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Educating 
the Saints

The compelling mystique o f those franchise businesses that in our 
day have built up enormous institutional clout by selling nothing but 
the right to a name was anticipated in our great schools of Education, 
which monopolized the magic name o f Education and sold the right to 
use it at a time when the idea o f a "School o f Education" made about as 
much sense as a class in Erudition or a year's course in Total Perfection. 
The whole business o f education can become an operation in managerial 
manipulation. In "Higher Education" the traffic in titles and forms is 
already long established: The Office with its hoarded files o f score sheets, 
punched cards, and tapes can declare exactly how educated any individ­
ual is even to the third decimal. That is the highly structured busywork 
which we call education today, but it was not Brigham Young's idea of 
education. He had thoughts which we have repeated from time to time 
with very mixed reception on the BYU campus. Still, we do not feel in 
the least inclined to apologize for propagating them on the premises o f a 
university whose main distinction is that it bears his name.
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Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless

A big black leather chair stood in Brigham Young's office 
by the Lion House; it faced the window on the oppo­
site wall and the President's desk in the middle of the 
room. First-time visitors to the office were invited to sit 

on that chair, facing the strong light of day and the calm blue eyes 
of Brother Brigham, who sat there at his desk, his back to the win­
dow, quietly waiting for his guest to say something. After all, the 
man had come to see him, and it was only right to let him state 
his business. President Young, according to Grandfather,1 would 
never say a word for the first three minutes. And at the end of 
those first three minutes he always knew exactly the sort of man 
he was dealing with, and the nature—greedy, benign, or sinis­
ter—of his business. "And he never [here Grandpa smote the arm 
of his chair] had to change his mind!" — his psychoanalytical tech­
niques, black leather couch and all, were deadly accurate, and al­
ways put him on top of the situation. Brigham Young used to say 
that no man, if allowed to speak, could possibly avoid revealing 
his true character, "For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaketh" (Matthew 12:34).

It is important to know this if we would understand Brigham 
Young himself. No man ever spoke his mind more frankly on all 
subjects. All his days he strove to communicate his inmost feelings, 
unburdening himself without the aid of notes or preparation in a 
vigorous and forthright prose that was the purest antirhetoric. It 
has been common practice to dismiss any saying of his of which 
one disapproves (and he makes no effort to please) by observing 
that he said so much on so many things that he was bound to con­
tradict himself and therefore need not be taken too seriously all 
the time. But we must let him speak for himself to see that, and 
that is what his critics stubbornly refuse to do, allowing him only 
an occasional phrase or two quoted out of context to clinch their 
case. The few quotations that follow are, it is true, only a tantaliz- 
ingly small fraction of the prophet's inspired and resounding ut­
terances on the subject of education, but at least there will be 
enough of them to establish a definite thesis. Granted that Brigham 
would admonish the Saints to wear overcoats one day, so to speak, 
and the next day turn around and advise shirtsleeves, the element 
of scandal and confusion vanishes if we only get the main idea, 
which is that it is not the rule book or the administration but the
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weather that prescribes the proper dress for the day. Other appar­
ent contradictions in Brother Brigham's teachings likewise vanish 
when we grasp the main idea behind them.

What, for example, could sound more worldly and self- 
centered than a remark such as "I labor for my own dear self, I 
have self continually before me; the object of my pursuit is to ben­
efit my individual person"? That is, until we read the whole state­
ment, which continues, "Men may think, and some of them do, 
that we have a right to work for ourselves; but I say we have no 
time to do that in the narrow, selfish sense generally entertained 
when speaking about working for self."2 What can he possibly 
mean? He explains: The only way properly to serve one's self is to 
labor "in the . . . kingdom of God"; any other course "is folly in 
the extreme!"3 "Do you want the riches pertaining to this world? 
Yes, we acknowledge we do!" That again seems brutally frank until 
we read on: "I merely use the term 'rich' to lead the mind along, 
until we obtain eternal riches in the celestial kingdom of God," 
which is a very different thing.4 We seem to hear the credo of the 
ambitious executive when we read, "We are organized for the ex­
press purpose of controlling the elements, of organizing and dis­
organizing, of ruling over kingdoms, principalities, and powers." 
But the next phrase completely reverses our verdict: "And yet our 
affections are often too highly placed upon paltry, perishable ob­
jects. We love houses, gold, silver, and various kinds of property, 
and all who unduly prize any object there is beneath the celestial 
world are idolators."5 So it is all along: We may grant that Brigham 
Young talks like a solid, hard-headed Yankee materialist, but only 
as long as we understand that the only matter that interests him 
is the enduring substance of eternity. There is no real paradox 
when he says: "Then let us seek to extend the present life to the 
uttermost. . . and thus prepare for a better life."6 He is thinking 
of this life only in terms of the next.

But very few people have been able to see that: "There are 
those in this congregation who are so short-sighted, and so desti­
tute of eternal wisdom and knowledge, that they believe that 
brother Brigham is after property—after the things of this world."7 
Well, what else could they think of any man who rolled over all 
opposition, amassed substance and power, and commanded the 
absolute obedience that Brigham Young did? To do that in terms 
of our world, a man must needs be a combination of Tamerlane, 
Caesar Borgia, and Boss Tweed, and as such even the Latter-day 
Saints have pictured Brigham Young. How can you explain to the
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average American that there was once a shrewd Yankee farmer 
and builder with a passion for thrift ("I never suffered a peach-pit 
to be thrown away, nor ate an apple without saving the seeds to 
plant"8), who practiced and preached as the watchword of his 
economy the slogan, "Never count the cost"? How could you make 
him believe that the same dynamic character whose astounding 
accomplishments have made his name a synonym for work used 
to admonish his people: "Work less, wear less, eat less, and we 
shall be a great deal wiser, healthier, and wealthier people"?9 
How could you ask him to take seriously the multimillionaire 
who declares, "I have never walked across the streets to make a 
trade. I do not care anything about such things"?10 Or the devoted 
family man who advised missionaries to follow his example and 
put all thought of family from their minds: "I am not bound to 
wife or child, to house or farm, or anything else on the face of the 
earth, but the Gospel of the Son of God"?11 Here is the great leader 
who is utterly contemptuous of his "image": "I care not one groat 
whether they believe all that I say or not, or whether they love me 
or not; I have no concern about that."12 Here is the man who 
worked himself almost to death to get the Nauvoo Temple built 
on time, and then rejoiced to see it in flames: "I was thankful to 
see the Temple in Nauvoo on fire. . . . When I saw the flames, I 
said 'Good, Father, if you want it to be burned up/"13

