò Smith explained it in a letter to Partridge this way: 

ñEvery man must be his own judge how much he should receive and how much he should suffer to remain in the 

hands of the Bishop. I speak of those who consecrate more than they need for the support of themselves and their 

families. The matter of consecration must be don by the mutual consent of both parties for, to give the Bishop power 

to say how much every man shall have and he be obliged to comply with the Bishops judgment is giving to the Bishop 

more power than a kind has and upon the other hand to let every man say how much he needs and the Bishop obliged 

to comply with his judgment is to throw Zion into confusion a nd make a slave of the Bishop. The fact is there must be 

a balance or equilibrium of power between the Bishop and the people and thus harmony and good will may be 

preserved among you.ò 

  

30 RESPONSES TO ñVERSES 30-32: ñTHOU WILT REMEMBER THE POORòò 
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1. joespencer Says: 

 

June 10, 2009 at 7:44 am 

Russell, fantastic discussion here. I want to digest things a bit more before I say anything too 

substantial, so Iôll offer only a couple brief points for now. 

1. I really like the way youôve tied the New Translation to the changes in the text. I wonder if there 

are any even closer connections than youôve realized, though Iôm not even sure how to go about 

looking for those without reading carefully through the manuscripts themselves. This, though, 

seems to me to be a very fruitful direction. 

2. Of course, one of the largest differences between 1831 and 1835 is thatZion had been lost by the 

latter date . I think that needs to be figured into the changes made to the text. 

Well, actually, I guess thatôs all for now. Iôll have more to say soon. 

Reply 

2. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

June 10, 2009 at 9:07 am 

Thanks for the initial comments, Joe.  

I really like the way youôve tied the New Translation to the changes in the text. I wonder if there 

are any even closer connections than youôve realized, though Iôm not even sure how to go about 

looking for those without reading carefully through the manuscripts themselves.  

One thing that I have not seen in discussions about the creation of the JST/New 

Translation/Inspired Version (which label do you prefer, by the way? I kind of like the old RLDS 

ñInspired Versionò best, since I think that is the most accurate description of what it actually is) is 

what Smith  learnedabout the Bible while working on it. Now maybe such scholarship is out there, 

and Iôm just unaware of it, or maybe there just isnôt any available information to support 
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conclusions one way or another. But it seems to me to be something we ought to be thinking 

about. We all assume that Smith had grown up familiar with the Bible, and of course he was a 

reader of it. But isnôt it reasonable to assume that in closely reading and working through the text, 

looking for and praying about things to change, fix, or add to, that he might not also have picked 

up themes that perhaps had not loomed so large in his thinking before? (Actually, now that I 

think about it, I have heard a discussion along these lines before, but it was centered on 

polygamyïthat is, the claim that working on the Bible is what planed in Smithôs mind the 

question of Abraham and his wives and so forth. But thatôs an entirely different topic.) 

[O]ne of the largest differences between 1831 and 1835 is that Zion had been lost by the latter 

date. I think that need s to be figured into the changes made to the text. 

I do note the many struggles which the early church faced in implementing these ideas from 1831 

to 1833, and obviously they loomed large in Smithôs thinkingébut actually, I wouldnôt go so far as 

you and say that by 1835 the original conceptualization of Zion had been ñlost.ò Yes, the Plat of 

Zion wasnôt going to be built; yes, the Lord condemned the faithful for their transgressions; yes, 

the notion of a holy and self-sustaining city of the faithful closed off from a world about to be 

destroyed was already fadingébut there was still Far West. It wasnôt 1838 yet; Missouri as the 

center place of an American Zion hadnôt been completely  lost. The really profound re-evaluation 

of where the revelations were rewritten to point towards didnôt happen, I think, until Nauvoo; 

until then, the original remained in tension with the new.  

Reply 

3. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

June 10, 2009 at 9:15 am 

Actually, one more thingïas I was working on an edit of my post this morning, it struck me that I 

left out any discussion of love. The whole crucial passage begins with ñif thou lovest meéò, which 

is terribly important, if perhaps a little obvious. This is  not  a community which is orienting itself 

towards its endsïwhether perfect holiness and self-sustaining on one reading, or the creation of a 

devotional community capable of generating resources for both itself and the poor on the otherï

for reasons of, say, justice or ethics. It is doing it because its members love God. This makes me 

think of innumerable discussions in philosophy and political theory ïDavid Hume, for example, 
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comes to mindïcontrasting justice with love: real -world relationships, which will a lways have to 

address the human reality of difference and scarcity, can surmount these problems with love or 

with justice; if you donôt have the former (and we usually donôt), than you need the latter. If you 

have the former, the latter is unnecessary. 

Reply 

4. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 11, 2009 at 12:44 pm 

Iôm way behind on some other things, so most of the thoughts listed below are simply half-baked 

thoughts that Iôd like to think through more carefully at some point. Great job, by the way, 

Russell. 

1. Hermeneutics, theology and application .I esp. like Russell brought up the way that many 

of these issues might impinge on the way we live our faith as active Mormons today (e.g., your 

comments on tithing in terview as a ñtestimonyò). Iôve been nearly obsessed with questions of 

hermeneutics these last few years, and what it means for us as Mormons to read scripture 

carefully and thoughtfully, and what it means to consecrate our  minds  to the building of the 

kin gdom. My conclusion, in short, is that we must read the texts as carefully as we can, and that 

we must think about how this inflects the way we live and think as Mormons todayðand I think 

this distance should be bridged with our best theological, philosoph ical, theoretical, scholarly, 

intellectual, and existential insights and efforts. My sense is that Joe is a bit less excited about this 

application -oriented thinking (how is this relevant for us today?!) than I am, but I am hoping that 

we will eventually get to this kind of thinking, after we do due diligence in terms of studying the 

text itself, its history, etc.  

2. Why take care of the poor?  I like Russellôs comments on ñloveò in comment #3. I think 

Russellôs comment is very interesting: 

It may also be wo rth noting that the earliest version speaks of members of the 

community only receiving that which is necessary to their full participation in the work 
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to be done (òevery man may receive according as he stands in needò), while the 

subsequent version seems more aware of the pluralism inherent in the collective desires 

of the faithful, stating that every man will be ñamply suppliedò and will ñreceive 

according to his wants.ò 

I like Russellôs comment here about the earlier version, ñonly receiving that which is necessary to 

their full participation in the work to be done.ò Iôm not sure that this is a justified reading (not 

that thereôs anything wrong with thatðI think often the most productive readings are entirely 

speculative!), but it makes me somewhat disappointed or nervous to see the shift toward 

pluralism (as Russell has characterized the shiftðagain, perhaps a somewhat dubious 

characterizationé). How praiseworthy is taking care of the poor as an ñendò in itself? My concern 

is that this could be construed in a way that ñis oriented by deathò (as I think Joe would put itð

this is an ongoing fascination for Joe). If we are merely taking care of the poor so that we prolong 

the time of their death, then this seems a fairly weak reasonðunless we, consider this in light of 

the purpose of life, perhaps to have a space of time to repent or something. 

In this light, I think the ñye [will] do it unto meò in verses 31 and 38 (might there be structural 

significance to this repetition? an inclusio perhaps?) might be though t as signifying something 

similar: donôt take care of the poor just because we should love others and take care of them, but 

do itunto me. In other words, consecrate these acts of charity, not so you can be seen by others, 

and not just so that you can stave off the death and suffering of the poor, but so that the poor can 

be gathered into the larger work of the preaching of gospel, and so that the ñone heart and one 

mindò community might be established (which entails the poor being taken care of, but much 

more than just that).  

3. Intermingling of greater and lesser laws.  Although previous comments have pointed out 

how 

verse 29 marks of a kind of break or transition (ñkeep all  of my commandmentsò), I think itôs 

worth considering the importance of the relative  continuity here also. Itôs common to think of 

commandments like not killing as a ñlesser lawò and the law of consecration as a ñhigher law,ò but 

I think the relative side -by-side way in which these commandments are given in this section calls 

this into qu estion. This might be related to the sense in which the D&C (and Book of Mormon) 

draws in unique ways on Old Testament and New Testament language, concepts, and portrayals 

of God. God is a wrathful but also kind God in the D&C. Josephôs project might be interpreted as a 

kind of correction of Christianity with a re -emphasis on (certain aspects of) the Old Testamentð
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the re-giving of parts of the 10 commandments might be read as an effort to create a stronger 

unity between the OT and NT (and I think this relat es to my previous point about how we should 

think about taking care of the poor as it was taught in the OT as well as in the NT). 

4. ñAccording to their wants.ò Curious addition, indeed. This phrase occurs in the BOM in 

Mosiah 4:26; 18:29 and Alma 32:5. Do these contexts suggest any distinction between those 

within the church vs. those without? This seems to be a big question in the OT and I think we 

need to think about this carefully in light of verse 37: ñhe that sinneth and repenteth not shall not 

shall be cast out of the church and not receive again that which he has consecrated unto the poor 

and the needy of my church, or in other words, unto me.ò Does this imply that only the poor 

within the church are being referred to in the previous verses? If so, I  think this suggests 

something particular about why we take care of the poor (again, in order to fulfill the covenants 

of the Lord, not just to stave off the death of those who are not in the covenant community). 

I  really  want to think about this issue mor e because it grates against modern, liberal sensibilities 

regarding the motivations (and more universal injunction) for taking care of the pooré. 

5. Poor and equality.  Again, partly in response to ñwhy take care of the poor?ò, I think there 

are good intertextual reasons (esp. in BOM) to think that class divisions are particularly 

dangerous because it engenders pride in a way that grates against the inherent equality of all of us 

ñas children of God.ò Not taking care of the poor seems to almost always be linked to the sin of 

pride in the book of Mormon. Alma 32 might be very useful to review as it relates to the question 

of the poorðthe problem is that the rich who do not remember the poor are apt to not be truly 

humble. Perhaps. 

Reply 

5. joespencer Says: 

 

June 12, 2009 at 7:36 am 

Russell, 

The more I look at these three verses, the more Iôm convinced I canôt really make sense of them 

witho ut looking carefully at the next three verses. Particularly important, I think, is the phrase 

ñthis first consecrationò in verse 33, a phrase that refers back to verses 30-32. I find this 
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fascinating because in the original version of the revelation, there was only oneconsecration. But 

the adjustment to the wording has split the consecration into two, in fact into two relatively 

unstable or even vague consecrations. Iôm trying very hard to make sense of all this, but I donôt 

know exactly what to make of it all. Iôm afraid I wonôt know how to approach it until Iôve finished 

working through verses 33-35 and writing my own post for next weeké. 

Reply 

6. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 12, 2009 at 1:38 pm 

Fantastic post!! Sorry itôs taken me so long to respond. 

What an important question weôve asked: ñWho are the poor, and what is the purpose in taking 

care of them?ò I really appreciate all thatôs been said and itôs opened my eyes to what an 

interesting puzzle we have. 

Who are the poor? What makes them poor? If it means not living extravagently then it seems we 

should all be poor. Yet, if Zion citizens live abundantly, with all their needs met, then it seems the 

poor are anyone who do not have their needs met. Along the lines Robert mentioned (in his 2nd 

point), it seems that giving to the poor allows them the time and means to serve God; perhaps we 

are assuming that they desire to do so and we are allowing it to happen. (Indeed the Lord says 

giving to the poor is the same as giving ñunto me;ò if we gave Christ himself money, we would 

assume He would use it to do something for Godôs kingdom, wouldnôt we?) 

Another comment, this off of Robertôs point #5: it is interesting to think if ñclassò structure in this. 

Giving to the ñpoor,ò if we see them as a group, classed together, can easily cause us to feel ñrichò 

and the ones ñaboveò them to help them out. Better to always be aware and serve anyone who 

needs help in order to serve God. 

Fascinating, fascinating. Unfortunately my three year old doesnôt see it as so fascinating, and 

doesnôt realize his one year old brother needs to sleep.  

More later, hopefully.  
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Reply 

7. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

June 12, 2009 at 1:42 pm 

Robert, many thanks for your comments! A couple of preliminary responsesé 

I like Russellôs comment here about the earlier version, ñonly receiving that which is necessary 

to their full participation in the work to be done.ò Iôm not sure that this is a justified readingé 

It is a textually unsupported elaboration, Iôll admit that, but I donôt think it takes us away from or 

adds anything substantively different to the plain meaning of the original consecration. If you 

argeeïand I think the best interpretation we can come up with of the words in the 1831 version 

definitely points in this direction ïthat the point of the  consecration of properties (which, as the 

following verses make clear, was to be conjoined with plain living, humble foods, and work done 

with oneôs own hands) was to build up an enclosed and holy community of saints, then obviously 

any stewardship would be expected to be aligned with the work of that community. 

ébut it makes me somewhat disappointed or nervous to see the shift toward pluralism (as 

Russell has characterized the shiftðagain, perhaps a somewhat dubious characterizationé). 

ñPluralismò is admittedly something of a loaded term, and maybe thatôs not the right one to use. 

And also, kind of in line with my point in my post about staying relative to the actual broad 

choices in describing things here, donôt think that I am proposing that the changes in between 

1831 and 1835 singled the doom of any kind of collective, devotional economics in favor of a more 

materialistic and individualistic and diverse one. All I mean to suggest is that the original call 

didnôt seem to reflect much appreciation of the varying needs of the members of the Zion 

community to be built, or of the different ways said community would relate to or be obliged to 

serve those outside of it. The greater ñpluralismò in the later restatement of the original revelatory 

principles seems to indicate more thought having been given to such things. 

How praiseworthy is taking care of the poor as an ñendò in itself? My concern is that this could 

be construed in a way that ñis oriented by deathòéIf we are merely taking care of the poor so 

that we prolong the time of their death, then this seems a fairly weak reason ðunless we, 
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consider this in light of the purpose of life, perhaps to have a space of time to repent or 

something. 

Youôre going to have to explain and/or justify yourself to me here, Robert: exactly why is 

ñprolonging the time of their deathòïwhich I presume, to get right down to brass tacks, means 

providing better food or shelter or medical care or job opportunities or whatnot to the poor so 

that they donôt starve or freeze to death on the streets quite so oftenïa ñweak reasonò? It seems 

that to ancient Israel, providing the poor with the gleamings of the field and with regular debt 

forgiveness was taken as a responsibility of the faitful because a just God commanded it; are such 

divine edicts, in your mind, similarly ñweakò? Similar edicts can be found in the words of Jesus 

and King Benjamin. I suppose we could get into some speculations about all the good things that 

could be done with the time the poor have left to them after not starving to death any given week, 

such as more opportunity to repent and make good use of their mortal probabtion and so forth, 

but really, isnôt that taking things a bit too far? 

(Though it occurs to me that I could take Joeôs idea, and get all Heideggerian here, with a 

Christian bent: maybe it is  exactly  the determination to serve the poor, just to keep them alive 

one more day before they starve, that enables us to experience Sein-zum-Tode, an authentic 

Being-towards-death that is concomitant with an awareness of finitude, angst, humility, and 

anxiety which we need in order to be repentant. How does that work?) 

Reply 

8. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

June 12, 2009 at 1:44 pm 

Joe, 

The more I look at these three verses, the more Iôm convinced I canôt really make sense of them 

without looking carefully at the next three verses.  

I completely agree. Verses 30-39, and really more than that, are a package conceptïyou canôt, I 

think, really address consecration without add ressing stewardship, work, roles, community life, 

love, and more. Thatôs not to say that taking them apart and dealing with them separately as we 
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are in necessarily misleading; only that I think the next couple of weeks are going to include a lot 

of overlapping and repetitioné 

Reply 

9. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

June 12, 2009 at 2:00 pm 

It seems to me that this comment of Robertôsé 

Not taking care of the poor seems to almost always be linked to the sin of pride in the book of 

Mormon. Alma 32 might be very useful to review as it relates to the question of the poor ðthe 

problem is that the rich who do not remember the poor are apt to not be truly humble.  

éand Karenôsé 

[I]f Zion citizens live abundan tly, with all their needs met, then it seems the poor are anyone 

who do not have their needs meté.giving to the ñpoor,ò if we see them as a group, classed 

together, can easily cause us to feel ñrichò and the ones ñaboveò them to help them out. Better to 

always be aware and serve anyone who needs help in order to serve God. 

écan be put together in productive ways, if we allow for a little bit more speculation. Let us say 

that not helping the poor is not necessarily a sin which the rich suffer from; it is, ra ther, a sign of 

the sin of pride. Of course, the rich are often prideful, but it is not necessarily wealth which makes 

one prideful and dismissive of the poor, but a love of that wealth, a sense of distinction and 

separateness and superiority associated with the wealth one has. To constantly ñrememberò the 

poorïwhich I think is rightly taken to mean  everyone whose basic needs are not metïwill lead to 

be cognizant of all the endless amounts of service which must be rendered, which will in turn 

enable us to better combat the pride which we think separates us from the poor; service requires 

association and familiarityïor at least it shouldïand that shrinks the distance between the rich 

and poor, making ñthere but for the grace of God go Iò-type of thoughts more common in our 

fallen minds. And thatôs the kind of humility that comes along with a true Christlike love. 

Reply 
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10. joespencer Says: 

 

June 13, 2009 at 8:47 am 

Getting back to this now that Iôve digested things quite a bit moreé. 

Russell says in his original post: 

ñ[W]hereas originally properties (not just some, but óall thy property that which thou hathô) was to 

be consecrated to the Lord (óunto meô), the faithful are now being commanded to impart some 

portion of their property (the revelation no longer speaks of all, but just óof thy propertiesô) 

explicitly to the support of the poor.ò 

I think this shift from ñallò to ñofò is significant, but perhaps a bit misleading. As I read through 

the 1831 and 1835 texts for all of verses 30-35, Iôm beginning to see that there was, in the shift 

from the earlier to the later text, an interesting translation of sorts. Consecration was initially a 

single act: one handed everything over and was deeded back whatever property one needed; the 

excess that was not deeded back was then drawn on twice (ñthe residueò and then again ñthe 

residueò), first to outfit those in the order who needed more than they had to give in the first 

place, and second to deposit into the bishopôs storehouse for the work of establishing the New 

Jerusalem. In 1835, however, consecration has been split in two: one first gave all one could see 

the poor (in the Church?) needed through a ñfirst consecrationò (mediated by the bishop), and 

then oneðand the Church!ðgave all still remaining that one didnôt need to the bishopôs 

storehouse (a ñsecond consecrationò); hence, in 1835 there is only oneñresidueò to be drawn on, 

namely, the residue in the bishopôs storehouse (that will now be used for various reasons, rather 

than for a single reason). 

In short, I think ñallò is still required in the 1835 rendering, though it is split into two  separable 

acts of consecration. 

Back to Russellôs post: 

ñThere are, of course, a multitude of ways to read this change. One very plausible (and, it should 

be noted, non-exclusive) way of doing so is to look at the political, historical, and legal context in 

which early Saints attempted to interpret and live in accordance with this revelation in the early 

1830s in Ohio and Missouri.ò 
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Yes, indeed. And I (as I said before) am especially enamored of your insight into the role the New 

Translation likely played. But let me add yet another important influence that Iôve been forced to 

grapple with as Iôve continued working through especially verses 33-35: further revelation . The 

way ñthe Churchò is spoken of in verse 33 clearly (as I will argue next week) shows that the 

revelation has been adjusted to accommodate the eventual organization (by commandment) of 

the United Firm (see D&C 70). The talk of ñhigh priests,ò ñthe high council,ò and especially these 

being distinguished from ñthe bishop and his council,ò suggests that the revelation has also been 

edited to accord with the inspired organization of the high council and the revelati ons concerning 

the relationships between the two priesthoods (see D&C 84, 102, and 104). The addition of 

ñbuilding houses of worshipò to the list of things the funds in the bishopôs storehouse are to be 

used for shows that the revelation has further been revised to agree with the revelation 

concerning the building of temples (see D&C 88). And so on. 

Again from Russellôs original post: 

ñAs a far-flung ócommunityô of believers, living in the midst of diverse yet (thanks to globalization) 

mostly market -related economic structures, and surrounded in most countries by huge divides 

between the rich and the poor, members of the Mormon church today have no truly likely, 

practical options available to them in terms of socio-economic consecration, enclosure, and 

community -building. . . . However, if we think about becoming a covenant people in terms 

forming, through our stakes (including primarily our fellow members, but also reaching out to all 

those who live within stake jurisdictions) local associations and cooperatives that aim to build up 

public resources and serve the poor, we would be following the path which, upon my reading, 

captures the heart of what Smith came to insist, through the finalized version of these verses, the 

Lord wanted his people to do.ò 

Iôll have much more to say in response to this in my post next week, because I will try very 

carefully to make sense of the sharp differences between the 1831 and 1835 systems of 

consecration, and that should allow us to see where we fit into things here. Let me say, for now, 

that I think what Russell has proposed here is an interesting weaving, as I see it, of the two 

visions. I donôt think these kinds of cooperative endeavors are quite what the 1835 text has in 

mind, but I  do think that it captures the spirit of  the 1831 text, and does so in a way that doesnôt 

militate against the ñconstraintsò of the 1835 text. So let me agree with Russellôs comment if it is 

taken as a kind of call to work: letôs do this kind of thing! 

And again: 
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ñThe point of investigating the history and language of the revelation closely is, rather, to bring us 

around to a general perspective (one that, I would argue at least, tends towards the local, the 

communal, the humble, and the egalitarian). What we do with that perspective is a differe nt 

question entirely from the one which the revelation was originally presented as answering.ò 

This, however, I think I disagree with, or at least want to quibble with a bit. I think Iôm fine with 

the revelation bringing us to a ñgeneral perspective,ò so long as we are always prepared to allow 

the text to call that ñgeneral perspectiveò into question. I think the word that concerns me is 

ñgeneralò: I worry that we might use the generality of the perspective as an excuse not to read the 

text closely enough, not to let the text call our perspective into question, not to let the text 

demand that we do things in a certain way. So while I agree that we have a situation and a task 

that differs drastically from the the situation and task of those originally receivi ng the revelation, I 

think that the materiality of the revealed word calls us still to read the text as rigorously as 

possible, always allowing the letter itself to pierce holes in the ñgeneral perspectivesò we 

construct. 

Now to respond to the comments, rather than to the original posté. 

Russell, in comment #2, says: 

ñ[W]hich label do you prefer, by the way?ò 

I like ñNew Translationò just because thatôs the title on the manuscript pages themselves, and 

because it is becoming the standard term in the historical literature. But I always use ñJSTò when 

Iôm speaking to my seminary classes. And I like the title ñInspired Versionò for the same reasons 

you do. The title I  donôt like is ñThe Bible Correctedò! 

In the same comment: 

ñNow maybe such scholarship is out there, and Iôm just unaware of it, or maybe there just isnôt 

any available information to support conclusions one way or another.ò 

There are a few people who have been talking about this. Robert Matthews dedicated a whole half 

or so of his book on the JST to the ñdoctrinal restorations,ò using an approach that makes me a bit 

uncomfortable, personally. Much more responsibly done, I think, though still only ñon the way,ò is 

Kerry Muhlesteinôs ñOne Continuous Flow: Revelations Surrounding the óNew Translation,ôò in 

the same Sperry volume that Underwoodôs article appears in. But in the end, I agree with you: 

much more, and much more responsible, work needs to be on this question. 
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Again: 

ñIt wasnôt 1838 yet; Missouri as the center place of an American Zion hadnôt been completely 

lost.ò 

Yes, yes, thatôs true. I had in mind, not the loss of Missouri, but the wording of D&C 105 (received 

during Zionôs Camp), when the ñelders of the Churchò were told that they would have to ñwait for 

a little season for the redemption of Zion,ò something that the Church as a whole took as a savage 

blow. So let me rephrase my original point: one of the major changes that had intervened between 

the 1831 and 1835 texts was the revelation of D&C 105. 

Now from Robert in comment #4:  

ñMy conclusion, in short, is that we must read the texts as carefully as we can, and that we must 

think about how this inflects the way we live and think as Mormons todayðand I think this 

distance should be bridged with our best theological, philosophical, theoretical, scholarly, 

intellectual, and existential insights and efforts. My sense is that Joe is a bit less excited about this 

application -oriented thinking (how is this relevant for us today?!) than I am, but I am hoping that 

we will eventually get to this kind of thinking, after we do due diligence in terms of studying the 

text itself, its history, etc.ò 

Yes, I am ña bit less excitedò about this approach, but for philosophical reasons. I think that any 

imposed split between the act of reading and the act of application emasculates the scriptures and 

leaves us floundering in the work. I donôt think we have got first to give due diligence in studying 

the text, etc., and then to figure out how to act, etc. I think we have got to act while reading the 

text. We are to be doing already, and always to be trying to allow the text to tell us how that doing 

(like a rough stone rolling down a hill) comes into contact with the text here and there (breaking 

of a chunk here, smoothing out an edge there) so that we are constantly  at work on the text and in 

the world. It is not that I think we ought to flee the ñreal world,ò but that the very idea of study-

and-then-apply splits the real world into two false worlds, the world of the text and the world of 

action. 

Again from Robert in the same comment: 

ñIn other words, consecrate these acts of charity, not so you can be seen by others, and not just so 

that you can stave off the death and suffering of the poor, but so that the poor can be gathered 

into the larger work of the preaching of gospel, and so that the óone heart and one mindô 
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community might be established (which entails the poor being taken care of, but much more than 

just that).ò 

Hear, hear! 

Again from Robert:  

ñCurious addition, indeed.ò 

Yes, and Iôll have more to say about this change in the text next week (since it falls in verse 33). I 

think there is something very interesting going on hereé. 

Now from Karen in comment #6:  

ñAnother comment, this off of Robertôs point #5: it is interesting to think if óclassô structure in this. 

Giving to the ópoor,ô if we see them as a group, classed together, can easily cause us to feel órichô 

and the ones óaboveô them to help them out.ò 

Again: hear, hear! 

From Russellôs #7: 

ñAll I mean to suggest is that the original call didnôt seem to reflect much appreciation of the 

varying needs of the members of the Zion community to be built, or of the different ways said 

community would relate to or be obliged to serve those outside of it.ò 

I think this is nicely put. One might speak of ñthe pluralò as opposed to ñpluralismò (since that ñ-

ismò seems to imply something like la pluralisme pour la pluralisme ). But I wonder what the 

costs of such a shift are, especially in terms of the relationship one bears the capitalismé. 

From the same: 

ñThough it occurs to me that I could take Joeôs idea, and get all Heideggerian here, with a 

Christian bent: maybe it is exactly the determination to serve the poor, just to keep them alive one 

more day before they starve, that enables us to experience Sein-zum-Tode, an authentic Being-

towards-death that is concomitant with an awareness of finitude, angst, humility, and anxiety 

which we need in order to be repentant. How does that work?ò 

Iôm not sure exactly what youôre trying to say here, and perhaps that is why you have simply to say 

ñHow does that work?ò at the end. At any rate, the concern I  have that Robert is pointing out and 
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which you ask Robert to justify is that if we feel, clothe, and otherwise take care of the poor only 

in order to give them a longer life ðwhere life, and this is crucial, is defined as  dyingðthen we 

have given them nothing but a longer time in this miserable vale of sorrow. Which is to say that 

we have defined the poor (and ourselves, by implication) by death, rather than 

by life  (by eternallife). Our task is both to feed and to ñhappifyò (as W. W. Phelps, writing as 

Joseph Smith, might say). If I can give a philosophical reference here, then, it would not be too 

Heidegger, but to Alain Badiou, his book Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil . 

(Heidegger is absolutely necessary reading on death, of course. But I think his authenticity is 

ultimately just a pagan worship of  Mot .) 

Now, let me add, finally, a further comment of my own (as if this werenôt long enough already!): 

I think we ought to think carefully about this clause from verse 31: ñAnd inasmuch as ye impart of 

your substance unto the poor, ye will do it unto me.ò On the one hand, this is simply a reworking 

of Matthew 25:40 (ñInasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these, my brethren, ye 

have done it unto meò), but, on the other hand, it is profoundly literalized. This becomes clear 

when the verse goes on to say ñand they shall be laid before the bishop of my church,ò etc. If I 

understand the 1835 system correctly, verses 30-32 are describing a ñfirst consecrationò that 

amounts to a direct donation made, according to the needs/wants one identifies on oneôs own, to 

the poor. But so that this donation is registeredas a consecration, it is mediated by the bishop. 

What is interesting is that the language of Matthew 25 is used to mark that shift toward mediation 

and consecration by equating imparting to the poor and imparting to the Lord. I find this 

literalized use of Matthew 25:40 fascinating.  

I also think we ought to tal k more about the idea of stewardship and what relationship it bears to 

capitalism, something I havenôt the time for this morning (after spending an hour responding to 

everyone!)é. 

Reply 

11. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 13, 2009 at 11:30 am 
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Theological hermeneutics:  Thanks for your (repeated) clarification on this point, Joe ðthe 

division between reading and application is dangerous (for similar reasons that means-ends 

distinctions are for Dewey and Agamben, right?). Iôd like to now restate my previous point by 

saying that I think it is very important that we read and think about scripture in light o f the both 

the past context and our present context, being careful not to conflate these two, but paying 

careful attention to both (and letting them interact, so that the past and the present can be 

redeemed together in our work that is oriented toward the  future).  

More on why care for the poor  

Kristine vs. Nate:  I remember, now, Kristine writing this in our pre -seminar discussion: 

Iôd like to keep arguing with Nate over something that weôve disagreed about in the 

pastïwhether the instruction to care for th e poor is primarily about the poor, or about 

the caretakers. That is, how much does it matter if our efforts are practically effective? If 

we say that that a temporal commandment is spiritual, does our temporal success then 

correlate directly with spiritua l success in obeying that commandment? Are there any 

legitimate ways to decouple theological or ecclesiological issues from economic ones? 

I think struggling with a similar question, and Iôm leaning against the ñprimarily about the poorò 

view, and toward the ñabout the caretakersò view. Now, of course this is dangerous because it 

risks collapsing into a kind of ñegocentric service of the good,ò as Kierkegaard aptly put it 

(in Purity of Heart is to Will One Thing ). I would avoid this problem by correcting Kri stineôs 

phrase: instead of ñabout the caretakersòðwhich is ambiguous whether an individualôs act of 

consecration is for her own good or is for the good of the communityðI would say ñabout the 

(covenant) community.ò 

I have a related, half-baked theory regarding this ñunto meò phrase which I think helps makes 

sense of things. Since we all take upon ourselves the name of Christ at baptism, when Christ says 

ñye do this unto me,ò thereôs a sense in which I think heôs talking about the covenant community 

as a whole, not just ñhimself.ò So, we take care of the poor, not just to stave off the death of the 

poor (though that might be a kind of side -effectðbut thatôs not the whole story, and thus thatôs 

not the main reason to feed the poor), but to help build and manif est the generosity and grace of 

the covenant, Christ -ian community itself. Iôll continue with a similar idea below. 
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King Benjaminôs typology: In light of the preceding, I think itôs interesting that King 

Benjamin talks about giving to the poor in a way that makes this act a typological one reflecting 

the sense in which we are all beggars before God. This is thus similar to 1 John 4:19: ñwe love him, 

because he first loved us.ò Iôm also thinking of D&C 93:13, ñhe received not of the fulness at first, 

but continued grace to grace, until he received a fulness.ò What is interesting to me in these 

passages is the way in which the way we receiveGodôs grace comes to the for. So, again, we give to 

the poor, not merely to stave off their death, but in order to typologically reenact the giving of the 

Savior. In this sense, we receive the image (and/or likeness?) of God (or Gods plural, as in 

Genesis? or the divine council/community  of gods?) by giving graciously as we have been 

graciously given to. 