There is no paradox in all this. Brigham Young was able to 
master the things of the world because he would not let them 
master him: he took the measure of a world that could never un­
derstand him. It is not a case of physical versus "spiritual" values, 
but of eternal things, physical or not, versus things we know to be 
passing and therefore unworthy of our ultimate dedication. "What 
is this earth in its present condition? Nothing but a place in which 
we may learn the first lesson towards exaltation, and that is obe­
dience to the Gospel of the Son of God."14 That makes education 
the purpose of our life—a special kind of education. "The world 
are seeking after the paltry, perishable things of time and sense. 
They are their glory—their pretended comfort—their god, and 
their daily study and pursuit."15 But not for us! "'Seek FIRST the 
kingdom o f God/ . . .  and let the gold and silver, the houses, the lands, 
the horses, the chariots, the crowns, the thrones, and the domin­
ions of this world be dead to you."16 "The Latter-day Saints have 
been driven from their homes, and their goods have been spoiled; 
but they esteem this as nothing. What do we care for houses and 
lands and possessions? The whole earth is before us and all the 
fulness thereof."17
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That sounds like another paradox: we do not mind the loss 
of earthly things as long as we get possession of the whole earth! 
Yes, but in the proper way: "While the inhabitants of the earth are 
bestowing all their ability both mental and physical, upon perish­
able objects, those who profess to be Latter-day Saints, who have 
the privilege of receiving and understanding the principles of the 
holy Gospel, are in duty bound to study and find out, and put in 
practice in their lives, those principles that are calculated to endure, 
and that tend to a continual increase . . .  in the world to come."18

"As I said yesterday to a Bishop who was mending a breach 
in the canal, and expressed a wish to continue his labor on the fol­
lowing Sabbath, as his wheat was burning up, let it burn, when 
the time comes that is set apart for worship, go up and worship 
the Lord."19 "Let the kitchens take care of themselves, and let the 
barns, the flocks and herds take care of themselves, and if they are 
destroyed while you are praying, be able to freely say, 'Go, they 
are the Lord's.'"20 The treasures of the earth are merely to provide 
us with room and board while we are here at school, being "made 
for the comfort of the creature, and not for his adoration. They are 
made to sustain and preserve the body while procuring the knowl­
edge and wisdom that pertain to God and his kingdom, in order 
that we may preserve ourselves, and live for ever in his presence."21

The astonishing thing is that Brigham Young, as his behavior 
demonstrated on innumerable occasions, really believed what he 
preached, which goes far to explaining his brilliant success in sur­
mounting the most terrifying obstacles. "The Gospel of life and 
salvation reveals to each individual who receives it that this world 
is only a place of temporary duration, existence, trials, etc. Its 
present fashion and uses are but for a few days, while we were 
created to exist eternally."22 That is the basic idea which resolves 
the paradoxes of Brigham Young's philosophy. No one grants 
more readily than this supremely practical man of affairs that 
"the things of this world add to our national comfort, and are neces­
sary to sustain mortal life" and that "we need these comforts to 
preserve our earthly existence"; but none is more emphatic in 
insisting that "those things have nothing to do with the spirit, 
feeling, consolation, light, glory, peace, and joy that pertain to 
heaven and heavenly things, which are the food of the ever-living 
spirit within us. . . . This I know by experience. I know that the 
things of this world, from beginning to end, from the possession 
of mountains of gold down to a crust of johnnycake, makes little 
or no difference in the happiness of an individual."23
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So we live two lives at once, taking care to keep our values 
straight: "I have a being and a life here; and this life is very valu­
able; it is a most excellent life! I have a future! I am living for an­
other existence that is far above this sinful world."24

Brigham Young was the Prophet Joseph's most faithful dis­
ciple; their teachings are one as the minds of the Saints and prophets 
have always been one. Before he met Joseph Smith, Brigham re­
calls, "the secret feeling of my heart was that I would be willing 
to crawl around the earth on my hands and knees, to see such a 
man as was Peter, Jeremiah, Moses, or any man that could tell me 
anything about God and heaven."25 And then "when I saw Joseph 
Smith, he took heaven, figuratively speaking, and brought it down 
to earth; and he took the earth, brought it up, and opened up, in 
plainness and simplicity, the things of God; and that is the beauty 
of his mission."26 It was a mind-stretching religion: "Thy mind, O 
man!" said the Prophet Joseph Smith, "if thou wilt lead a soul 
unto salvation, must stretch as high as the utmost heavens, and 
search into and contemplate the darkest abyss, and the broad ex­
panse of eternity."27 The promise he gave to those who took the 
gospel and the cause of Judah to heart was that "your minds will 
expand wider and wider, until you can circumscribe the earth 
and the heavens . . . and contemplate the mighty acts of Jehovah 
in all their variety and glory."28 What attests to him the divinity 
of the Bible is that it is "so much beyond the narrow-mindedness 
of men, that every man is constrained to exclaim: 'It came from 
God.'"29 The Holy Ghost, the ultimate teacher, "has no other ef­
fect than pure intelligence. It is more powerful in expanding the 
mind, enlightening the understanding, and storing the intellect 
with present knowledge. . . . It is . . . the pure spirit of intelli­
gence."30 Mind and heart must expand together, according to the 
Prophet: "You must enlarge your souls towards each other.. . .  Let 
your hearts expand, let them be enlarged towards others."31 For not 
only is "the mind or the intelligence which man possesses . . .  co­
equal with God himself" in time,32 but "all the minds and spirits 
that God ever sent into the world are susceptible of enlargement 
. . .  so that they . .  . have one glory upon another."33

This was what Brigham Young learned from his beloved 
Joseph as he "continued to receive revelation upon revelation, ordi­
nance upon ordinance, truth upon truth."34 It was all good news: 
"What are we here for? To learn to enjoy more, and to increase in 
knowledge and in experience."35 Learning is our proper calling: 
"We shall never cease to learn, unless we apostatize. . . . Can you

254



Educating the Saints

understand that?"36 "God has given us mental and physical powers 
to be improved,"37 and along with them "our senses, if properly 
educated, are channels of endless felicity to us."38 All systems are 
"go" for the expanding mind: "Let us not narrow ourselves up; 
for the world, with all its variety of useful information and its rich 
hoard of hidden treasure, is before us; and eternity, with all its 
sparkling intelligence, lofty aspirations, and unspeakable glories, 
is before us."39 The news is all good—forever: "And when we have 
passed into the sphere where Joseph is, there is still another depart­
ment, and then another, and another, and so on to an eternal pro­
gression in exaltation and eternal lives. That is the exaltation I am 
looking for."40 "When we have lived millions of years in the pres­
ence of God and angels, . . . shall we then cease learning? No, or 
eternity ceases."41 First and last, the gospel is learning unlimited.