Preaching and the poor:  Joe writes ñour task both to feed and to óhappifyô.ò In light of this, I 

think it is, again, very important that this section (or at least vv. 1 -69) be thought in terms of the 

dynamics of different community spheres. Taking care of the poor is, in this section at least, only 

a part of the larger whole of the council of 12Źs instructions to preach the gospel to gather in the 

elect from the ñworld,ò and the church as a whole (thus the three spheres I was obsessing about in 

previous weeks: 1 = inner council, 2 = church, 3 = world).  

ñFor ye have the poor with you alwaysò: This phrase can be found in Matt 26:11, Mark 14:7, 

and John 12:8 and it is asked when Mary anoints Jesusôs feet with ointment, and it is a citation of 

Deut 15:11 (for some bloggernacle discussion of this, see this post and accompanying links. I donôt 

remember these discussions well enough to summarize, but I think these passages also point 

away from a view of taking care of the poor merely for the sake of taking care of the poor. Only by 

consecrating ourselves to Christ (or the true Christian communityði.e., Zion), is there any real 

hope of really taking care of the poorðbut that is only a positive side effect of a much larger 

salvific work. (I think I mixed up Deuteronomy 15 with Leviticus 19 a bit in my head in my 

comment from last weekðthere is a lot about the poor in the Pentateuch, and OT generally, that I 

think will  be very insightful to thinking through these verses, if only I could find more time!)  

Reply 

12. Russell Arben Fox Says: 
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June 13, 2009 at 4:26 pm 

Ok, some rambling responses: 

Joe, 

I think ñallò is still required in the 1835 rendering, though it is split into two separable acts of 

consecration. 

You make a good case for your reading of the 1835 renderingïI wonôt say Iôm entirely convinced 

that the 1831 ñallò is still there in 1835, but Iôm far less sure of the differences than was when I 

wrote my first post on Tuesday. Good work. 

[A]nother important influence that Iôve been forced to grapple with as Iôve continued working 

through especially verses 33-35 [is] further revelation.  

Excellent point: itôs not just that the years between 1831 and 1835 confronted Smith with a host of 

legal and economic issues that had to be accommodated, but during those years the ecclesiastical 

context for the church changed. I think I thought about that before, but hadnôt followed up on it 

as you have. I look forward to next week to read what youôve come up with. 

I donôt think these kinds of cooperative endeavors are quite what the 1835 text has in mind, but I 

do think that it captures the spirit of the 1831 text, and does so in a way that doesnôt militate 

against the ñconstraintsò of the 1835 text. 

Well, obviously the ñcooperative endeavorsò you and I both refer to arenôt what the 1835 text had 

in mind, but we  canôt align ourselves with Smithôs 1835 mind fully, because of close to 200 years 

of water having flown under the bridge: McKay telling the church to find Zion in their own stakes 

throughout the world, the abandonment of hospitals and mercantiles and schools and communal 

apprenticeships and more since over the past century, etc. Capturing the spirit of the text, and 

making it a law inscribed on our hearts in the lives we live today, is I think the task we are fated 

with.  

I think the word that concerns me is ñgeneralò: I worry that we might use the generality of the 

perspective as an excuse not to read the text closely enough, not to let the text call our 

perspective into question, not to let the text demand that we do things in a certain way.  
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Youôre reading too much into the word, and/or reading how I use it wrongly. Of course we need to 

read the text closely, to be called up short by it, and recognize the need to critique our own 

conventional lives and enter into new ways of life, ways of life that will have very clear priorities 

and parameters. But does the scripture provide us with specific details  of that ñcalling upò and 

those parameters? I do not think it does. 

[T]he concern I have that Robert is pointing out and which you ask Robert to justify is that if we 

feel, clothe, and otherwise take care of the poor only in order to give them  a longer lifeðwhere 

life, and this is crucial, is defined as dying ðthen we have given them nothing but a longer time 

in this miserable vale of sorrow.  

Youôre making a rather large unsupported assumption here: why, exactly, is it that life is ñdefined 

as dyingò? I can see the sense behind that reading of the scriptures: the sense that the faithful 

recognize that they are but pilgrims and strangers here, looking towards the next life, condemning 

earthly things as dross and so forth. I am quite partial to much of that languageébut I do not take 

it to mean, as you seem to be doing, that therefore this ñmiserable vale of sorrowò is 

therefore necessarily a ñweakò support for the call to aid the poor. Again, why, exactly, in 

principle, should that possibly be the case? What, in principle, is the reason why we should 

assume that Godôs call for us to remember the poor (donôt forget about them! rehearse them in 

your mind!)  couldnôt be just about their survival? Maybe youôre right, but youôre simply 

stipulating that something couldnôtpossibly be the case, and thus proceed to look for some other 

explanation. 

(I should make clear my own thinking here, and the best way I can do that is to refer back to an 

old post of mine which Nate will remember, a post which in some ways echoes the ñNate vs. 

Kristineò debate which Robert mentions. Itôs five years old, but still worth a read, I think.)  

Our task is both to feed and to ñhappifyò (as W. W. Phelps, writing as Joseph Smith, might say).  

I donôt get this. Are you quoting Smith? Or Phelps? Or imagining something Phelps would say if 

he were speaking as or for Smith? And for all that, in what sense doesnôt feeding the poor make 

them happy, assuming they had no food before you fed them? And how about Godôs happiness? I 

tend to believe that He is made happy when one of His children is fed, whether of not it builds the 

community of the faithful; do you agree? (Though, please note, I suspect the feeding of the 

poor always does build the community of the faithful, only not always directly or immediately.)  

http://timesandseasons.org/index.php/2004/01/the-poor-oppress-me/


141 
 

Heidegger is absolutely necessary reading on death, of course. But I think his authenticity is 

ultimately just a pagan worship of Mot.  

I think youôre very wrong there, but that would require a discussion that would take us great 

distance from the topic, so we may just have to agree to disagree. 

Iôll try to make a few responses to Robert later, if I have the time. Iôm leaving for Girls Camp early 

next week, and I need to pack! 

Reply 

13. joespencer Says: 

 

June 13, 2009 at 6:34 pm 

Two brief comments in response to Russell, one justifiably brief, the other unjustifiably so.  

(1) Thanks for clarifying your meaning of ñgeneral perspectives.ò I think we are on the same page, 

and that I  was reading too much into your words. Iôll stand behind my concern about the word, 

but I see that youôre not using it in the way Iôm concerned about. 

(2) As for the question of life-as-dying and my interpretation of Heidegger, I realize that Iôm 

making unfounded claims, primarily because Iôm making shorthand references to work Iôve done 

elsewhere in much greater detail, and to work Iôve done only in spoken word. Death is the central 

problematic of most of my philosophical thinking, and I have a  lot  to say about it, but I realize 

that I would have to write several posts (not comments, posts) on it before I would be making a 

whole lot of sense. 

I would apologize for having brought it up, but I can actually defer apologies to Robert, who 

brought up my ideas.  

Reply 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=134#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-135
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=135#respond
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14. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 14, 2009 at 6:14 pm 

A quick thought on ñwhy to take care of the poor:ò 

I started out on one side of the debate and Iôm coming to the other. Perhaps Iôm too ñPlatonicò in 

assuming that this mortal sphere canôt serve for an end in itself. But there are so many things that 

point otherwise. I am thinking of D&C 59, for  example: 

ñYea, all things which come of the earth, in the season thereof, are made for the benefit and the 

use of man, both to please the eye and to gladden the heartéò 

I also think of how many people Christ healed of their physical maladies while he was on the 

earth. Iôll admit Iôve wondered about that as well: why so many stories of those healed physically, 

and not more of those healed spiritually? We are so apt to put what we term the ñspiritualò over 

the ñphysicalò ï but perhaps we are not so justified in doing that. This earth is an eternal place, 

and there are certain joys which come only when this body and spirit are ñinseparably connected.ò 

Perhaps our debate here on the merits of physically helping the poor show us we have a lot of 

thinking to do a bout this physical state in which we abide. 

Reply 

15. Kristine  Says: 

 

June 14, 2009 at 9:23 pm 

A few thoughts only very vaguely related to Russellôs and to the rest of this excellent discussion. 

Iôm stuck on one of the first words: ñremember.ò Why remember the poor? Why not exalt them? 

Or convert? Or feed or succor or attend to? Why this verb remember? Itôs impossible to read this 

injunction without thinking of Christôs puzzling dictum that we have the poor always with us. 

Why? If God intends to send the rich empty away at some point, why not now? Why should we 

not help with that project? (she asks, full of anticipatory glee   ) 

http://mommywhat.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-136
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=136#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-137
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I can think of a couple of possible reasons, one having to do with the early Saints, one with us 

now. It seems to me that remembering the poor is very different in terms of motivation for giving 

of oneôs own surplus than just feeding or sheltering themïremembering, that is, the act of calling 

the poor into consciousness, will tend to make them real persons whose poverty is the result of 

real and known conditions or events. The ñthere but for the grace of Godò understanding of 

*oneself* as essentially similar to ñthe poorò regardless of oneôs current (and temporary)position 

of relative wealth comes by obeying the commandment to remember in a way that it does not 

necessarily follow from simply helping. It seems to me that this single word tends to strengthen 

my position in the old Nate v. Kristine dispute  Moreover, it occurs to me that the instability of 

relative economic positions would have been much more readily available to the consciousness of 

the early Saints who came from agrarian/frontier cultures, with fledgling economic and capital 

systems that did not yet reliably preserve wealth in the way that we 20th - and 21st-century types 

(until quite recently!)had as the background of our thinking about where we fit into the schema of 

rich and poor. 

And precisely those tidy financial systems and institutions make the injunction to ñrememberò 

absolutely crucial for us now. It is quite easy nowadays to be truly generous, to meaningfully help 

people without ever seeing them, knowing them. And certainly without ever believing or fearing 

that one could be in their place tomorrow. It seems to me that perhaps some of that sense of the 

precariousness of our state and stations is wrapped in the word ñrememberòïthat this willful 

calling to mind of our fellow beings is as important to the creation of Zion as provisioning for 

their needs. Perhaps that is the difference between welfare as a project of justice and welfare as 

the work of love. 

Reply 

16. Kristine  Says: 

 

June 14, 2009 at 9:33 pm 

Also, another argument hung flimsily on a single word:  

The only time I heard Gene England speak, he made much of the phrase ñaccording to their 

wants.ò His reading of that word choice was that if it said ñaccording to their *needs*ò, we would 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=137#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-138
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be called on to pass judgment about what was really necessary for them. But because it says 

ñwants,ò we are free to respond to *their* sense of what is appropriate and freed from the duty of 

judging.  

Iôm not sure I buy itïòwantò can easily (and often, more properly) be translated into 

contemporary English usage as ñlackò or ñdeficitò, but itôs a nice idea, and I certainly wish it were 

true. It supports my regular contention that if someone is in desperate enough shape to think that 

begging as a con is their best hope of getting along, theyôre badly enough off to need whatever 

change I can spare. 

(Yeah, I knowé) 

Reply 

17. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

June 15, 2009 at 10:05 am 

Some random, concluding comments (before I leave for Girls Camp tomorrow morning):  

Karen, 

Iôm not sure I understand the point youôre making. When you write thaté 

I started out on one side of the debate and Iôm coming to the other. Perhaps Iôm too ñPlatonicò in 

assuming that this mortal sphere canôt serve for an end in itself. But there are so many things 

that poi nt otherwise.  

éare you saying that you do or donôt think this world can ñserve for an end in itself? Your 

meaning is probably obvious, but for some reason your phrasing is confusing me. The passage 

from the D&C you cite clearly seems to fall on the ñend in itselfò reading; God seems to consider it 

to be a worthwhile thing to ñplease the eye and to gladden the heartò of His children, in a very 

material, mortal, physical sense. Providing food and clothing and shelter and fixing broken bones 

and resoting sight and removing leprosy all seem to fall into this category. (Note also that Jesus 

did not revoke the healing of the nine who did not return to Him; He was saddened by their 

choices, but He did not make their healing, at least in that case, contingent upon such choices.) 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=138#respond
http://inmedias.blogspot.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-139
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Kristine,  

It seems to me that remembering the poor is very different in terms of motivation for giving of 

oneôs own surplus than just feeding or sheltering themïremembering, that is, the act of calling 

the poor into consciousness, will tend to make them real persons whose poverty is the result of 

real and known conditions or events. The ñthere but for the grace of Godò understanding of 

*oneself* as essentially similar to ñthe poorò regardless of oneôs current (and temporary) 

position of relati ve wealth comes by obeying the commandment to remember in a way that it 

does not necessarily follow from simply helping.  

Yes! This is exactly the point I had in mind when I wrote, in response to a comment by Karen 

above: 

To constantly ñrememberò the poorïwhich I think is rightly taken to mean everyone whose basic 

needs are not metïwill lead to be cognizant of all the endless amounts of service which must be 

rendered, which will in turn enable us to better combat the pride which we think separates us 

from the poor; service requires association and familiarity ïor at least it shouldïand that 

shrinks the distance between the rich and poor, making ñthere but for the grace of God go Iò-

type of thoughts more common in our fallen minds.  

I think God wants us to  help the poor, but even more than that I think He wants us to remember 

them, to call them to mind, to put ourselves in their shoes, to make them as much part of our 

daily lives as any other type of person we interact with, because we all , at one time or another, in 

one way or another, in need of the same succor and assistanceïwe are all ñbeggars,ò dependent 

upon contingency and circumstance and grace and the generosity (time, talents, money, 

assistance, love, etc.) of others, as King Benjamin put it. This is a point which Robert made in a 

comment above, and I agree with it, with one caveat. 

Robert, you sayé 

King Benjamin talks about giving to the poor in a way that makes this act a typological one 

reflecting the sense in which we are all beggars before Godé.So, again, we give to the poor, not 

merely to stave off their death, but in order to typologically reenact the giving of the Savior. In 

this sense, we receive the image (and/or likeness?) of God (or Gods plural, as in Genesis? or the 

divine council/commun ity of gods?) by giving graciously as we have been graciously given to.  
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éand I have to say that I think youôre reading the typology backwards. If we are all beggars before 

God, then I would suggest that the primary typological message is not  that we are, in serving the 

poor, taking on the likeness of the Savior. Of course, we are also doing that through our acts of 

charity; the refrain of doing things ñunto me [Christ]ò makes it clear that God counts our acts of 

giving as a loving re-enactment of that givin g which He modeled for us originally. But I think the 

primary point of serving the poor ïthrough acts of charity and service, obviously, but perhaps 

primarily through remembrance ïis not to situate ourselves, even symbolically, amongst the 

community of Gods, but rather to situate ourselves as beggarsbefore that community. The 

consecrated communityïwhich is not yet Zion, but only aspires to become suchïis therefore, I 

suspect, one made up of people who have jointly embraced their own powerlessness and 

dependence, and commit themselves to serving the poor and one another because that is how 

they are all so served by a loving God. 