The Mormons were latecomers in the learning game, and it 
is not hard to see why: "Most of the people called Latter-day 
Saints have been taken from the rural and manufacturing districts 
of this and the old countries, and they belonged to the poorest of 
the poor."42 "We have gathered the poorest class of men to be 
found on the continent of America, and I was one of them; and we 
have gathered the same class from Europe."43 "I never went to 
school but eleven days in my life."44 "I am a man of few words, 
and unlearned in the learning of this generation."45 "Brother 
Heber and I never went to school until we got into 'Mormonism': 
that was the first of our schooling."46 Such men, coming of age in 
the flowering of their native New England, hungered for the things 
of the mind, the more so since they had been denied them: "We 
are all of the labouring and middle classes. There are but few in 
this Church who are not of the labouring class, and they have not 
had an opportunity to cultivate their minds,"47 yet they felt strongly 
"the necessity of the mind being kept active and having the 
opportunity of indulging in every exercise it can enjoy in order to 
attain to a full development of its powers."48 Mormonism gave 
them their great chance, as it sought, in the words of Joseph Smith, 
"to inspire every one who is called to be a minister of these glad 
tidings, to so improve his talent that he may gain other talents."49

If they were late starters, the gospel gave the Saints certain 
advantages which might even enable them to overhaul the more 
privileged. For one thing, they had motivating zeal: "Take those 
who are in the enjoyment of all the luxuries of this life, and their 
ears are stopped up; they cannot hear; but go to the poor . . . and 
they are looking every way for deliverance. . . . Their ears are
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open to hear and their hearts are touched.. . .  These are they that 
we gather."50 True, "very few of the learned or of those who are high 
and lifted up in the estimation of the people receive the Gospel";51 
but that is all to the good, since such haughtiness can be paraly­
zing. God is now working with rough but reliable materials: "The 
beginning of this dispensation of the fulness of times may well be 
compared to the commencement of a temple, the material of which 
it is to be built being still scattered, unshaped and unpolished, in 
a state of nature."52 "A spirit and power of research is planted 
within, yet they remain undeveloped."53 "When we look at the 
Latter-day Saints and remember that they have been taken from 
the coal pits, from the ironworks, from the streets, from the kitchens 
and from the barns and factories and from hard service in the 
countries where they formerly lived, we cannot wonder at their 
ignorance."54

But if their ignorance is not to be wondered at, neither is it 
to be condoned. Without a moment's delay the newly converted 
Saints were put to work on a grandiose intellectual project, which 
was nothing less than the salvaging of world civilization! As 
Brigham puts it, "The business of the Elders of this Church (Jesus, 
their elder brother, being at their head) [is] to gather up all the 
truths in the world pertaining to life and salvation, to the Gospel 
we preach, to mechanismfs] of every kind, to the sciences, and to 
philosophy, wherever [they] may be found in every nation, kin­
dred, tongue, and people, and bring it to Zion."55 The "gathering" 
was to be a bringing together not only of people but of all the 
treasures surviving in the earth from every age and culture; "every 
accomplishment, every polished grace, every useful attainment in 
mathematics, music, and in all science and art belong to the 
Saints,"56 and they "rapidly collect the intelligence that is be­
stowed upon the nations, for all this intelligence belongs to Zion. 
All the knowledge, wisdom, power, and glory that have been be­
stowed upon the nations of the earth, from the days of Adam till 
now, must be gathered home to Zion."57 "What is this work? The 
improvement of the condition of the human family."58 But why 
do the poor struggling Saints have to do it? Because "the Lord has 
taken the weak things of the world to confound the . . . wise,"59 
and especially because the rest of the world is no longer up to it.

It was a daring concept, but one fully justified by history, 
that once "the Lord has bestowed great knowledge and wisdom 
upon the inhabitants of the earth—much truth . . .  in the arts and 
sciences," it is quite possible for such treasures to be lost: "This
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wisdom will be taken from the wicked"—and once it is gone, "I 
question," says the far-seeing Brigham Young, "whether it would 
return again." To this impressive bit of historical insight he adds 
an exciting suggestion: "My faith and my desire are that there 
should be a people upon the earth prepared to receive this wis­
dom. It should not be so forfeited as to be taken from the earth."60 
The concept (recalling James Hilton's Lost Horizon) is an ancient 
one, being the idea, for example, behind the Cabbala. Repeatedly 
Brother Brigham admonishes the Saints that if they are to carry 
out such a task they must in time come to equal and even excel 
the learning of the world. They can do it if they work like demons: 
"Put forth your ability to learn as fast as you can, and gather all 
the strength of mind and principle of faith you possibly can, and 
then distribute your knowledge to the people."61 If the world 
seems far ahead of us, remember, "we are not as ignorant as they 
are" because, like Socrates, we acknowledge our ignorance and 
know where we stand.62 If the Saints "have not had an opportu­
nity to cultivate their minds," neither had they "been educated in 
the devilry and craft of the learned classes of mankind," to hold 
them back.63 Joseph Smith had assured them that "there is a su­
perior intelligence bestowed upon such as obey the Gospel,"64 and 
Brigham promised them, "There is nothing that the Saints can ask, 
or pray for, that will aid them in their progress . . .  that will not be 
granted unto them, if they will only patiently struggle on."65

That last point, the patient struggling, was the rub. Presi­
dent Young kept after his people all the time: "After suitable rest 
and relaxation there is not a day, hour or minute that we should 
spend in idleness, but every minute of every day of our lives we 
should strive to improve our minds and to increase in the faith of 
the holy Gospel."66 A year after the arrival in the valley, Brigham 
Young copied down in his journal a letter which Parley P. Pratt 
had written to his brother back east describing the new society: 
"All is quiet—stillness. No elections, no police reports, no mur­
ders, no war nor little war. . . .  No policeman has been on duty to 
guard us from external or internal dangers. . . . Here we can cul­
tivate the mind, renew the spirit, invigorate the body, cheer the 
heart and ennoble the soul of man. Here we can cultivate every 
science and art calculated to enlarge the mind, accommodate the 
body, or polish and adorn our race; and here we can receive and 
extend that pure intelligence which is unmingled with the jargon 
of mystic Babylon."67 Wonderful to relate, for the ever practical 
Brigham and the struggling pioneers the improvement of the
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mind always came first. Brigham laid it on the line: "All who do 
not want to sustain co-operation and fall into the ranks of im­
provement, and endeavor to improve themselves by every good 
book" were invited to leave the community.68 The challenge of 
nature was not the real issue—"the greatest and most important 
labour we have to perform is to cultivate ourselves."69

What the Church most urgently needed at the start was 
what might be called "missionary learning." It makes perfectly 
good sense to insist that "we should be familiar with the various 
languages, for we wish to send to the different nations and to the 
islands of the sea,"70 or that all spend "a certain portion of the 
time . . .  in storing their minds with useful knowledge," by "read­
ing the Bible, Book of Mormon, and other Church works, and his­
tories, scientific works and other useful books."71 At an early time 
Brigham Young suggested the formation of independent study 
groups among the people: "Call in your brethren, and read the 
Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Book of Covenants, and the other 
revelations of God to them; and talk over the things contained in 
those books, and deal them out to your brethren and neigh­
bors."72 More formal schooling had ever an eye to the mission 
field: "In our schools, all our educational pursuits are in the ser­
vice of God, for all these labors are to establish truth on the earth,"73 
specifically, "that our young men, when they go out to preach, 
may not be so ignorant as they have been hitherto."74 Good mis­
sionaries should know things: "I do not wish to be understood as 
throwing a straw in the way of the Elders' storing their minds 
with all the arguments they can gather . . . [or] learning all they 
can with regard to religions and governments. The more knowl­
edge the Elders have the better."75 After all, Joseph Smith had 
said that the mind of one who would "lead a soul unto salvation, 
must stretch as high as the utmost heavens."76

But articulate and informed missionaries do not issue forth 
from a community of ignoramuses — Zion itself must be the cen­
tral hearth and home of a broad and flourishing culture: "There is 
a great work for the Saints to do. Progress, and improve upon, 
and make beautiful everything around you. Cultivate the earth 
and cultivate your minds."77 "Now, if we can take the low and de­
graded and elevate them in their feelings, language and manners; 
if we can impart to them the sciences that are in the world, teach 
them all that books contain, and in addition to all this, teach them 
principles that are eternal, and calculated to make them a beauti­
ful community, lovely in their appearance, intelligent in every
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sense of the word, would you not say that our system is praise­
worthy and possesses great merit?"78

For Brigham, the proper study of mankind is everything: 
"This is the belief and doctrine of the Latter-day Saints. Learn 
everything that the children of men know."79 It all comes under 
the heading of our religion: "Every true principle, every true sci­
ence, every art, and all the knowledge that men possess or that 
they ever did or ever will possess, is from God. We should take 
pains and pride to . . . rear our children so that the learning and 
education of the world may be theirs."80 "Every accomplishment, 
every grace, every useful attainment in mathematics,. . .  in all sci­
ence and art belong to the Saints, and they should avail themselves 
as expeditiously as possible of the wealth of knowledge the sci­
ences offer to every diligent and persevering scholar."81

A favorite with Latter-day Saint schoolmen has been Brigham 
Young's declaration that "every art and science known and stud­
ied by the children of men is comprised within the Gospel."82 But 
this does not mean, as is commonly assumed, that anything one 
chooses to teach is the gospel—that would be as silly as arguing 
that since all things are made of electrons, protons, neutrons, etc., 
whenever anyone opens his mouth to speak he gives a lecture on 
physics. It means rather that all things may be studied and taught 
in the light of the gospel: "If an Elder shall give us a lecture upon 
astronomy, chemistry, or geology, our religion embraces it all. It 
matters not what the subject be, if it tends to improve the mind, 
exalt the feelings, and enlarge the capacity."83 It would be quite 
impossible to improve the mind, exalt the feelings and enlarge 
the capacity of any man without making him a better candidate 
for heaven—"it matters not what the subject be."84 By the same 
token, the reading of the scriptures if not undertaken in that spirit 
does not belong to our religion: "'Shall I sit down and read the 
Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the Book of Covenants all the time?' 
says one. Yes, if you please, and when you have done, you may 
be nothing but a sectarian after all. It is your duty to study . . . 
everything upon the face of the earth, in addition to reading those 
books."85

"Everything on the face of the earth" is a large order, and 
Brigham was no fool; he knew perfectly well that "the most 
learned men that have ever lived on the earth have only been able 
to obtain a small amount of knowledge"86 and that time, patience, 
and method are necessary to bring the Saints around: "As Saints 
in the last days we have much to learn; there is an eternity of
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knowledge before us; at most we receive but very little in this 
stage of our progression."87 There must be a priority of things to 
be learned, which is what curriculum is all about: "We wish to have 
our young boys and girls taught in the different branches of an 
English education, and in other languages, and in the various sci­
ences, all of which . . . [will] eventually . . . [be] taught in this 
school."88 "We also wish them to understand the geography, habits, 
customs, and laws of nations and kingdoms, whether they be bar­
barians or civilized. This is recommended in the revelations. . . . 
Let them become more informed in every department of true and 
useful learning than their fathers are."89

Immediately after arriving in the valley, President Young 
recommended "securing at least a copy of every valuable treatise 
on education—every book, map, chart, or diagram that may con­
tain interesting, useful, and attractive matter, to gain the attention 
of children, and cause them to love to learn to read"; this includes 
"every historical, mathematical, philosophical, geographical, geo­
logical, astronomical, scientific, practical, and all other variety of 
useful and interesting writings."90 To train "the whole man" was 
his object from the first: "Let us make mechanics of our boys, and 
educate them in every useful branch of science and in the history 
and laws of kingdoms and nations."91 He was always fascinated 
with problems of communication, on which he had some interes­
ting theories, including the improvement of English phonology: 
"I would also like our school teachers to introduce phonography 
into every school. . . . This is a delightful study! In these and all 
other branches of science and education we should know as much 
as any people in the world."92

But curriculum is a game for little minds; the important 
thing for Brigham is that the Saints use their newfound liberty 
and revel as he did in the things of the mind. The starving man 
eats thankfully what he can get and does not quibble for hours 
over the menu and etiquette. The decisive factor is a passion for 
the things of the mind: "We believe. . .  that every man and woman 
should have the opportunity of developing themselves mentally 
as well as physically. In the present condition of the world this 
privilege is only accorded to a few."93 Learning is a privilege to be 
eagerly exploited: "If we can have the privilege, we will enrich 
our minds with knowledge, filling these mortal tenements with 
the rich treasures of heavenly wisdom."94 The proper priority of 
study is not as important as study itself: "If it would do any good, 
I would advise you to read books that are worth reading," but "I
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would rather that persons read novels than read nothing"95— 
reading nothing being the normal outcome of waiting on the cur­
riculum committee.

As the strong man loveth to run a race, so Brigham loved to 
exercise his brains, and constantly appealed to the people to do 
the same: "We are trying to teach this people to use their brains."96 
"I pray to the Lord for you; I pray for you to get wisdom— 
worldly wisdom."97 Every problem was to be approached as a 
mental problem, an exciting game of wits: "Whatever duty you 
are called to perform, take your minds with you, and apply them 
to what is to be done."98 Proper pioneering takes as much brain 
as brawn. Intelligence is not only useful, it is a high moral quality, 
a holy thing, an attribute to God Himself: "If men would be great 
in goodness," Brigham Young wrote in his history, "they must be 
intelligent," and he records in the same work that Joseph Smith 
prayed for the leaders of the Church "that God m ay. . .  grant unto 
them wisdom and intelligence, that his kingdom may roll forth."99 
And so he appeals to the people: "When you come to meeting . . .  
take your minds with you.. . .  I want [your] minds here as well as 
[your] bodies."100