I like Kristineôs use of ñprecariousnessò; I see fitting in with the same existential senses of finitude 

and dependence and anxiety which I mentioned before. Not that God, I think, wants the 

consecrated community to be a place of mournful, Lutheran sorrow; but I  do think the by calling 

us to remember, to rehearse, to be called out and called down by the beggars (who are we all, 

sometimes, in some way), God is instructing the community in the kind of humility that is a sine 

qua non of real love (pride and distinctions being the enemy of such trust and love). 

One last point for Robert, in regards to the line ñfor ye have the poor with you always.ò Robert, 

you sayé 

I think these passages also point away from a view of taking care of the poor merely for the sake 

of taking care of the poor. Only by consecrating ourselves to Christ (or the true Christian 

communityïi.e., Zion), is there any real hope of really taking care of the poor ïbut that is only a 

positive side effect of a much larger salvific work.  

éand I feel obliged to respond, exactly where is the point of distinction here? Why may it not be 

that ñtaking care of the poor [remembering them!] merely for the sake of taking care of the 

poorò is itself a conscecration of ourselves to a Christian community and a part of a larger salvific 

work? I mean, presumably there is some sort of work or action or distinguishing that would arise 

here to separate the ñmereò labor for the poor from the ñsalvificò labor for the poor, but Iôd need to 

have spelled exactly what that would be and at what point it would arise. Do we not give welfare 

checks to couples living in sin? Do we not feed Jews? Do we insist that the homeless we open our 

doors to attend sacrament meeting with us, or else they will be booted out? I donôt mean to be 
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tendentious here; these may seem like silly examples, but they areïas Iôm sure you all knowï

reflective of exactly the sort of hard, practical questions about tithing dollars and such which 

bishops and Relief Society presidentôs everywhere face on a weekly basis. And, as I said above, I 

donôt think at all that D&C 42 provides a detailed guide to how to respond to such practical 

questions. However, I do that taking up a line about the poor (whichïagainïis I think all of us!) 

always being with us, and making that part of an argument about how there must be more to 

serving the poor than, well, serving the poor, amounts to kind of an odd distraction. Serving the 

poor, being humbled, giving to the beggar, taking turns at the soup kitchen or the cannery, being 

reminded to the arbitrariness in any distinction between those on top and those on 

bottomédonôt all  of these things, in themselves, make for a more righteous people, a more 

teachable people, a people more willing to commit themselves together to Godôs words? I think 

they do, and I think an awareness of that is at least part of why the revelation ended up being 

worded the way it was. 

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 15, 2009 at 1:03 pm 

Russell, thanks for defending your position over and over again. Itôs been great to see 

differing views and itôs caused me to think more carefully about my own understanding. 

Now, have fun at girls camp.  

Reply 

18. joespencer Says: 

 

June 15, 2009 at 1:26 pm 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=139#respond
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Thanks, everyone, for these last few comments. I think Kristineôs self-suspension from the 

singular idea of remembering  may well get at what I was unsuccessfully trying to say (because I 

was trying to say it by making obscure references to my own theoretical work). 

A first ñprecarityò that makes giving to the poor a dangerous thing is the possibility of its being a 

means to an end. On the one hand, there is the constant threat that we are only giving to the poor 

in order to secure our position among the rich. And on the other hand, there is t he constant threat 

that we are only giving to the poor in order (by en-debting them to us) to secure their attention for 

purposes of indoctrinating them.  

I think weôve all been agreed that the first of these two means-to-an-end approaches to charity is 

problematic. And I think that those who have expressed concern about the feeding-and-

happifying approach to charity are concerned that it is, in the end, just the second of these two 

means-to-an-end approaches. If what I was arguing for does reduce to that, then I agree that it 

should be thrown out. But I think there is something else I was getting at. In order to make this 

clear, though, Iôll need to spell out a second ñprecarityò about giving to the poor. 

The second ñprecarityò in giving to the poor is the possibility of making charity into an end  in 

itself . Here, I think the danger is that food or substance or property becomes, somehow, 

good apart from God  orregardless of the truth . But I think this falls, as Robert has pointed out, 

into an obsession with, or definition of the world in light of, death ðdeath takes the place of God 

or truth. Again, Iôm saying this without philosophical foundation because I havenôt the space to 

argue for this position in detail, but I think the argument (when it  is spelled out) is quite 

convincing. (Iôll point again to Badiouôs Ethics.) At any rate, it is this that Iôve been concerned 

about. 

Here, then, we have three approaches to charity that I find problematic. What I think is wrong 

with them all, in the end, is th at they all entail forgetting the poor . One who makes giving to the 

poor either a means-to-an-end or  an end-in-itself, I think, actually ends up being blind to the 

poorðdefining them by their class, their religion, or their mortality, and hence, overlooking  what 

is most essential about them. 

So what formulation might be put in the place of means-to-an-end or end-in-itself? I like Giorgio 

Agambenôs notion of means-without -ends. To feed the poor is to provide them with means, but 

without having an end (mine, o urs, or theirs) in view. To remember them is to recognize that it is 

their prerogative to do with the means I can provide whatever they see fit. 
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And this means that to feed and to happifyðinasmuch as this is a double act of remembering 

themðmeans to sit down to meal with them rather than to drop a few bucks on them in passing 

or to pledge a donation to a national drive. 

Of course, I will continue doing these other versions of gift -giving. But Iôm beginning to see the 

word ñrememberò as calling us to do, as Kristine very nicely points out, something much 

more substantial . 

Reply 

19. Russell Arben Fox Says: 

 

June 15, 2009 at 1:48 pm 

Really quicklyé 

Karen, you probably didnôt mean to imply anything like this, but in case Idid  come off like I was 

hammering the same point over and over again, please accept my apologize; any condescending 

and/or lecturing tone that came into my posts and comments wasnôt at all intended, as such 

would be inappropriate for a seminar like this. Maybe itôs just an occupational hazard of being an 

academic, but itôs something I need to watch out for. 

Joe, maybe this is beating a dead horse, but I have to admit that as I read you, I can 

discern no difference whatsoever between the ñend-in-itselfò formulation you decry, and the 

ñmeans-without -endsò formulation, I presume taken from Agamben, which you praise. In every 

kind of philosophical line of argument I am familiar with (Arist otelian, Kantian, etc.), when you 

speak of something being an ñend-in-itself,ò you are speaking of an action or principle being 

entirely self-justifying or sustaining,  without  any reference to an outside telos or goal. And I am at 

a loss to understand how that at all differs from your statement that need are being called to 

remember and serve the poor in such a way as to ñrecognize that it is their prerogative to do with 

the means I can provide whatever they see fit.ò Isnôt that exactly  what Kristine said when she 

confessed that she didnôt feel it appropriate to interrogate and judge the wants of the beggar? Isnôt 

that pretty much exactly the point of my saying that, perhaps, we are not to remember the poor so 

as to save their or our souls, but that the service to the poor (whom, Iôll say it again, appears to 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=141#respond
http://inmedias.blogspot.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-142
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include all of us), in itself, without any purposeful alignment with an explicit salvific goal, may 

well work towards the establishment of a community of th e saved regardless? 

No doubt there are distinctions here which I might be able to pick up on if I was more familiar 

with Badiou or Agamben, but as things stand, Iôm just missing it. So you may just have to explain 

it, in greater detail.  

Reply 

20. joespencer Says: 

 

June 16, 2009 at 7:55 am 

Russell, 

I think we  are, in the end, saying the same thing. What I think Iôve struck on here is a way of 

highl ighting the dangers in our different formulations of that same thing, and perhaps a way of 

saying something that we both feel quite comfortable with. That is, I think you were 

uncomfortable with my pairing ñhappifyingò with giving because it sounded like giving was a 

means to the end of didacticism. I think that is a real danger. I think I was uncomfortable with 

your language of ñend in itselfò because it sounded like the poor (and everyone!) were being 

defined by their deaths or their mortality, rather tha n the immortal mind or spirit that inhabits 

them. I think that too is a real danger.  

In the end, though, I donôt think either of us was saying what it looked like we might be saying, 

and I was trying to find a language that would avoid the problem, a language that would bring out 

the sameness of our position. 

As for the distinction, in the end, between an end-in-itself and means-without -end: I think 

there is an important distinction here. A pure end is self -justified, is justified by its inherent 

goodness. Pure means are, in the end, not justified, because they can make no appeal to an end 

that valorizes them. By displacing the gift from pure end to pure means, I think we might dispel 

the constant temptation to pat ourselves on the back or to despise the poor for their poverty.  

I might put it this way: to say that giving is an end in itself is the Buddhist way, but I think to say 

that giving is a means without an end is the Mormon way. 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=142#respond
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Maybe. 

Reply 

21. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 16, 2009 at 6:57 pm 

There is a kind of parallel discussion to this caring for the poor question at the Square Two ezine 

between Ralph Hancock and Valerie Hudson regarding the telos of marriage (why care for the 

poor? ==> why get married?). The latest installment is  here. 

Valerie essentially takes the position that gender equality is the main, underlying good enacted in 

marriage, whereas Ralph essentially argues that the family is the main, underlying good. Iôll 

probably have more particular comments regarding this debate as it relates to the questions of 

this project, but Iôve got to run nowé. 

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 16, 2009 at 7:29 pm 

Since the websiteôs a bit difficult to navigate, I should at least post the page with the 

comments that the ñlatest installmentò link that I posted above is referring to: 

http://squaretwo.org/Sq2AddlCommentarySherlock.html#hancock2  

I think this link can be clicked on first without re ading the previous articles, and the 

conversation will make sense. These are relatively long discussions, however, so I will add 

that I think Ralph gives a very nice explanation (and in a more subtle way than Valerieôs 

writing) of his concerns with the ter m ñequalityòðthat it is so easily appropriated to take 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=143#respond
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on a kind of individualistic, liberation sense that he thinks is counter to the gospel. Here 

is Hancockôs concluding paragraph: 

ñFathers and mothers are obligated to help one another as equal partners.ò Now, 

thatôs my kind of equality: an equal partnership in differentiated duties of 

eternalðand eternally reproductive ðconsequence! Removed from such a rich 

and authoritative framewor k defining the duties of marital partnership, my 

worry is that ñequalityò too easily becomes a tool of rival ñrights,ò that is, or 

selfish interests or of a blind quest for some formless and elusive individual 

fulfillment. I have already noted that the app lication of this divine template is 

also vulnerable to unrighteous interpretation, and thus susceptible of all sorts of 

accommodations to the needs and circumstances of particular families. Men 

need and deserve repeated warnings against self-serving interp retations of this 

divine differentiation. Still, we must take great care not to allow the a 

preoccupation with an inadequately specified ñequalityò to inflect our energies in 

a worldly direction that changes the framing context from one of duties 

embedded in an understanding of the eternal purpose of sexual differences to 

one of rights abstracted from higher purposes. That way lie emptiness, 

contention and despair, the utter wasting of the whole earth at the Lordôs 

coming. 

I think Valerie does a reasonable job arguing for an idea of equality as explicated in 

scriptural texts, and Mormon doctrine more generally (see the link in my parent 

comment here), though I confess that I think Iôm more sympathetic to the idea than her 

actual arguments (and this is probably due to things Iôve read by Jacques Ranciere which 

take the idea of equality as foundationalé). 

Reply 

22. Nate Oman Says: 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=145#respond
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June 17, 2009 at 10:43 am 

Iôm sorry that I didnôt particpate in this dialogue as it was unfolding last week. Let me merely 

throw out a couple of observations. 

As to Joe, the poor, and death, I have to confess that I am both at a loss as to what he is saying 

and as to what advantage is derived from using the rather obscure and paradoxical 

circumlocutions that he does. Clearly, however, this is in large part a product of my ignorance of 

the texts in which he is in dialog with, and in part, I suspect, that it is simply a matter of having a 

rather more Anglo-Saxon intellectual temperament that is less patient with such Gallic or 

Germanic obscurities. 

That said, I am extremely suspicious of arguments and theories that denigrate the value of 

alleviating the material want of those in poverty (Full Stop). In this, I think th at I am much more 

in sympathy with Russell. My suspicion comes from two sources. The first is that I believe that 

poverty is responsible for a great deal of human misery, even if that misery is ñmerelyò mortal and 

even if its alleviation places an unseemly and perhaps bourgeois emphasis on material comforts. 

Second, I worry that discomfort with the ñmereò relieving of material poverty rests on a kind of 

Platonized hierarchy of the mental and spiritual over the material and the practical, of the 

timeless over the time-bound. I take it that one of the things that Mormonism is doing is trying to 

break down these dichotomies and hierarchies, dichotomies and hierarchies that have had a less 

than salutary effect on western thought and action. I think that we ought  to have less intellectual 

and spiritual guilt in affirming the value of material abundance and the flourishing that it makes 

possible. In this, I think that the Old Testamentôs approach is actually quite sensible. It is 

extremely harsh in its denunciation  of the pride and wickedness of the rich. On the other hand, in 

stories from Eden to Abraham to Job it makes clear that the enjoyment of abundance can be a 

blessing. 

All of this means that I am actually willing to accept a much more straight forward readin g of the 

injunction to remember the poor. Russell traces the term back to a Greek root, one that suggests 

continued mental focus on the topic. The term ñrememberò however also appears repeatedly in 

the Old Testament and the Book of Mormon where the root term is ð one assumes in the BOM 

case ð ñsakor.ò As I understand it this term is not actually about mental recapitulation as much as 

it is about habitual action. One remembers the commandments of the Lord not be continually 

recalling them to mind, but by ste adfastly performing them. Indeed, I remember the 

commandment to wear my garments, for example, even when I have entirely forgotten the fact 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-151
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that I am wearing them. Likewise, I think that we may be justified in reading the injunction to 

ñremember the poorò less in terms of constantly recalling them to mind but in terms of engaging 

in consistent and steadfast action for the alleviation of their poverty. This is not to denigrate the 

important ancillary benefits that come from ministering to the poor, but such ministering is 

ultimately ð I believe ð more about their suffering than our souls. In that sense I think that 

charity is mainly a means-to-an-end. Indeed, I think that there is a kind of dangerous spiritual 

narcissism involved in prioritizing the charitabl e experience of the giver over the effect of the gift 

on the condition of the recipient.  

To switch gears entirely, I think that one thing that has not gotten sufficient attention in this 

discussion is the inegalitarian relations created by the law of consecration. In particular what I 

have in mind here is the creation of an ecclesiastical hierarchy, and with it what amounted to a de 

facto aristocratic element within the envisioned Mormon community called forth by these laws. 

To be sure, this was ideally a humble and righteous aristocracy, but it is, I think, nonetheless an 

aristoracy. Iôve been reading Russell Kirk of late so the topic is much on my mind, but I wonder 

what we are to make of the way in which the ñremembering of the poorò in this section becomes 

involved in the creation of an elite. As the reference to Kirk should make clear, I donôt think that 

this is necessarily pernicious, but I do think that in our rush to praise the egalaterianism of the 

Zion imagined by this revelation we miss something if we donôt think about this non-egalitarian 

element. Unfortunately, at this point I have to run to a lecture so that I canôt actually do any 

thinking about the non -egalitarian element. 

Reply 

23. Kristine  Says: 

 

June 17, 2009 at 11:33 am 

ñThat said, I am extremely suspicious of arguments and theories that denigrate the value of 

alleviating the material want of those in poverty (Full Stop).ò 

Nate, I think I might finally be understanding why you and I have seemed to be at odds about 

this. When I talk about the importance of transforming the giverôs consciousness as well as doing 

something to alleviate suffering, I tend to think of meeting material needs as generally the 
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necessary precondition for that transformation, and I donôt mean at all to denigrate the ñmereò 

alleviation of material want.  

Still, I do wonder about situations like that described by King Benjamin, where one does not have 

the ability or capacity to help the poor, but can still be judged righteous on the basis of righteous 

intent. So it seems to me that there are twinned dangersïrighteousness requires navigating past 

the Scylla of ñspiritual narcissismò and the Charybdis of mechanical or impersonal material 

donation. And I think that middle way requires exactly the collapse of the distance bet ween 

material and spiritual that you describe.  

And, wow, those are some hopelessly mixed metaphors. Sorry, all. 

Reply 

24. joespencer Says: 

 

June 17, 2009 at 5:52 pm 

Nate, 

To some extent, I want simply to stand behind Kristine on this point. Everything Iôve argued in 

the course of this discussion is either (1) built on the presupposition that one is already giving all 

one can to the poor, regardless of what the means are ultimately used for, or (2) meant to ground 

the need to give to the poor materially, regardless of what the means are ultimately used for. 

In other words, though I recognize that my arguments  could be used to justify not  giving to the 

poor, it is only with violence that they can so be used. In that sense, I see what Iôm arguing for 

aligning with, say, grace: a soteriological model in which we are saved by grace and grace alone 

(like that, on my reading, in Paul and the Book of Mormon)  can be used to justifynot  doing works, 

it is only with massive violence that it is so used. Indeed, the very purpose of speaking of grace is 

to get people working! The same holds here: the only reason for talking about the wrong way of 

giving is to get us to give more. 

The plague I  suffer from, of course, is that I canôt say much without a Gallic or Germanic accenté. 
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Reply 

25. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 17, 2009 at 6:46 pm 

ñEverything Iôve argued in the course of this discussion is either (1) built on the presupposition 

that one is already giving all one can to the poor, regardless of what the means are ultimately used 

for, or (2) meant to ground the need to give to the poor materially, regardless of what the means 

are ultimately used for.ò 

Yes, but this is precisely what I object to. First, I donôt think that we are commanded to give with 

indifference to what effect our giving has on the recipient. I think that this is a mis reading of King 

Benjaminôs injunction in Mosiah 4:17-18. As I read it, Benjamin is saying that it is illegitimate to 

withhold oneôs substance on the the ground that the poor person deserves his poverty or braught 

the poverty upon himself. I donôt see why this implies a rejection of giving that is attentive both to 

what the person actually needs, all things considered, or what effect the giving will have on the 

person. Hence, I think that it is entirely legitimate to refuse to give money to a pan handler if one 

believes that he will simply use the money to buy booze. On the other hand, it is entirely 

illegitimate to refuse to give money to the poor because one believes the poor deserve their 

poverty. Another way of putting this is that I think that the approa ch of the church welfare 

system, which is both open handed and generous, but also rather hard headed and practical, far 

from being an embarrassing intrusion of bourgeoisie or capitalist or corporate ethics into what 

ought to be a less teleological understanding of charity, is actually focused on exactly the right 

thing: Relieving poverty and want through concrete improvements in the material condition of 

the poor. To be responsible for our actions with regard to the poor means that we cannot treat 

their poverty or our charity as a spiritual play thing divorced from its material consequences. 

Indeed, inattention to those consequences strikes me as a kind of forgetting of the poor in our 

own spiritual narccicism.  

I also disagree with your second point in that I do not think that we have an obligation to impart 

of all of our substance to the poor. I do not believe that the enjoyment of abundance is sinful. I 

believe that excess, avarice, and greed are sinful. I believe that refusing to impart of our substance 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/?replytocom=153#respond
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to the poor is sinful. I do not, however, believe in asceticism or the inherent virtuousness of 

poverty. 

Reply 

26. nateoman Says: 

 

June 17, 2009 at 6:58 pm 

Kristine: It seems to me that the transformation of the consciousness of the giver may come in 

precisely the process of contemplating the particularities of the person to whom one is giving. In 

other words it is through the process of giving with an eye to its material consequences that we 

truly engage the poor. That said, as between spiritually sensitive but materially insensitive or 

pernicious giving, and thoughtless but steadfast giving in an institutional context that is likely to 

consistently improve t he material condition of the unthought of poor, I think the steadfast 

thoughtlessness is more laudable. 

Reply 

27. joespencer Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 8:16 am 

Just a quick response, and only on the second point (because I think you misunderstood me on 

that one; I assume weôre just going to disagree on the first point, and Iôd rather spend the precious 

few minutes I have this morning reading the comments on this weekôs thread!): 

I didnôt at all mean to imply that abundance is sinful. Iôm not sure how you read that into what I 

was saying. My point was simply to say that all Iôve been arguing was not  to suggest that we 

should give less than we usually feel compelled to give, but that we should give more than that. I 

said nothing about  all . 

Reply 
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28. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 9:58 am 

Fair enough. For what it is worth, I didnôt understand you to be opposed to giving, only giving 

with an eye to the material consequences of our giving. My apologies if I have misread youé 

Reply 

 
 
 

June 15, 2009  

D&C  42:33 -35  
Posted by joespencer under Uncategorized  

[34] Comments   

I told myself that this post would be much shorter than the ridiculous post I put up to get the project started a few 

weeks ago. I think Iôve failed on that point, because working with an 1831 and an 1835 text is quite a chore! I think, 

however, that Iôve begun to make sense of the material, or at least to make enough sense of it to begin to spell out 

what I think is going on here. At any rate, I hope I can make sense as I work through verses 33-35. 

Because Iôm hoping that my post will get most of the exegetical and historical questions out of the way so that our 

discussion can be primarily about the theological issues, my post will be outlined as follows. After (1) quoting the two 

versions of the text, I will (2) spell out, more or  less without argument, the two ñeconomicò systems I see at work in 

the two texts. Then I will (3) take up, one by one, the points of textual difference between the two versions of these 

verses in order (a) to justify my interpretation of the two systems and (b) to begin to work through a basic exposition 

of the text. Finally, I will (4) wager some theological questions, but without answers, that I find most compelling.  

The Texts  

In the following quotations of the text, Iôve italicized everything that is not identical between the two versions of the 

revelation. The frequency of the italics along is telling. 

The 1831 text, as printed in the (1833) Book of Commandments (chapter XLIV, verses 28-29): 

And the residue shall be kept to administer to  him who has not, that every man may receive according  as he stands 

in need: And the residue shall be kept in my storehouse, to administer to the poor and needy, as shall be appointed 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/09/verses-30-32-thou-wilt-remember-the-poor/#comment-158
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by the elders of the church and the bishop; and for the purpose of purchasing lands, and  the building up of the New 

Jerusalem, which is hereafter to be revealed . . . . 

Now, the 1835 text, as printed in the (1835) Doctrine and Covenants (section XIII, verse 10): 

And again, if there shall be properties in the hands of the church, or any indivi duals of it, more than is necessary for 

their support, after this first consecration, which is a  residue, to be consecrated unto the bishop, it shall be kept to 

administer to  those who have not, from time to time, that every man  who has need may be amply supplied, 

andreceive according  to his wants. Therefore, the residue shall be kept in my store house, to administer to the poor 

and the needy, as shall be appointed by the high council  of the church, and the bishop and his council, and for the 

purp ose of purchasing lands for the public benefit of the church, and building houses of worship, and building up of 

the New Jerusalem which is hereafter to be revealed . . . . 

If everything that is not italicized is strung together to form a ñcommon text,ò it would look like this:  

And (the/ again, if there shall be properties in the hands of the church, or any individuals of it, more than is 

necessary for their support, after this first consecration, which is a) residue (/to be consecrated unto the bishop, it)  

shall be kept to administer to (him/those) who (has/have) not (/from time to time) that every man (/who has need) 

may (/be amply supplied, and) receive according (as he stands in need: And/to his wants. Therefore) the residue 

shall be kept in my storehouse, to administer to the poor and needy, as shall be appointed by the (elders/high 

council) of the church and the bishop (/and his council) and for the purpose of purchasing lands (for the public 

benefit of the church, and building houses of worship) and (t he/) building up of the New Jerusalem which is 

hereafter to be revealed . . . . 

The Systems  

Before turning to an exposition of the text itself, let me explain what I came to after a good deal of wrestling with the 

text. I should warn that some of these findings are dependent on my reading of verses 30-32 as well. 

1831 in a series of steps 

(1) Those who determined to live ñthe lawò of the Church were to consecrate all  their properties to the Church, in one 

fell swoop. Out of those properties so consecrated, whatever one needed (but only  what one needed) was immediately 

deeded back to the individual. (We have copies of these consecration deeds in the archives, and they can be seen in 

almost any of the historical studies weôve discussed or mentioned along the way.) If one had less to consecrate than 

she or he needed, then no such deed was yet drawn up (BoC XLIV:26-27). 

The result of this ñfirst step,ò then, was: 

(a) Everyone would have consecrated all their properties to the Church; 
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(b) All those who could consecrate either as much as or more than what they needed to have deeded back to them 

would have been properly outfitted;  

(c) Those who had consecrated their properties, but had had less in the first place than they needed would have 

remained to be outfitted;  

(d) The Church would have been left, because of the properties that had not yet been deeded back, with an excess or 

ñresidueò of properties. 

(2) The Church, having kept the residue of properties, now drew on the excess resources in order to outfit those who 

had consecrated less than they needed to have deeded back to them (BoC XLIV:28). 

After this ñsecond step,ò then: 

(a) Everyone still  would have consecrated all their properties to the Church; 

(b) All the Saints would have been properly outfitted, regardle ss of how much they had to consecrate in the first place; 

(c) The Church would have been left, theoretically, with some kind of excess still, since it seems to be assumed in the 

revelation that the Church collectively had more than it needed. 

(3) The residue of the residueðthe excess still remaining after everyone had been outfittedðwould be deposited into 

the bishopôs storehouse, where its use would be at the discretion of the bishop, though it was designated to be used to 

administer to the poor and needy, to purchase lands, and otherwise to build up the New Jerusalem (BoC XLIV:29). 

After this ñlast step,ò then: 

(a) Everyone still  still  would have consecrated all their properties to the Church; 

(b) All the Saints would  still  have been properly outfitted, regardless of how much they had to consecrate in the first 

place; 

(c) The bishopôs storehouse would have been outfitted properly, allowing the bishop the means to conduct the 

complex task of systematically building up the gathering placeðoutfitting the poor who arrive in Zion as well as (and 

perhaps more importantly, given the verses Jeremiah will tackle next week) the Lamanites systematically gathered in 

Zion by the government, purchasing lands necessary to continue building on the basic plat of Zion, and otherwise 

building up Zion so that it could be the place of gathering, etc. 

1831 as a system 

Drawing on the historical record, it seems clear how this system was intended to work. The Saints were, through steps 

one and two above, to be outfitted as stewards . Each was responsible for, but not the owner of, properties that were to 

be used productively and were to generate excess. The size or amount of the outfitting was to be determined in 

negotiations between the steward and the bishop, and each steward was expected to turn her or his so-many-talents 

into so-many-more-talents. Whatever was generated in excess was, on a yearly basis, either to beðby the mutual 

agreement of the bishop and the stewardðused as further capital for the further development of the stewardôs 
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particular line of work, or to be deposited in the bishopôs storehouse so that it could be used to outfit the poor or given 

to other stewards in need of more capital to further their own projects.  

In short, steps one and two as laid out above seem to have had the aim of setting up a self-perpetuating and self-

augmenting capital base, constantly creating the surplus inevitably generated in capitalistic enterprises. Step three as 

laid out above (and fleshed out by the historical record) seems to have had the aim of ensuring that the surplus of 

capital was, however, utilized for the building up of Zion, rather than for the personal aggrandizement of the 

individual.  

In a word, the 1831 system seems to be what might be termed ñcapitalism harnessed.ò 

1835 in a series of steps 

(1) Those who determined to live ñthe lawò of the Church were to keep an eye out, individually, for the poor, trying to 

see where there were needs. In what was termed a ñfirst consecration,ò they were to make ñdirectò donations to the 

poor as they saw need, but these donations were to pass through the intermediary of the bishop, so that the donation 

could be registered as a consecration, and not merely as a public or private act of charity. Moreover, because these 

donations were made through the intermediary of the bishop, a deed and a contract was written up that made the 

donation a legal transaction, so that the money could not be retrieved from the poor by those who decided, for 

whatever reasons, to leave the Church. Each person was, in this regard, a steward over the poor, responsible to the 

Lord, though ñstewardò obviously has a different meaning here than it had in 1831 (D&C XIII:8-9). 

The result of this ñfirst step,ò then, was: 

(a) Everyone with more than she or he needed would have used her or his excess at least in part to ensure that the 

basic needs of the members of the Church were met; 

(b) All of the Churchôs poor would have been taken care of without, generally speaking, having to draw on the 

Churchôs funds themselves; 

(c) All p roperties given to the poor would have been retrievable by those who might decide to leave the Church; 

(d) Each individual was bound, through this order of things, to the Lord in a relationship of stewardship (over the 

poor);  

(e) The wealthier individuals,  even after the poor had been watched over, would have more means than they needed. 

(2) The Church, implicitly in the revelationôs wording but explicitly in the history and other revelations, has become 

an institution that is in part focused on starting, b uying, and financing business interests, with the idea that these 

investments will produce extra capital the Church can then put to use. 
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The result of this ñsecond step,ò then, was: 

(a) The Church was, ideally, itself producing an excess of properties; 

(b) The members of the Church became, strictly speaking, members for the first time. 

(3) Whatever properties the Church, or its members, had in excess of what it or they needed for their own support is 

deposited in the bishopôs storehouse. This, by implication, would have been a ñsecond consecration,ò a singular 

ñresidue.ò The properties thus given into the bishopôs storehouse were now to be allocated according to a two-tiered 

hierarchy: ñthe high council of the church, and the bishop and his council.ò That is, the funds in the bishopôs 

storehouse were now the responsibility of both the Aaronic and the Melchizedek priesthoodsðeach with a different 

focus. But, collectively, the two governing bodies were given several aims for their use of the funds: taking care of the 

poor and needy, purchasing lands for the public benefit of the church , building houses of worship (that is,  temples), 

and (as before) building up the New Jerusalem (D&C XIII:10).  

The result of this ñfinal stepò: 

(a) All of the Churchôs poor would have been (irreversibly) taken care of without, generally speaking, having to draw 

on the Churchôs funds themselves; 

(b) Each individual was bound, through this order of things, to the Lord in a relationship of stewardship (over the 

poor);  

(c) Both the Church (as a separable institution) and the members (now actually members) would have divested 

themselves of their excess properties through a ñsecond consecration,ò deposited in the bishopôs storehouse; 

(d) The Church was provided with a general fund that could be used for the several purposes of the two now distinct 

priesthoods. 

1835 as a system 

Again drawing a bit on the historical record, but now more directly from the revelation, it seems clear how this second 

system of consecration (post-Jackson County) was intended to work. The Saints were expected to follow their own 

economic way through the complexities of capitalism, with the understanding that they could count on (1) the support 

of other members or (2) the funds of the bishop if they fell on hard times . At the same time, the Church (through the 

organization of the United Firm) was to pursue its own capitalistic business ventures, and these were expected, like 

the members, to produce an excess, which, like the excess of the members (after they had given up their ñfirst 

consecrationò to the poor Saints), was to be deposited into the bishopôs storehouse so that it could be used by the 

councils of the Aaronic and Melchizedek priesthoods for the appropriate purposes. 