To use one's brains is to think for one's self: "Ladies and gen­
tlemen, I exhort you to think for yourselves, and read your Bibles 
for yourselves, get the Holy Spirit for yourselves, and pray for your­
selves."101 The appeal has been repeated by every President of the 
Church. "The catalogue of [a] man's discipline," says Brigham, 
the sound psychologist, "he must compile [for] himself: he cannot 
be guided by any rule that others may lay down, but is . . . under 
the necessity of tracing it himself through every avenue of his life. 
He is obliged to catechise and train himself."102 Even virtue is not 
too high a price to pay for individual responsibility: "Every mor­
tal being must stand up as an intelligent, organized capacity, and 
choose or refuse the good, and thus act for himself. All must have 
that opportunity, no matter if all go into the depths of wicked­
ness."103 We can never grow as long as we are "other-directed": 
"Pay no attention to what others do, it is no matter what they do, 
or how they dress."104 A favorite saying of Brigham Young's was 
that "m en. . .  are organized to be just as independent as any being 
in eternity."105 No one was a more passionate advocate of temper­
ance than he, but when in his youth he was asked to sign a tem­
perance pledge he absolutely refused: "I said, 'I do not need to 
sign the temperance pledge.' I recollect my father urged me. 'No, 
sir,' said I, 'if I sign the temperance pledge I feel that I am bound,
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and I wish to do just right, without being bound to do it; I want 
my liberty.'. . . What do you say? Is this correct?"106 "It would be 
useless for anybody to undertake to drive me to heaven or to hell. 
My independence is sacred to me—it is a portion of that same Deity 
that rules in the heavens."107 Again, it was Joseph Smith who led 
the way: "All have the privilege of thinking for themselves upon 
all matters relative to conscience.. . .  We are not disposed, had we 
the power, to deprive anyone of exercising that free independence 
of mind which heaven has so graciously bestowed upon the human 
family as one of its choicest gifts."108

President Young tried to make the meetings of the Saints 
stimulating and adult affairs instead of humdrum routines. For 
one thing, "it may sometimes be just as good and profitable to 
stay at home as to come to meeting.. . .  I do not believe that those 
who stay at home are, in many instances, any worse than those who 
come to meeting, nor that those who come to meeting are particu­
larly better than those who stay at home."109 "If any of you feel 
that there is no life in your meetings, . . . then it becomes your 
duty to go and instil life into that meeting, and do your part to 
produce an increase of the Spirit and power of God in the meet­
ings in your locality."110 And even at conference: "If any of you 
are not instructed to your satisfaction, be so kind as to send up a 
card to the stand, intimating your desire to speak, and we will 
give you an opportunity of doing so, to display your wisdom; for 
we wish to learn wisdom and get understanding."111

On the other hand, he rebukes senseless applause and even 
dampens the patriotic ardor of a twenty-fourth of July gathering: 
"I have noticed that people there applaud and the boys whistle 
when there was nothing to elicit their approbation; and I would 
say that it would be very gratifying to my feelings if such useless, 
noisy, and uncalled for demonstrations were discontinued."112 
Even high spirits and firecrackers are no excuse for turning off 
one's brains: "I ask . . .  all the boys under a hundred years of age— 
never to applaud unless they know what they are applauding. It 
is confusing, bewildering, and making a noise without under­
standing."113 Empty-headed laughter pleases him not: "Never 
give way to vain laughter.. . .  I always blush for those who laugh 
aloud without meaning."114 Children at meeting, even to attest to 
the growth of Zion, do not delight him: "I cannot understand the 
utility of bringing children into such a congregation . . . just for 
the sake of pleasing the mothers."115 "If you cannot, for the space 
of two or three hours, forego the pleasure of gazing upon the 
faces of your little darlings, just stay at home with them."116
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No matter where we begin, if we pursue knowledge dili­
gently and honestly our quest will inevitably lead us from the 
things of earth to the things of heaven. All science is cosmology, 
says Karl Popper,117 and, we add, all cosmology is eschatology. 
For Brigham Young, since all knowledge can be encompassed in 
one whole, the spectrum of secular study blends imperceptibly 
with the knowledge of the eternities: "In our schools, all our edu­
cational pursuits are in the service of God, for all these labors are 
to establish truth on the earth, and that we may increase in knowl­
edge, wisdom, understanding in the power of faith and in the 
wisdom of God, that we may become fit subjects to dwell in a 
higher state of existence and intelligence than we now enjoy."118 
Note well that secular learning is sanctified only if it is approached 
in a certain spirit. Only that knowledge belongs to the gospel 
which is viewed and taught as such—as all knowledge should be. 
"God has created man with a mind capable of instruction," accor­
ding to Joseph Smith, "and a faculty which may be enlarged in 
proportion to the heed and diligence given to the light communi­
cated from heaven to the intellect."119

There are three factors involved: intelligence, revelation, and 
hard work, and if the spirit may help in earthly learning, the 
mind is required to operate in celestial matters. The learning 
process begun in this life carries on into the next: "And when we 
pass through the veil, we expect still to continue to learn and in­
crease our fund of information."120 The Saints must "first learn 
everything that the children of men know" and then go on and 
"improve upon this until we are prepared and permitted to enter 
the society of the blessed—the holy angels."121 This is done by 
pursuing a steady course that leads from the earthly to the heav­
enly without a break: "We should not only learn the principles of 
education known to mankind, but we should reach out further 
than this, learning to live so that our minds will gather in infor­
mation from the heavens and the earth until we can incorporate 
in our faith and understanding all knowledge."122 "Teach the chil­
dren, give them the learning of the world and the things of God; 
elevate their mi nds, that they may not only understand the earth 
we walk upon, but the air we breathe, the water we drink and all 
the elements pertaining to the earth; and then search other worlds, 
and become acquainted with the planetary system." Not stopping 
there, they are to go on to discover "the dwellings of the angels 
and the heavenly beings, that they may ultimately be prepared 
for a higher state of being, and finally be associated with them."123
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"It is the privilege of man to search out the wisdom of God per­
taining to the earth and the heavens."124 "Learn the wisdom of the 
world and the wisdom of God, and put them together and you 
will be able to benefit yourselves."125 "We try to so live as to gain 
more information, more light, more command over ourselves . . .  
until we can comprehend the great principles of existence and 
eternal progression."126

Such a concept has, of course, no conflict with science. The 
motto of the Royal Society, Nullus in verba —"we take no man's 
word for anything"—is even more strongly expressed in the first 
editorial to appear in the Times and Seasons, written by Brigham 
Young: Remember, Brethren, "no man's opinion is worth a straw."127 
Brigham is a man who wants to know: "The object of this exis­
tence is to learn. . . . How gladly would we understand every 
principle pertaining to science and art, and become thoroughly 
acquainted with every intricate operation of nature, and with all 
the chemical changes that are constantly going on around us! 
How delightful this would be, and what a boundless field of truth 
and power is open for us to explore! We are only just approach­
ing the shores of the vast ocean of information that pertains to 
this physical world, to say nothing of that which pertains to the 
heavens."128 "Send the old children to school and the young ones 
also; there is nothing I would like better than to learn chemistry, 
botany, geology, and mineralogy."129 "In these respects we differ 
from the Christian world, for our religion will not clash with or 
contradict the facts of science in any particular. You may take geol­
ogy, for instance, and it is a true science; not that I would say for 
a moment that all the conclusions and deductions of its professors 
are true [opinions are not facts!], but its leading principles are."130