Here, steps one and two seem to have had the aim of setting up the Church and its members as individual capitalistic 

firms, each with the goal of producing excess. The building of the New Jerusalem became only one of many projects, 

and the work of taking care of the poor and needy became primarily an act of charity to be undertaken by the 
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members of the Church. Though the originally collective organization had been changed into a more individualistic 

dispersion of capitalistic endeavors, the system seems still to have had the aim of ensuring that the surplus of capital 

was utilized for purposes other than the personal aggrandizement of the individual.  

In a word, if the 1831 system could be called ñcapitalism harnessed,ò the 1835 system might be called ñcapitalism 

diverted.ò 

A word or two about the s ystemic changes 

Before turning to the verses themselves, I would like to make a quick comparison between the systems in one 

particular regard. I think it is worth pointing out that in 1831, there was  one consecration (each person gave up her or 

his ñallò in a singular consecration at the beginning) but two  residues (the first residue was used to outfit ñhim that 

has notò; the second reside was used to perpetuate the system and so build the New Jerusalem), while in 1835, there 

were two  consecrations (one took up a ñfirst consecrationò by taking care of the needs of the poor Saints directly, and 

then one took up a ñsecond consecrationò by giving whatever excess one still had into the bishopôs storehouse) 

but one residue (namely, this ñsecond consecrationò). In many ways, these two systems, on this point, end up being 

identical: the two residues of the first system are roughly equal to the two consecrations of the second system (the 

first residue and the first consecration were both aimed specifically at outfitt ed the poor Saints, while the second 

residue and the second consecration were both concerned with filling the bishopôs storehouse for the broader 

concerns of the Church). But even while this basic continuity is maintained, it is only through a redirection of whole 

verses of the revelation (what is now verse 33, for example, originally described the first residue, while what is now 

verse 34 originally described the second residue; whereas now, oddly enough, these two verses together describe the 

second consecration; all the details of these changes will be tracked in the next section of my comments). 

Continuity over drastic change: welcome to the history of the Church.  

The Verses  

Here I want to work through the text of verses 33-35 line by line, making comments particularly about the changes in 

the text between 1831 and 1835, but trying, through these comments, also to get a good sense for what is going on in 

these verses as a whole, all of this preparatory to making theological or hermeneutical sense of the passage in the final 

section of my comments. 

And ð> And again  

The phrase ñand againò is used throughout the D&C (as well as in the Book of Mormon) to mark breaks in the text or 

in the flow of the text. Hence, the shift from ñAndò to ñAnd againò is substantial: what was originally a basic continuity 

became a textual break. This shift is, in fact, what makes it possible for the 1835 text to label (what are now) verses 



164 
 

30-32 as a ñfirst consecrationò anticipatory of a ñsecond consecration.ò Originally, (what are now) verses 30-32 made 

up the whole of consecration, and (what is now) verse 33 marked the first residue. In the 1835 version (what is now) 

verse 33 instead marks the shift from the first to the second consecration, from the first consecration to the only 

residue. 

if there shall be properties in the hands of the church  

There is no talk at all in 1831 of the Church having properties in its ñhands.ò This change reflects several historical and 

especially revelatory developments between 1831 and 1835. The most important of these is perhaps the organization 

of the United Firm (see D&C 70). Joseph was commanded to organize a board within the Church that had the task, 

both before and after Jackson County was lost, of using funds to purchase and organize various business interests that 

would produce excess capital for the Church, primarily to pay off the Churchôs increasingly heavy debts (the losses 

from Jackson County, combined with the building of the Kirtland temple, had put the Church terribly in debt). After  

the organization of the United Firm, it was possible for the Church itself to have excess properties to be deposited into 

the bishopôs storehouse. This would have made no sense in 1831. (For more on the United Firm, see Max 

Parkinôs BYU Studiesarticle here.) 

or any individuals of it [of the Church]  

Those involved in consecration are now ñof the Church,ò members of an institution. The development of the United 

Firm, it seems to me, has a lot to do with this change. 

more than is necessary for their support after this first consecration  

This phrase (1) identifies verses 30-32 definitively as a first  consecration, and (2) clearly indicates that (at least some 

of) the members who make this first consecration will have means left over to make a second. Moreover, it should be 

noted that the language of ñnecessary for their supportò suggests that we have moved away from the idea of outfitting 

the individual as a steward with the means necessary for success in some (part of the) collective endeavor. 

the residue ð> which [the ñfirst consecrationò] is a residue to be consecrated unto the bishop 

The phrase in the 1835 version of the text begins to talk explicitly about the ñsecondò consecration, labeling it a 

consecration unto the bishop (here differing from the consecration, in verse 32, ñunto me [that is,  the Lord]ò). But, 

interestingly, it is here that the 1835 verse first makes contact (after the initial ñandò) with the 1831 version by 

drawing on the word ñresidue.ò Here, of course, the word ñresidueò has completely changed referents. Whereas the 

1831 version of the text made reference to the residue left after outfitting all those in the order who had been able to 

consecrate more than they would have deeded back to them, the 1835 version makes reference to the residue left in 

the hands of the Church or its members after these have taken care of their own poor. Especially interesting, then, is 

http://byustudies.byu.edu/dailypdfs/46.3ParkinONLINE.pdf
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the shift from the definite to the indefinite article (from ñthe residueò to ña residueò): whereas the referent of the 

residue in 1831 was quite straightforward, the referent in 1835 is less obvious, and it has to be clarified by all this 

excess language. This indefinite residue will, however, have been clarified enough by the end of verse 33 so that it can 

be referred to again in verse 34, but now with the definite article (ñthe residueò). This is interesting again because ñthe 

residueò in (what is now) verse 34 was, in the 1831 text, a completely different  residue, whereas here ña residueò and 

ñthe residueò are one and the same residue (this will be clinched by the shift from ñAndò to ñThereforeò at the 

beginning of verse 34). 

it shall be kept to administer to: him who has not ð> those who have not 

The only change in this clause, interestingly, is from the singular third person to the plural, from ñhim who has notò to 

ñthose who have not.ò I donôt know that the shift from singular to plural makes this happen, but it should be noted 

that in the 1831 version of the text, ñhim who has notò clearly referred to someone who had entered the order but 

could not consecrate as much as she or he needed to have deeded to her or him; whereas in the 1835 version of the 

text, ñthose who have notò is equated with ñthe poor and the needyò of verse 34 (a definite distinction between ñhim 

who has notò and ñthe poor and the needyò existed in the 1831 version). 

from time to time  

This addition marks the change in systems. Whereas this verse had reference, in the 1831 version, to the initial, one -

time disbursement of the consecrated funds in the work of outfitting everyone who had joined the order, it now has 

reference to the use of the funds deposited in the bishopôs storehouse, and these are to be disbursed from time to 

time. 

that every man may receive according as he stands in need ð> that every man who has need may be amply 

supplied and receive according to his wants  

Weôve already made a bit of the fact that ñneedò changes to ñwantsò here. However, I think it is a bit more complicated 

than that. Here, ñevery manò becomes ñevery man who has need.ò It is not just that ñneedsò are replaced with ñwants,ò 

but that the question of need is displaced from the end of the clause to an earlier part of it. The originally universal 

ñevery manò has been narrowed to ñevery man who has need,ò changing (again) from the original focus on making 

sure that everyone in the order was outfitted appropriately to the eventual focus of using Church funds to ensure that 

the poor and needy (members or not) are taken care of. Kristine was quite right to point out in last weekôs post that 

ñwantsò here should most likely be interpreted as ñlack,ò etc. But regardless of that , I think we might fixate on the 

phrase ñmay be amply supplied.ò The point here seems to be that we are not just to cover basic needs, or even just 

wants: we are to supply the poor amply, to make sure that they are ahead of the game a bit, so that they can get things 

sorted out. There is definitely a sense of abundance here. So, whether we can draw the point from the word ñwantsò or 
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not, we can interpret this passage (in light of this ample supply) as saying that we are not to judge what the needyôs 

needs are, but rather to give in abundance. 

And ð> Therefore 

This change is drastic: whereas verses 33 and 34 were two successive ideas in 1831, they are now rendered as one idea 

reiterated. This makes ña residueò the same as ñthe residue,ò and it makes the one residue equal to the second 

consecration, etc. 

the residue shall be kept in my storehouse, to administer to the poor and the needy 

Interestingly, no change here. All the changes in verse 33 have made it so that this original phrase speaks for itself. 

as shall be appointed by the high council of the church, and the bishop and his council 

Changes in the understanding of the priesthood, and especially the rise of the high council, called for this change. 

Whereas the elders (who were not understood to be a Melchizedek priesthood office in 1831) had been the general 

governing body of the Church originally, by this point the high council had taken that function, and the high council 

was specifically tied to the Melchizedek priesthood with its spiritual focus, etc. The bishop is here made into the 

bishop and his councilða bishopric  for the first tim e. The purposes of the funds are thus already in flux in verse 34 

(this will be spelled out in verse 35): they are to be dispersed across two priesthoods and their appropriate councils, 

rather than the prerogative of the bishop alone. 

And for the purpose of purchasing lands  

This remains the same between the two versions of the text, but . . . 

for the public benefit of the church  

Now the lands are to be purchased for the Church generally, whereas they seem to have been intended, in 1831, 

specifically to be the lands associated with the New Jerusalem, which needed to be purchased in order to flesh out the 

original plat of Zion.  

and building houses of worship  

Iôve mentioned already that this must refer to the temples. This was certainly a new focus in 1835, since in 1831 the 

temples were not even announced. It is also significant that the temple in the process of building in 1835 was in 

Kirtland, not in the New Jerusalem.  

and building up of the New Jerusalem which is hereafter to be revealed  
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There is no substantial change here, but this is, to me, the most baffling of all. Though it is nice that there is still some 

focus on the New Jerusalem, one wonders why, when so much else had been updated, there was no change in the 

phrase ñwhich is hereafter to be revealed.ò Was this retained in order to keep a quasi-historical character for the 

revelation? Was it retained because the New Jerusalem had been lost (in the shape, at least, of Jackson County), and 

so was still to be revealed in 1835? Or should we just understand the word ñrevealedò to be changing in its meaning? I 

wonder. 

Theological Reflections, At Last  

This post is already way too long, but Iôm only just getting to the part I find most interesting. All of the above is 

exegesis and historical work, all of which I see as absolutely necessary if one wishes to wager a theology that is at all 

responsible. So my apologies for the length, but I donôt see a way around it. (Or rather, I do: we need the historians to 

be doing the kind of exegesis Iôve worked out above so that we can just footnote it while we do the theology. I keep 

telling them this, but they wonôt listen to me.) 

But because this post is already way too long, Iôll proceed as follows. I want to raise three theological questions, after 

all this mind -numbing exegesis, but I wonôt bother to answer them in the post itself. I want them to be points of 

departure, to whatever extent that is possible or appropriate, for our discussion. Feel free, of course, to quibble with 

points of exegesis and history from the above parts of the post, but please focus on the questions I ask below. 

(1) How do we think about the permanence of words and phrases in a text that has been changed so drastically in 

intention and meaning? That is, how do we think about the fact that words and phrases have been retained in the 

altered text, but that those words and phrases have taken on a completely different meaning? While this question 

might be relatively uninteresting or old in a postmodern context, I want to raise it here in a very differ ent context: 

How do we think about this in a  revelation ? How do we think about repetition and difference in the inspired 

recontextualizing of an inspired original revelation? That, I think, is a difficult question.  

(2) How do we fit collective endeavors into this revelation? It seems to me that the 1831 version of the text calls for 

non-institutional collective endeavors, endeavors for which we are responsible directly to the Lord, though the 

bishop/Church helps out by providing the funds and ensuring that the projects are really for the building up of Zion. 

But it seems to me that the 1835 version, the version we have now, calls for non-institutional  private  endeavors (I get 

my job and work my hours and then pay my excess into the storehouse) and institutio nal  collective endeavors (such 

as the perpetual education fund, etc.). How are we bound to each of these visions, and how do we think about these 

two versions of the revelation in light of, say, correlation (or, how do we think about correlation in light o f these two 

versions of the revelation)? What is it, in effect, to build Zion with this double revelatory inheritance?  

(3) How does the 1876 re-historicization of this revelation (in Orson Prattôs reordering of the revelations) change the 

way we read this text? That is, if the revelation was updated in 1835, why was it never updated after that, and why was 
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it not restored to its original text in 1876 when it was re -historicized? How does this affect the way we read the 

revelation, or how ought it to affect the way we read it? Might the fact that Orson seems to have used the Manuscript 

History of the Church as his only source for the revelations in the 1876 D&C play into this question? Is the D&C a 

normative text for us today, or is it a narrative of revelati ons given to a people on the other side of the second 

industrial revolution, which we have to ñlikenò to ourselves? 

Thoughts? 

  

34 RESPONSES TO ñD&C 42:33-35ò 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 16, 2009 at 10:46 pm 

Joe, nice work here. I need time to digest your questions, though Iôll throw out one fairly flippant 

comment/question regarding them: why shouldnôt we just focus primarily on the canonized text 

as we have received it, without worrying so much about the textual history behind the canonized 

text? Donôt your questions risk looking beyond the mark in this sense? 

Now, a quick thought that is only related to your post in the way that you framed this idea of 

stewardship and (what amounts to) return on capital. I was actually wondering about the 

prophecy mentioned in verse 39 that ñshall be fulfilled,ò and wondering if that might not refer to 3 

Nephi 20:19, ñand I will consecrate their gain unto the Lord, and their substance unto the Lord of 

the whole earth.ò What is curious to me is that this word ñgainò isnot  used in D&C 42ðòresidueò 

seems to be the substitute word. ñGainò is used in D&C 10:56 to refer to apostate churches that 

are built up ñto get gain.ò This reflects a Book of Mormon language and idea (cf. 1 Ne 22:23; 2 Ne 

26:20, 29; 27:16; Alma 10:32; 11:20; 30:35; Hel 6:8, 17; 7:5, 21; 3 Ne 29:7; 4 Ne 1:26; Morm 8:14, 

33, 40; Ether 10:22; 11:15). It seems, then that there is a linguistic distinction being made between 

the return on capital under this version of stewardship, and the ñgetting gainò condemned 

elsewhereðhow should we understand this distinction? Is this distinction simply that when a 

return or profit is consecrated it is transformed from a worldly gain to a consecrated residue? Or 

http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-146
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is there a stronger distinction: ñgainò is profit but ñresidueò is simply what is excess to what is 

ñnecessary for their supportò (42:33), regardless of profit? 

I think the latter is the more justified reading, and I think itôs interesting that, in this sense, the 

D&C seems to have very little to say directly about capitalism. That is, there seem to be many 

capitalist  themes in this section, but any language  of capitalism seems conspicuously absent. 

Whereas Joe discussed the idea of stewardship in roughly capitalist terms (e.g., ñproperties that 

were to be used productively and were to generate excessò), itôs striking to me that in this section 

the word ñresidueò seems to effectively distract the question of capitalismé. 

Reply 

1. Jeremiah J. Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 9:29 pm 

My apologies that Iôve been awayïI was in Florida grading AP exams and Iôve been 

catching up for the past few days. Iôll have a more to say about this post, after a few short 

comments (then onto my own post, due in three days!) 

Robert: I like your focus on the terms ñgainò and ñresidueò, but Iôm not sure I agree with 

what you do with them.  

First of all, I donôt think that either term should be understood as return on capital. Of 

course return on capital is often understood as a gain or residue or remainder left over 

after capital has been replaced by income. But in the scriptures, ñgainò and ñresidueò 

could usually refer to rents from labor (wo rking in churches, working in secret 

combinations, the work of a laborer, etc.), not merely profits to capital. It seems that a 

laborer who owns none of his own tools and contributes no capital investment in the 

enterprise could still be said to get gain and have a residue after his needs are met. 

Second: in the case of ñresidueò in D&C 42, the term refers to what is left over after 

ñneedsò have been met (ñamplyò). ñGainò in the various passages you cite seems to refer to 

any net material benefit (income mi nus costs of the economic activity itself, whether 

ñgainedò from production and trade, or from rent-seeking priestcraft or secret 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=146#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-165
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combinations), while ñresidueò refers to the material goods left over after they are used to 

meet needs (income minus costs, minus the cost of living).  

Moreover, ñgainò is not always used in a negative context, either. Churches and secret 

combinations built up to get gain are not doing wrong because theyôre getting gain, but 

theyôre using churches and secret combinations to do it. Ether 10 tells of the reign of Lib 

(ñwho did that which was good in the sight of the Lordò), when the people were ñnever 

more blessedò, a time during which they ñwere exceedingly industrious, and they did buy 

and selléthat they might get gain.ò 

About your last pointïIôm not sure what capitalist themes youôre referring to (or what the 

question of capitalism is. Is there only one?). (Maybe my question is really about Joeôs 

post). In fact most of the economic distinctions in this section strike me as much closer to 

natural law categories than to those of classical economics or modern commerce and 

modern concepts of private property (satisfaction of basic needs/ residue; public benefit/ 

private use). In fact Iôm tempted to try to see how far I can reconstruct the arrangements 

laid out in D&C 42:30 -35 from Aquinasô Summa, Questions 105 (I-II) and 66 (II -II).  

Reply 

2. joespencer Says: 

 

June 17, 2009 at 8:10 am 

Robert, 

I really like your second two paragraphs here. I want to think about what youôve said here more 

carefully. 

As for your first paragraph, I think your question ultimately implies that exegesis is no help to 

hermeneutics. But I canôt buy this: if a good interpretation of the text begins by answering the 

question ñWhy is the text written this way and not that way?ò then having an alternative but no 

longer canonical version of the text makes asking that question all the easier, and I think thatôs all 

Iôve done. Taking the two texts side by side allows us (1) to see how the canonical text is unique in 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=165#respond
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-148
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its intentions, etc., as well as (2) to see how the canonical text is continuous with its textual but 

non-canonical predecessors and so can be clarified by the concerns built into those earlier texts. 

In short, Iôll call your flippancy. We are, after all, interested in the texté. 

Reply 

3. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 17, 2009 at 8:32 am 

Robert, 

I donôt know what to make of it yet, but it is interesting to think of ñresidueò rather than 

ñexcess/gain.ò 

Joe, 

Question 1) I think  itôs very interesting that a revelation would be ñupdatedò rather than replaced 

or left as a ñhistorical documentò and another revelation added. Certainly there are times where a 

commandment is given and then the time is past to apply it literally. But in  this case, by updating 

it rather than replacing it, it adds additional credence to the original revelation. Whatever is kept 

seems of even greater  importance, that somehow that  is binding on me despite time or place. In 

essence this is how I see changes in the temple ordinances. When there is a change in wording or 

other elements, but then certain things do not  change, I realize what is at the core of the 

ordinance which cannot be left out. The fact that this revelation was so carefully reworded so we 

could keep it in the scriptures may add additional value to it; though it may need reshaping from 

time to time, we canôt leave it out! 

Question 2) This is an interesting explanation:  

ñBut it seems to me that the 1835 version, the version we have now, calls for non-institutional 

private endeavors (I get my job and work my hours and then pay my excess into the storehouse) 

and institutional collective endeavors (such as the perpetual education fund, etc.).ò 

In light of a growing church, being very spread out, this definitely works well nowadays. We 

generally arenôt in a position to set up a collective endeavor with our neighbors, but since we are 

all ñmembersò of a church, the church itself can control one. It can distribute and collect funds 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=148#respond
http://mommywhat.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-149
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across cities, states, countries, islands, etc. so that a project can actually bring together members 

of the church in a collective endeavor. 

Iôm stuck on one point here. I liked the idea of everyone being stewards to God over their 

immediate funds, land, skills, etc. This seemed to take the emphasis off of money, in some ways. 

It seemed a person would be responsible to do things such as beautify their land, not just make 

sure it made extra money. In this other model, the focus seems to be on being ñsuccessfulò rather 

than ñenjoying, expanding, strengthening, enrichingé.ò Is this a fair critique? I suppose I worry 

about it, because I donôt like hearing youth say, ñIôm going to get a job that pays a ton of money 

(and work 80 hours a week, and never see my family) so that I can pay lots of tithing.ò I think they 

are using it to justify having lots of money for themselves (which of course wouldnôt follow if they 

gave of their surplus to the church). But that is what rubs me wrong about this description: ñI get 

my job and work my hours and then pay my excess into the storehouse.ò It seems so focused on 

monetary success, which doesnôt seem to be the purpose of life here on earth.  Am I reading 

Joeôs description too narrowly/harshly? Or is this really implied in the revelation? 

There is a lot to think about in that we are stewards over the poor ourselves. That is an exciting 

idea, to be agents taking care of each other. We certainly must ñrememberò the poor if we are in 

charge of looking out for them! We canôt just donate our money to the church and then look the 

other way when we see them. (ñI made my donation so I donôt have to think about it. Itôs not my 

job to help.ò) 

Question 3) To be honest, I wish we would update it, even slightly, because as it stands I think it is 

too easy to be taken as ñnarrative of revelations given to a people on the other side of the second 

industrial revolution, which we have to ñlikenò to ourselves.ò It was updated to the 1835 edition, 

but that seems FAR from our day to most anyone in a Sunday School class! But, if it were to be 

updated at all, it would again remind us that it  is still binding on us! As far as I can tell, it is 

indeed still normative on us. I donôt see any way in which we canôt live this as it is written, 

especially with the switch to th e church handling collective endeavors. Now, the language in the 

temple is different than this revelation, which may add some interesting hermanuatical questions 

for us (though Iôm not too comfortable quoting the temple outside of the temple. There are 

numerous talks/books by apostles that use similar-enough language, though, that we could 

certainly have a fruitful discussion if we wanted to.) So, questions: 1.)to what degree do we leave 

the D&C text and live by the temple words? 2.)since the temple points to the scriptures, can we 

even separate the two? 

Reply 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=149#respond
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4. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 17, 2009 at 10:17 am 

Sorry to have been absent from the discussion for the last week or two. Iôve been traveling, 

workshopping, worrying about deadlines, etcé 

On Joeôs Question 1, I think that the text of the revelation itself gives us some hints here. It refers 

to itself as a law. Legal texts always have a kind of dual voice. On one hand, if I read the 

constitution or the United States Code or the latest contract case by the Virginia Supreme Court, I 

am reading the single unitary voice of ñThe Law.ò The language will be constructed as though 

there is a single, seamless web of meaning, even (and especially!) when the latest constitutional 

provisions, amended code section, or judicial decision that I am reading radically changes past 

practice. At the same time, we understand that legal texts result from an iterative process of 

amendment and modification. The result is a text that seems conflicted or deceptive if oneôs 

model of text centers on a particular understanding of literary production in terms of an Author 

and a completed Work. 

Of course, laws are sometimes fitted into such a model ð e.g. the Laws of Lycurgus or Solon or 

the Twelve Tables ð but this model is almost always ascribed to law in its origins not to the work -

a-day legal texts. Even when the Romans insisted on the primal authoredness of the Twelve 

Tables, they understood full well how the text of the praetor urbanusôs edict, which is what 

actually decided cases in the forum, was produced. 

Legal texts can operate quite comfortably with this ambiguous sense of voice (am I reading the 

seamless web of the law or simply the latest nonsense spewing forth from the confused mind of 

Anthony Kennedy?) because legal texts are embedded in an institutional context in which the 

perform a specific set of tasks, a set of tasks that revolves around providing a set of rules for 

guiding behavior and resolving disputes. 

To bleed into Joeôs third question, the difficulty arises from the fact that the D&C no longer 

operates as a legal text. It is no longer embedded in institutional practices in the way that it once 

was. Here I wonder if it might be useful to think about the text the way that we think about very 

old legal texts. Consider, for example, Magna Carta. The text itself can be read as of merely 

historical interest, providing a detailed set of rules on technical questions of feudal land law, 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-150
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fishing rights, and the like. It can be read as foundational and constitutiona l in the broader British 

sense of the word, where the text is primarily important because of its place in a particular 

narrative that we tell about ourselves, a narrative that defines who we are and what is required of 

us. The historical details of the text are important, but they are important because of how they fit 

into this defining narrative. A final way of reading the text is to do a kind of normative archeology, 

laying bare the set of normative choices and views instantiated in the procedures that it lays out. 

This constellation of normative choices can then be treated like a philosophical argument, a 

sermon, or some other form of discursive rather than legal text. 

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 2:24 pm 

So, which of these ways do you read the text, Nate? 

Reply 

1. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 20, 2009 at 6:25 am 

I think that it depends on what I am doing with the text. If I am trying to make 

sense of the texts current claims of authority over me, I think iôd go with the 

British constitutional approach.  

5. joespencer Says: 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=150#respond
http://mommywhat.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-163
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=163#respond
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-167
http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
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June 18, 2009 at 8:29 am 

Only a moment this morning, so let me just make one clarification about the scope of questions 1 

and 3. Responses to question 1 have, so far, been really (as Nate seems to have recognized) 

responses to question 3. Question 3 asks about the the changing role of a revelation over time, its 

historicization, etc. But question 1 is asking a narrower question: how do we make sense of the 

fact that a given word or phrase, because of the alteration of words next to it or structurally tied to 

it, changes its actual meaning, even when it is the word or phrase that is retained. If I take Karenôs 

point that the retained material is give n, by its being retained, a kind of heightened importance, 

then I want to ask: How do we make sense of the fact that what is retained is not simply chosen 

out and then paired with new, essentially distinct material, but rather is structurally and 

semantically changed by these addition. Material words and phrases themselves change in their 

meaning. What does this tell us about having revelation be (as it uniquely is in 

Mormonism)  literal ? 

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 2:14 pm 

I will still use the example of the temple, even in this ñnarrowerò question. (Since the 

temple is a changing revelation as well.) Words have been and will be added or taken out 

and what is left changes, to a degree, in its meaning. Each time a change has been made 

(to my knowledge) what remained wasnôt ñchosen out and paired with newò words or 

drama, either. As things have been removed, I realize how important what remains really 

is, and now have to see it in ever changing contexts. (I see it as seeing it from new angles.) 

This is the same, for me, as watching the live temple performance in Salt Lake. 

But I imagine there are some important differences too. So please point them out so we 

can understand this further.   

Reply 

http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-157
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=157#respond
http://mommywhat.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-161
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=161#respond
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6. Nate Oman Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 10:04 am 

ñWhat does this tell us about having revelation be (as it uniquely is in Mormonism) literal?ò 

Iôm not sure that I understand exactly what you are asking here. In what sense are you thinking of 

revelation in Mormonism as being literal? Literal in the sense of ñreallyò coming from God, as 

opposed to revelation as a literary conceit or the like? Literal in the sense that the words are 

somehow dictated by God? Clearly some sense of literalness is driving your question, our 

puzzlement about the meaning of the terms, but I am not sure what exactly you mean by 

literalness. 

Reply 

7. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 12:16 pm 

OK, although I find Joeôs questions fascinating, Iôm somehow feeling very impatient with the 

semiar for some reason today (probably related to the fact that I set a bad example by not writing 

a summary post of our 2nd weekôs discussioné). I want to feel like weôre actually getting to, and 

making progress on, what I feel are the most critical questions raised by D&C 42. To that end, I 

had a bit of an epiphany, though Iôm not sure Iôll succeed in articulating any of it. At best, these 

thoughts would link up Joeôs questions this week with the most recent comments of Nate and 

Kristine from last week, as well as various lines of previous thoughtða kind of synthesizing 

summary of much of what weôve done so far, at least according to my appropriation. Apologies 

ahead of time for its rather recklessly-rhapsodic, overly-generalizing and irresponsibly -sweeping 

tone, esp. at the end. 

Imparting, partaking and community:  Iôm going to start with some thoughts on the word 

ñimpartò used in last weekôs reading, ñimpart unto themò in verse 30, and ñimpart of your 

substance unto the poorò in verse 31. The word ñimpartò is seldom used in the KJV Bibleðin fact I 
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could only find one occurrence in the Old Testament in Job 39:17 where it translates the Hebrew 

word chalaq which, according the Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, means ñóto divide, 

distribute,ô where the weight often lies less on the dividing procedure as such and more on the 

distributionò (431). In Genesis 14 (which, youôll recall I argued previously should play a key role in 

how we read D&C 42 since the JST has so many parallel themes, though I donôt remember what 

we know about the timing of these two texts), there is an interesting use of this term chalaq where 

Abram ñdividesò his armies up against the enemy to defeat them, and then imparts/divides a tithe 

of his ñspoilsò(/gains?) with Melchezidek (ñtithes of allò in 14:20), but refuses to keep anything 

beyond what was eaten (14:24). Also, itôs interesting that in the JST, 14:31 uses the phrase ñto 

divided the earthò in the context of destroying worldly powers. My point of this tangent is that I 

think we have a very interesting conglomeration of themes springing from this word ñimpartòð

themes that are central to the idea of community and equality (and meanings of texts, as Iôll try to 

hint at below).  

The linguist tie between im-part -ing and part -aking of the sacrament might also be helpful here 

(I double checked, and the OED does hint at an etymological link between part  and partake ): we 

partake of the Christôs body and blood (cf. the sacramental imagery of Abraham imparting of his 

tithe -of-spoils with Melchezideké) in a way that effectively binds us to this covenant to remember 

the poor and impart of our own substance with themðdoing this as a typological, symbolic act of 

making an offering to Christôs representative the bishop (and so, ñunto meò). Christ divided 

himself covenantally (Iôm thinking of the ñdividing in partsò notions of OT covenantal rituals 

here), imparting of himself and his substance (all that was givenðnot just his goods, but his very 

body) and his understanding of his Fatherôs will and plan, all in an effort to bring about 

communal unity, as epitomized/symbolized by the Godheadé. 

Hierarchy, equality, interdependence and freedom:  But what is interesting in this 

imparting and partaking is that it is all done submissively. Instead of g iving to the poor in a way 

that ñaccomplishesò some ñendò that we can pat ourselves on the back for after weôve 

accomplished this feat, we are to ñrememberò and ñsupportò the poor, and impart unto them in a 

way that I think is more about abundantly sharing  with those who are our peers (and equal in at 

least that senseðall children of God with divine potential, blah, blah, blah) rather than, say, in 

some condescending or self-righteous manner. But rather in a way that simultaneously 

remembers our own ñflawed humanityò (as Charles Taylor eloquently describes this idea on p. 

709 of A Secular Age), as beggars before God, as we impart to those who ñwantò (cf. King 

Benjamin, of course). 
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So, although there is a kind of hierarchy put in place so that the ñhands of the churchò (such a 

curious phrase in verse 33, perhaps invoking Paulôs ñchurch as body of Christò idea?) can work in 

an orderly way, but of course this is a hierarchy based on the servant-leadership of Christ who 

imparts of his own body (flesh  and blood) to us, the spiritually poor beggars of salvation. But this 

servant-leading mode is, I think, crucial in order to avoid the kind of problems that have been 

raised (esp. by Christine and Nate): to avoid giving self-righteously or mechanically, we must 

impart in a way that respects the equally-divine nature of the poor, and hence respects their 

freedom to use what they have in ways that might be unwise (though, as Nate has nicely argued, 

following King Benjamin and the Church welfare program, we must try to enc ourage the poor to 

use these gifts and stewardships wisely), and that invites the poor to become part of the 

community -of-equals that is living and responsive to each other as co-eternal intelligences, 

hoping for their participation and acceptance of these gifts, in good faithé. 