The basic common sense of science appeals to Brigham Young 
as being sound and true. He took the shocking position that God 
works on scientific principles: "If I had the sk ill. . .  to construct a 
machine" to pass through "the atmosphere as they do now on terra 
firma on the railway, would there be any harm in acknowledging 
God in this?"131 When "The elements shall melt with fervent 
heat/ the Lord Almighty will send forth his angels, who are well 
instructed in chemistry, and they will separate the elements and 
make new combinations thereof."132 That was an outrageous state­
ment both from a religious and a scientific viewpoint a hundred 
years ago. He also propounded a doctrine which has only recently 
been brought to the fore by such scientists as Giorgio de Santi- 
llana:133 "The people of this day think they know more than all
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who have preceded them—that this is the wisest generation that 
ever did live on the earth, . . . but there is no question that many 
things of great worth known anciently have been lost."134

Brigham Young's sanguine discourses on education were 
meant to stir his people up and shame them out of their intellec­
tual lethargy. No one knew better than he the weaknesses of 
human nature ("Mankind are weak and feeble, poor and needy; 
how destitute they are of true knowledge, how little they have 
when they have any at all!"135); the hebetude of minds used to 
having others think for them ("The great masses of the people 
neither think nor act for themselves. . . .  I see too much of this 
gross ignorance among this chosen people of God"136); the hesi­
tancy of the uprooted, tending either "to hide ourselves up from 
the world" or "to pattern after the people they had left"—both 
wrong;137 the smugness of the chosen people, who "imagine that 
they must begin and unlearn the whole of their former educa­
tion,"138 and who expect God to give them everything on a plat­
ter: "Have I any good reason to say to my Father in heaven, 'Fight 
my battles/ when He has given me the sword to wield, the arm 
and the brain that I can fight for myself?"139 The Saints were much 
too easily satisfied with themselves: "How vain and trifling have 
been our spirits, our conferences, our councils, our meetings, our 
private as well as public conversations—too low, too mean, too 
vulgar, too condescending for the dignified characters of the called 
and chosen of God," wrote the Prophet Joseph from Liberty 
Jail.140 "Condescending" means settling for inferior goods to avoid 
effort and tension. Brigham hated that: "That diffidence or timid­
ity we must dispense with. When it becomes our duty to talk, we 
ought to be willing to talk---- Interchanging our ideas and exhibi­
ting that which we believe and understand affords an opportunity 
for detecting and correcting errors" —the expanding mind must 
be openly and frankly critical, come hell or high council;141 with­
out that we get "too much of a sameness in this community"142— 
"I am not a stereotyped Latter-day Saint, and do not believe in the 
doctrine. . . . Are we going to stand still? Away with stereotyped 
'Mormons.'"143

But the foibles of human nature were but some of the tim­
bers and cobblestones of the real barricade which the adversary 
has contrived to place in the way of learning. The Saints, gathered 
"from the poorest of the poor," had good reason to know that the 
imperious question put to all who presume to set foot on this 
world where Belial rules is not "Have you any knowledge?" (as in

265



Nib ley on the Timely and the Timeless

the ancient mysteries), but "Have you any money?" That is Satan's 
golden question. If the answer is "yes," well and good ("for money 
answereth all things"), but if it is "no" you might as well be dead. 
That is the way things are set up here upon the earth; "man has 
become so perverted as to debar his fellows as much as possible 
from these blessings, and constrain them by physical force or cir­
cumstances to contribute the proceeds of their labour to sustain 
the favoured few."144 It is no wonder that the Saints who had 
momentarily broken free from the system were obsessed with an 
overpowering drive to seek the only security this earth has to 
offer—wealth. And this passion, as Brigham Young tells them in 
a mounting crescendo of warning and appeal through the years, 
is the one absolute obstacle to their ever acquiring the knowledge 
they must seek.

Brigham discovered the basic conflict at an early age; he tells 
how at the age of nineteen he "sought for riches, but in vain; there 
was something that always kept telling me that happiness origi­
nated in higher pursuits."145 At the very beginning of the Church, 
Joseph Smith noted that "God had often sealed up the heavens 
because of covetousness in the Church."146 In 1855 Brigham Young 
pointed out the way in which love of knowledge and love of 
wealth, like antipathetical sets of glands, render each other inef­
fective: "It is possible for a man who loves the world to overcome 
that love, to get knowledge and understanding until he sees things 
as they really are, then he will not love the world but will see it as 
it is."147 In 1859: "I desire to see everybody on the track of im­
provement. .. . But when you so love your property . . .  as though 
all your affections were placed upon the changing, fading things 
of earth, it is impossible to increase in the knowledge of truth."148 
In 1860: "There are hundreds in this community who are more 
eager to become rich in the perishable things of this world than to 
adorn their minds . . .  with a knowledge of things as they were, as 
they are, and as they are to come."149 In 1862: "No man who pos­
sesses the wealth of wisdom would worship the wealth of mam­
mon."150 In 1863: If we go on "lusting after the grovelling things 
of this life which perish with the handling," we shall surely "re­
main fixed with a very limited amount of knowledge, and, like a 
door upon its hinges, move to and fro from one year to another 
without any visible advancement or improvement. . . . Man is 
made in the image of God, but what do we know of him or of our­
selves, when we suffer ourselves to love and worship the god of 
this world—riches?"151 In 1866: "When you see the Latter-day
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Saints greedy, and covetous of the things of this world, do you 
think their minds are in a fit condition to be written upon by the 
pen of revelation?"152 In 1870: "We frequently hear our merchants 
say that they cannot do business and then go into the pulpit to 
preach."153 In 1872: "A man or a woman who places the wealth of 
this world and the things of time in the scales against the things 
of God and wisdom of eternity, has no eyes to see, no ears to hear, 
no heart to understand."154 In 1874: "The covetous, those who are 
striving continually to build themselves up in the things of this 
life, will be poor indeed; they will be poor in spirit and poor in 
heavenly things."155