Independent intelligences and meanings:  Iôve had an ongoing fascination with the word 

ñindependence,ò esp. as it is used in D&C 93:30: ñAll truth is independent in that sphere in which 

God has placed it, to act for itself, as all intelligence also, otherwise there is no existence.ò I think 

itôs curious that Independence, Missouri plays such an important role in Church history. The 

church is described in D&C 78:14 as standing ñindependent above all other creatures beneath the 

celestial word.ò Iôm inclined to read this in a kind of gestalt way: the church, as the body of Christ 

made up of covenanted disciples who are committed to God, each other, and the work, form a 

kind of compound -in-one entity that is hierarchically situated above t he rest of creation. This, 

then, is the whole meaning  of ñexistenceò (93:30; cf. ñend of its creationò in 2 Ne 2:12). So, in 

contrast to the riches of capitalism, and the (historic..?) injunction that ñin your temporal things 

you shall be equal, and this not grudginglyò (D&C 70:14), ñthe riches of eternityò (D&C 78:18) are 

not scarce, but are offered and to be shared ñfreelyò (1 Cor 2:12), ñamplyò (D&C 42:33), and 

ñabundantlyò (D&C 70:13). A true respect of independence then, we might say, is fecund, 

reproducing and multiplying ðever increasing and growing, always imparting of its 

fruits/grains/excess.  

But, and to finally get around to Joeôs questions in this post, I think this communal abundance 

must be understood as it applies to and is informed by scripture, history and language. Each word 

depends on a community of words for its meaning and ñsupportò (D&C 42:30, 33, 55). It is this 

mutual supportiveness and cooperation that must be understood as lying at the heart of linguistic 

meaning, as well as the meaning of a community. In a covenant community, this commitment of 

support can be understood in terms of a balance of freedom and limitation: freedom to play and 

create and rejoice and enjoy the abundance of creation, but always within the bounds the Lord 



179 
 

has set in the covenants, scriptures, institutions, and laws which have been given. This freedom-

limitation complex is offered freely and universally with only the condition of ongoing repentance 

(and, intriguingly, perhaps a handful of sinsðadultery and murder in this chapter, denying the 

Holy Ghost elsewhere). 

This community, then, exhibits its aliveness in this bounded play of freedom and creativity, 

founded on the unifying name of Jesus Christ (the God previously known as the Abrahamôs, 

Isaacôs and Jacobôsé) who has consistently taught the principles of faith and repentanceðfor 

these are the timeless constants that form the foundation  for this living and changing community. 

The founding texts, then, of this community, are not to be read in some deadening, stultifying way 

that aggrandizes individualsðwhether they be the individuals of the past (our traditions, 

progenitors, and historical idols), or the present (ourselves, our idolized leaders, or even the 

poor), or the future (our idolized understandin g of a transcendent God who will justify our own 

ungrounded, self-gratifying pride and apostate beliefs). Rather, these foundational texts of the 

community must be read in the spirit of faith and repentanceðbeing faithful to the history, 

contexts, meanings, understandings, and play of the text, as they are given to us by the 

communities of the past, present and future (future, as symbolized by the New Jerusalem in this 

section), and in a spirit of humility and repentance, willing to confess and forsake our own sins 

with an eye toward Life as it symbolizes change and dynamism, and hence creativity, play, 

newness and unity, serving these ñendsò in their ever-present recognition of the gifted means 

which serve them. 

Of course itôd probably take a lifetime to explain what I really mean even in a part of the 

foregoing, and several more lifetimes to work out the various meanings and implications of these 

various gospel mysteries Iôve tried to allude to, but I do hope between these mystically-flavored 

thoughts above that a couple of concrete and productive ideas might emerge and be elaborated on 

to help further the fruit that I really hope this seminar brings forth (and sooner rather than 

later!).  

Reply 

1. Karen Spencer Says: 

 

June 18, 2009 at 2:22 pm 
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Robert, the more you talk about ñmusingsò or ñmystically flavoredò thoughts, the more I 

think you ought to have been a poet.  

Reply 

8. Jeremiah J. Says: 

 

June 19, 2009 at 9:12 pm 

I think this is a good time to renew Nateôs call to get clear about what we mean by ñcapitalismò. 

We could talk about (modern) capitalism as a certain mode of distribution of income; as a certain 

kind of property; as a certain kind of production; and as a certain pattern of consumption and 

investment. 

I donôt think the texts weôre talking about here say much at all about productionïabout how 

material wealth is produced or should be produced. Rather, they outline how this wealth will be 

distributed and used, practically assuming some stock of income that each individual family has. 

They also seem to assume that property is initially held privately, and that through consecration, 

this property is not only transferred but changed (into the stewardship of individuals).  

The system is ñharnessingò the wealth of individuals in the sense that itôs using it to provide for 

the poor and build up the church . But I see no clear indicationðno hope or intentionðthat the 

capital base would continue to increase. It seems likely that it wouldnôt increase, since the surplus 

wouldnôt be reinvested in particular enterprises, but would be distributed to the church and the 

poor. Iôm even having a little trouble with the assumption that a residue would be reliably, 

inevitably or ñconstantly createdò at all. Thereôs no command to produce a residue (onlyðlater in 

this section in v. 42ðnot to be idle), and one doesnôt keep the residue anyway (why produce it? 

There are other worthwhile things out there to do.) Perhaps we need to assume the parable of the 

talents from the beginning and focus on what stewardship really means hereðperhaps it means 

taking what is given to you for a time and increasing it (even taking risks with it and putting your 

best efforts into it, as you would your own private investment), knowing you wonôt keep the 

residue. But maybe Iôm just now figuring out what Joe was talking about in the first placeé 

Reply 
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9. joespencer Says: 

 

June 20, 2009 at 12:28 pm 

In response, quite broadly, to Jeremiah: 

It seems clear to me from the historical record  that the original capital base of the United Order 

was intended to increase. The way that Bishop Partridge put this revelation to work was precisely 

on the model of the parable of the talents: the individual steward came and asked for the means 

necessary to launch this or that endeavor, and then was required to account for those means by 

producing (if possible). Whatever was produced in excess was, in a yearly interview with the 

bishop, given over into the storehouse, etc. 

I think this historical reading of  D&C 42 clarifies what it would mean to say that the order was 

capitalistic. If capitalism is the economic order that uses a capital base in order to build up a 

productive industry that then perpetuates and increases the original base, the endeavor was 

capitalistic.  

Now, if Marx was right (in whatever sense and to whatever extentðI know Marx has some 

enemies here) that at least some implementations of capitalism are bound up with a problematic 

modernist notion of identity, it is possible to suggest that the  United Order version of capitalism 

offers some resources for getting away from that problem. Better: rather than seeing the order in 

D&C 42 as a response to the problem Marx identified, the cultural enmeshedness of certain 

capitalisms that Marx pointed ou t can be drawn on to begin to delineate the manner in which 

D&C 42 prescribes its own definitions of sociality and human relations.  

That, it seems to me, is a question very worth pursuing, though Iôve likely not explained myself 

well enough, especially since Iôm formulating these thoughts as I write. 

Reply 

1. Jeremiah J. Says: 
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June 20, 2009 at 1:31 pm 

I had suspected that some of your argument rested on historical stuff that you know a lot 

better than I do, so that much is more clear and very helpful. 

You do realize that defining capitalism as ñthe economic order that uses a capital base in 

order to build up a productive industry that then perpetuates and increases the original 

baseò means that Stalinôs and Maoôs economic development programs were capitalistic, 

right? The core of the meaning you seem to be getting at is the hope of some kind of 

growth. I think itôs confusing to call that capitalism. 

The parable of the talents seems to imply that stewardship entails growth, multiplication. 

But weôre talking about a kind of growth that occurs *without* reinvestment of profits. 

Iôm not familiar with the stuff in Marx youôre referring to, though I do know some Marxï

specifics (i.e. about ñmodernist notions of identityò)? 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

June 20, 2009 at 3:44 pm  

Iôll confess Iôve only quite recently begun to study anything of Stalin and Mao (for 

shame, for shame!), but, from what I  have read, I would think that there is 

nothing startling about claiming that their programs were capitalistic. I know 

that capitalism is sometimes used as a shorthand term to refer 

to democratic capitalism (and hence as opposed to every communistic endeavor), 

but Marx spoke (at least inDas Kapital  and especially Communist Manifesto ) of 

it as a basic economic fact after the Industrial Revolution.  

But I agree that we donôt usually use the term that way, especially in political 

discourse. 
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As to your second paragraph: yes, thanks for putting it in those terms; I see what 

you were saying now. And I think this may complicate things quite a bit for the 

way I was thinking about things. Iôll have to do some thinking. 

As for material in Marx, I was thinking primarily of his 1844  Economic and 

Philosophic Manuscripts , where he first articulates the idea of alienation. Of 

course, it was Engels, especially after Marxôs death, who really worked out these 

notions in detail (as in ñThe Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the 

Stateò). 

10. joespencer Says: 

 

June 20, 2009 at 12:35 pm 

In response to Nate and then Karen on question 1: 

Literal: better, literary. The word was meant to point out the fact that Mormon revelatio n, unlike 

revelation in other traditions, is cast in  words . I chose an unfortunate word to express that and 

then didnôt get back to the discussion for a couple of days. My apologies. 

I really like the point that whatever words or phrases are retained are, by their very being retained 

in a canonical document (or ordinance), given a heightened importance. My quibble was not with 

that point. Rather, I wanted to ask how we think about the fact that what is retained, even as it is 

accorded that importance, is, despite its material consistency , altered in its meaning. On the one 

hand, this is a rather banal question (as I pointed out in the post): any postmodernist will tell you 

that a word or a phrase or a text changes is variously significant depending on its context, etc. But 

on the other hand, what I find interesting is that we have instances of this  in revelation . The more 

I think about this question, though, the more I realize Iôm asking a question I donôt yet know how 

to formulate. For now, then, it might be  best to pretend it is only a subset of question 3. 

Reply 
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11. joespencer Says: 

 

June 20, 2009 at 12:43 pm 

Now, to venture beyond responsesé 

Is anyone else finding it immensely difficult to ask strictly theological questions about D&C 42 

that arenôt, in the end, just variations on the essential theological questions that need to be asked 

about the D&C in general? Of the three questions I originally posed in the post, only the second 

attempts to break out of a kind of general approach to the D&C taken as a whole. Why this 

difficulty?  

I think Iôm feeling this so keenly because Iôve been through a few of these Mormon theology 

seminars before, and it has always been quite a bit easier to raise theological questions. Is it just 

because far too little exegetical workðfar more necessary here than elsewhere, because (1) we 

have earlier versions of the text and (2) we have so much information about the historical setting 

in which the revelation was givenðhas yet been done, and it is hard to get beyond the basic 

exegetical questions to the theological ones? Is it because the D&C remains, despite the 

rehistoricization of the text in 1876, an essentially non-narrative scripture? Is it because this is 

(presumably) the word of the Lord, rather than the (emphati cally) authorial or editorial product 

of a prophet? 

Whatever is behind it, Iôm finding that I only want to use D&C 42 in order to think about much 

larger questions about the D&C. How do we get around this? 

Reply 

1. Robert C. Says: 

 

June 20, 2009 at 3:36 pm  

Joe, let me respond to your query here mostly by trying to elaborate on my abstruse 

comment above (#7). 

http://whatjoesworkingon.wordpress.com/
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-170
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/?replytocom=170#respond
http://feastupontheword.org/User:RobertC
http://embracingthelaw.wordpress.com/2009/06/15/dc-4233-35/#comment-172


185 
 

Money (like the concept of capital) has an inherent fungibility to it that youôve touched on 

in an earlier commentðit can be used for a wide variety of ends. In this sense, it 

represents potency and potentiality with a maximum amount of independence and 

freedom for the holder of money. The steward is charged to use this money/capital wisely, 

and to consecrate the residue to the kingdom, but is otherwise not given explicit 

limitations (except perhaps as pre-/pro -scribed in the preceding laws of this section). 

Words are analogous: they can be used for an infinite variety of purposes. Canonical texts 

are perhaps more like stewardship (vis-a-vis ñrawò capital): there are certain explicit and 

implicit limitations and contexts that constrain the way that these words might be used. 

Nevertheless, there is still a great deal of play and flexibility in terms of how these texts 

are read and appropriated. Typically, the historical  play of these texts is not apparentðwe 

receive essentially one text with only a few possible variations (different manuscripts of 

the Bible, slight variations in different editions or manuscripts of the Book of Mormon).  

The play of the D&C text is much more obvious and immediate. Its changes are much less 

veiled and are uncomfortably bare, and they seem, I think, much more banal as a result. 

Closer, perhaps, to different teachings among different contemporary Church leaders: 

one ñtextò is given that seems more conservative, another seems more liberal, one 

emphasizing these ideas and interpreting the gospel this way, another emphasizing and 

interpreting that way. What are we to make of this radically inconclusive play that we see 

in the shifting text(s)/leader(s) and the infinite paths of research and thought that these 

texts/leaders open to us? 

Because we have more history with the D&C, I think we see see and feel the infinity of 

these tasks more intensely. But I think this should simply make us all the more humbleð

perhaps simply in the sense that I think any Sunday School teacher feels on any given 

Sunday. That is, the analogy above between the shift from words to canonical texts and 

from canonical texts to General Authority talks was to suggest a potential solution to the 

more academic task we are trying to undertake here that can be found in the more 

ñmundaneò task of teaching a Sunday school class. My point is that the background work 

necessary to ñwager a theology that is at all responsibleò (from your original post) will 

never be adequate. The question then becomes, how do we take up the text within the 

finite time that we have been allotted? 
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In saying all of this to you, Joe, I might think Iôm preaching to the choir (cf. your paper on 

Isaiah and your effective analogy between historians and peeping wizards). However, Iôm 

proposing that youôre simply feeling this hermeneutical dizziness in the face of the infinite 

task of historico-critical issues in a way that you have not in the other seminars. 

This is not to say Iôm unsympathetic to your questions. Rather, Iôm less optimistic that 

any of us will, at least in the course ofthis seminar, get very far with these larger 

questions. And, I think Iôm less convinced they will bear as much fruit generally. On the 

one hand, if we do better history than the historians as it relates to this text, and begin 

talking about the  interpretive issues and implications that the history of the text can teach 

us, then I agree that this will be very useful for historians. However, for those who are not 

interested in history for historyôs sake, Iôm not sure this approach will be of that much 

interest. 

At any rate, Iôm almost sure Iôm missing the reason that youôre so obsessed by this 

question of how to approach the D&C, since I donôt see it as raising hermeneutical 

questions that arefundamentally  different than what we face with other canonical texts, 

though I see that the issues raised are more obvious and intense. 

Also, and hopefully more productively, I see D&C 42 as a key text for addressing the 

question of what an ideal community is for Mormons, and since I view scriptural theology 

as a (perhaps even ñtheò) defining task of the Mormon church community, I see D&C 42 

as indeed having important bearing for how we read the entire D&C, and scripture more 

generally. Where I think I disagree with you is in that I see the themes of community in 

our current text o f D&C 42 having the most to say regarding these questionsðand 

although I believe that a better understanding of the history of the text will help us 

understand our current text better, I think these meta -hermeneutic questions are only 

indirectly rather tha n directly relevanté.. 

Reply 

1. joespencer Says: 

 

June 20, 2009 at 3:50 pm  
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