Over against the expanding mind, the prophets placed the 
contracted mind: "You must not be contracted, but you must be 
liberal in your feelings," Joseph Smith told the people.156 "How 
contracted in mind and short-sighted we must be," Brigham re­
flects, "to permit the perishable things of this world to swerve us 
in the least degree from our fidelity to the truth."157 "Let us not 
narrow ourselves up; for the world, with all its variety of useful 
information and its rich hoard of hidden treasure, is before us."158 
He illustrates this by the practice of constantly quoting a very limi­
ted number of scriptures to the exclusion of others equally impor­
tant, and comments: "This same lack of comprehensiveness of 
mind is also very noticeable at times with some men who happen 
to accumulate property, and it leads them to forsake the Spirit of 
the Gospel. Does it not prove that there is a contractedness of 
mind in those who do so, which should not be?"159 Business by its 
very nature is narrowing:

Take for instance, the financial circles, the commerce of 
the world, those business men; where they have their 
opponents they,. . . with all the secrecy of the grave, I 
might say, will seek to carry out their schemes unknown 
to their opponents, in order that they may win. Like 
the man at the table with the cards in his hands, un­
seen by any but himself, he will take the advantage as 
far as he can. So says the politician. So say[s] the world 
of Christendom, so say[s] the world of the heathens, 
and it is party upon party, sect after sect, division upon 
division, and we are all for ourselves.160 
"In our trading and trafficking we wish to confine the 

knowledge of our business in as small a limit as possible, that oth­
ers may not know what we are doing. . . . We all wish to know 
something that our neighbors do not know. With scientific men
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you will often find the same trait of character: . . .  I know more 
than they know; I treasure this up to myself, and I am looked 
upon as a superior being, and that delights me."161

Against this, "you see the nobleman seeking the benefit of 
all around him, trying to bring, we will say, his servants, if you 
please, his tenants, to his knowledge, to like blessings that he en­
joys, to dispense his wisdom and talents among them and to 
make them equal with himself."162 Brigham told the well-heeled 
Saints to "keep their riches, and with them I promise you lean­
ness of soul, darkness of mind, narrow and contracted hearts, 
and the bowels of your compassion will be shut up."163 Even so, 
Joseph Smith had warned against "those contracted feelings that 
influence the children of men" who judge each other "according 
to the narrow, contracted notions of men," while "the Great Par­
ent of the universe looks upon the whole of the human family 
with a fatherly care and paternal regard."164

For Brigham Young the contracted mind reached its bathos 
in the world of fashion: "But to see a people who say, 'We are 
the teachers of life and salvation/ and yet are anxious to follow the 
nasty, pernicious fashions of the day, I say it is too insipid to talk 
or think about. It is beneath the character of the Latter-day Saints 
that they should have no more independence of mind or feeling 
than to follow after the grovelling customs and fashions of a poor, 
miserable, wicked world."165 "To me a desire to follow the ever- 
varying fashions of the world manifests a great weakness of mind 
in either gentleman or lady."166 Again, it is the things of the world 
versus the things of the mind: "Mothers,. . .  we will appoint you to 
a mission to teach your children their duty; and instead of ruffles 
and fine dresses to adorn the body, teach them that which will 
adorn their minds."167 So the Prophet Joseph had told the sisters 
at the founding of the Relief Society, "This Society shall rejoice, 
and knowledge and intelligence shall flow down from this time 
henceforth," but only if they "don't envy the finery and fleeting 
show of sinners, for they are in a miserable situation."168 Status 
symbols belong to the same category: "A good name! Bless me! 
what is a name? It may shine like the noon-day sun . . . to-day, 
and to-morrow be eclipsed in midnight darkness, to rise no more! 
The glory of the world passes away, but the glory that the Saints 
are after is that which is to come in the eternal world."169 "In all 
nations, or at least in all civilized nations, there are distinctions 
among the people created by rank, titles, and property. How does 
God look upon these distinctions?"170
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Misreading the case of the ancient patriarchs, whose wealth 
came and went and always hung by a thread, many of the Saints 
dreamed fondly of a happy wedding between the good things of 
this earth and the blessings of the next, and sought to bridge the 
unbridgeable gulf between Babylon and Zion after the death of 
Brigham Young. We cannot go into this here, but it should be 
clear by now that the search for knowledge, in Brigham's book, by 
its very nature must be pure and disinterested: "Will education 
feed and clothe you, keep you warm on a cold day, or enable you 
to build a house? Not at all. Should we cry down education on 
this account? No. What is it for? The improvement of the mind; to 
instruct us in all arts and sciences, in the history of the world, in 
. . . laws of life, and how to be useful while we live."171 It is the 
things of the mind that are really useful. "Truth, wisdom, power, 
glory, light, and intelligence exist upon their own qualities; they 
do not, neither can they, exist upon any other principle. Truth is 
congenial with itself; and light cleaves unto light.. . .  It is the same 
with knowledge, and virtue, and all the eternal attributes; they 
follow after . . . each other. . . . Truth cleaves unto truth, because 
it is truth; and it is to be adored, because it is an attribute of God, 
for its excellence, for itself."172 There can be no ulterior motive in 
the study of heavenly things; "Knowledge is power" is the slogan 
of a rascally world: "What do you love truth for? Is it because you 
can discover a beauty in it, because it is congenial to you; or because 
you think it will make you a ruler, or a Lord? If you conceive 
that you will attain to power upon such a motive, you are much 
mistaken. It is a trick of the unseen power, that is abroad amongst 
the inhabitants of the earth, that leads them astray, binds their 
minds, and subverts their understanding."173

Here Brigham Young goes all the way: "Suppose that our 
Father in heaven, our elder brother, the risen Redeemer, the Saviour 
of the world, or any of the Gods of eternity should act upon this 
principle, to love truth, knowledge, and wisdom, because they 
are all powerful,. . . they would cease to be G ods;. . . the exten­
sion of their kingdom would cease, and their God-head come to 
an end."174 The Saints do what they do "purely because the prin­
ciples which God has revealed . . . are pure, holy and exalting in 
their nature."175 How can there be compromise with the world? 
"Shame on men and women, professing to be Saints, who wor­
ship and love the perishing things of earth."176 "It is disgusting to 
me to see a person love this world in its present organization."177 
"Go to the child, and what does its joy consist in? Toys;. . .  and so

269



Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless

it is with our youth, our young boys and girls; they are thinking 
too much of this world; and the middle-aged are striving and strug­
gling to obtain the good things of this life, and their hearts are too 
much upon them. So it is with the aged. Is not this the condition 
of the Latter-day Saints? It is."178

The Latter-day Saints have always had a way of missing the 
bus: "Take the history of this Church from the commencement, 
and we have proven that we cannot receive all the Lord has for 
us."179 The trouble is that "these tabernacles are dull, subject to 
sin and temptation, and to stray from the kingdom of God and 
the ordinances of his house, to lust after riches, the pride of life 
and the vanities of the world."180 "We may look upon ourselves 
with shamefacedness because of the smallness of our attainments 
in the midst of so many great advantages."181 "In things pertain­
ing to this life, the lack of knowledge manifested by us as a people 
is disgraceful."182 "I have seen months and months, in this city, 
when I could have wept like a whipt child to see the awful stu­
pidity of the people."183 "I feel like taking men and women by the 
hair of their heads, figuratively speaking, and slinging them miles 
and miles, and like crying, stop, before you ruin yourselves!"184

In a now-classic study, Ernst Kasemann showed that God's 
peculiar way of dealing with the chosen people, ever stiff-necked 
and slow to learn, was to send them wandering in the wilderness.185 
The last dispensation has proven no exception in this regard: 
"Some may ask why did we not tarry at the centre stake of Zion 
when the Lord planted our feet there? We had eyes, but we did 
not see; we had ears, but we did not hear; we had hearts that were 
devoid of what the Lord required of his people; consequently, we 
could not abide what the Lord revealed unto us. We had to go 
from there to gain an experience. Can you understand this?"186 
"Could our brethren stay in Jackson county, Missouri? No, no. 
Why? They had not learned 'a' concerning Zion; and we have 
been traveling now forty-two years, and have we learned our a, b, 
c? . . . I will say, scarcely."187 "I never attributed the driving of the 
Saints from Jackson County to anything but that it was necessary 
to chasten them and prepare them to build up Zion."188 "Are we 
fit for Zion? . . . Could we stay in Independence? No, we could
not___What is the matter with all you Latter-day Saints? Can the
world see? No. Can the Saints see? No, or few of them can; and 
we can say that the light of the Spirit upon the hearts and under­
standings of some Latter-day Saints is like the peeping of the stars 
through the broken shingles of the roof over our heads."189
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The prophecies have not been revoked, but their fulfillment 
can be delayed, indefinitely, if need be, until all necessary condi­
tions are fulfilled. The Saints "will take the kingdom, and possess 
it for ever and ever; but in the capacity they are now, in the con­
dition that they now present themselves before God, before the 
world and before each other? Never, never!"190 "We are not yet 
prepared to go and establish the Centre Stake of Zion. The Lord 
tried this in the first place.. . .  He gave revelation after revelation;
but the people could not abide them___They do not know what to
do with the revelations, commandments and blessings of God."191 
So though this people will surely go back to Jackson County, they 
will nonetheless be held back until they are ready—which may be 
a very long time.192

"And so we have got to continue to labor, fight, toil, counsel, 
exercise faith, ask God over and over, and have been praying to 
the Lord for thirty odd years for that which we might have re­
ceived . . .  in one year."193 But there was nothing for it but to keep 
on plugging: "We are so organized that we need preaching to all 
the time. This is because of our weaknesses, and we shall have to 
bear with one another until we become stronger and wiser."194 
We may give up and lose the blessings, but the prophecies and 
promises will all be fulfilled, and "if we do not wake up and cease 
to long after the things of this earth, we will find that we as indi­
viduals will go down to hell, although the Lord will preserve a 
people unto himself."195 "We may fail, if we are not faithful; but 
God will not fail in accomplishing his work, whether we abide in 
it or not."196 "If we are not faithful, others will take our places; for 
this is the Church and people that will possess the kingdom for ever 
and ever. Shall we do this in our present condition as a people? 
No; for we must be pure and holy."197 "If my brethren and sisters 
do not walk up to the principles of the holy Gospel,. . . they will 
be removed out of their places, and others will be called to occupy 
them."198 It had already happened many times: "Of the great 
many who have been baptized into this Church, but few have 
been able to abide the word of the Lord; they have fallen out on 
the right and on the left,. . .  and a few have gathered together."199 
Joseph Smith stated the problem: "I have tried for a number of 
years to get the minds of the Saints prepared to receive the things 
of God," but they "will fly to pieces like glass as soon as anything 
comes that is contrary to their traditions: they still cannot stand 
the fire at all."200

271



Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless

We have felt no necessity in this brief and sketchy survey to 
point out to the reader how Brigham Young's educational concepts 
stand out in brilliant contrast against the background of every­
thing that is practiced and preached in our higher schools today. 
But the moral of our story must not be overlooked: Brigham was 
right after all. As administrative problems have accumulated in a 
growing Church, the authorities have tended to delegate the busi­
ness of learning to others, and those others have been only too 
glad to settle for the outward show, the easy and flattering forms, 
trappings, and ceremonies of education. Worse still, they have 
chosen business-oriented, career-minded, degree-seeking programs 
in preference to the strenuous, critical, liberal, mind-stretching 
exercises that Brigham Young recommended. We have chosen the 
services of the hired image-maker in preference to unsparing self- 
criticism, and the first question the student is taught to ask today 
is John Dewey's golden question: "What is there in it for me?"

As a result, whenever we move out of our tiny, busy orbits 
of administration and display, we find ourselves in a terrifying in­
tellectual vacuum. Terrifying, of course, only because we might 
be found out. But that is just the trouble: having defaulted drasti­
cally in terms of President Young's instructions, we now stand as 
a brainless giant, a pushover for any smart kid or cultist or fad­
dist or crank who even pretends to have read a few books. That 
puts them beyond our depth and so we (I include myself) stand 
helplessly and foolishly by, dangling our bonnet and plume, while 
hundreds of students and missionaries, of members and enemies 
of the Church alike, presume to challenge and reject the teachings 
of Joseph Smith on evidence so flimsy that no half-educated per­
son would give it a second thought. How can you hope to make 
these people see that the documents and discoveries they hail with 
such reverence and delight for the most part went out of date in 
the 1930s; that Huxley, Breasted, Wellhausen, and Frazer do not rep­
resent present-day scientific thought; that one book does not settle 
anything: No one has ever told them of the new discoveries which 
every month call for revision of established scientific and schol­
arly beliefs. No one has ever told them what it means to lay a proper 
foundation essential to any serious discussion of the things they 
treat so glibly and triumphantly. No one has ever told them of the 
millions of unread documents that already repose in our libraries, 
holding the answers to countless questions that must be asked be­
fore they can justify their instant conclusions. An awesome out­
pouring of newly discovered documents of direct bearing on the
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history and teachings of the Church is even now in full spate, 
amazing and confounding Jewish and Christian scholars, but 
bursting with good news for the Latter-day Saints, who ignore 
them completely.

It is perfectly natural for the young who discover the world 
of scholarship for the first time to strike in their sophomoric zeal 
an intellectual pose, rail in high terms against the church that has 
kept them in darkness all these years, and catalogue the defects 
and miscalculations of the prophets in the light of their own 
scholarly elevation. That is perfectly natural, and if we had 
heeded Brigham Young, the urge to study and criticize would be 
running in fruitful channels. Whether we like it or not, we are 
going to have to return to Brigham Young's ideals of education; 
we may fight it all the way, but in the end God will keep us after 
school until we learn our lesson: "Behold, you have not under­
stood; you have supposed that I would give it unto you, when 
you took no thought save it was to ask me. But, behold, I say unto 
you, that you must study it out in your mind; then you must ask 
me if it be right" (D&C 9:7—8).
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