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significantly to this wealth of
philosophical profundity, but I can
relate my own struggle with the
question of knowledge and how I have
come to translate phrases such as "I
know that [anything] is true" in a way
that allows me to survive testimony
meetings with some degree of
equanimity (not needing to reject or
dismiss the testimonies but also not
feeling intellectually dishonest for not
arguing with them).

In Mark Twain’s "translation" of Eve’s
Diary., he has her describe Adam
thusly: "he is self-educated, and does
really know a multitude of things, but
they are not so." Most of us are like
Adam--we know a multitude of
things which are not so. Even the
things we "know beyond a shadow of
a doubt" to be true, "ain’t necessarily
so." It is my conviction that the
universe owes all6giance to no
person’s perception of it no matter
how certain that person is about being
right. Certainty is a feeling that
connotes an absence of doubt but has
nothing to do with the accuracy of the
observation. It is possible to be certain
and wrong at the same time. I have
heard too many Mormons--and
others--te~stify of the truthfulness of
things which have proven
inaccurate to be comfortable with the
equating of either knowledge or
certainty with an accurate perception
of reality. We simply cannot
distinguish reality from our
perceptions.
C.S. Lewis captured the reasons for
this in his book, A Grief Observed,
which is the journal he wrote after his
wife died. He notes:

Five senses, an incurably abstract
intellect; a haphazardly selective
memory; a set of preconceptions and
assumptions so numerous that I can
never imagine more than a minority
of them--never become even
conscious of them all. How much of
total reality can such an apparatus
let through?

This is the entry he makes after he
has a powerful realization that "I, or
any mortal at any time, may be
utterly mistaken as to the situation he
is really in." A playful example of this
dilemma is this observation: "I dream
that I am a butterfly. Am I person
dreaming of being a butterfly or a
butterfly dreaming of being a
person?" How much of reality do we
really know? There is much evidence
that it is very little.

The gestalt psychologists have
conclusively demonstrated that we do
not perceive the environment
accurately. The image which is
projected onto the retina is not

identical to what we "see." This is not
to say that we might perceive things
erroneously--we consistently do
misperceive. Psychologists--and
magicians--have generated hundreds
of optical illusions which fool us all.
Even when we know that it is an
illusion and how it works, we
continue to see the illusion rather
than the reality. In addition to the
distortions which we consistently
share, we each have our own
idiosyncratic ways of seeing--or
hearing--things other than the way
they are. We cannot trust even that
which we see with our own two eyes.
Eyewitness accounts of the same
event are notoriously different from
each other.
Beyond this physiological distortion of
reality, we have the psychological
distortions which come from all of our
preconceptions and assumptions. We
view the world through our rose-
colored glasses, or maybe the blue
ones or the gray or green or even
chartreuse for those of us with class.
We may not even be conscious of
many of the assumptions which color
our perceptions, and we do not
examine more than a few of them at
best. Even after we have examined
them and admitted our biases, they
continue to influence our
interpretations of events. What we
see is largely determined by what we
expect to see.

We cannot forget our haphazardly
selective memory. Jacques Brel
describes "memory’s treason" as "the
true make-believe." The eminent
psychologist Jean Piaget had a vivid--
and visual--memory of being
kidnapped as a child, but years later it
turned out that the kidnapping was a
story invented by his nurse to cover
her negligence. The story had been so
convincingly told that as a child Piaget
had created a memory of something
which had never happened and
remembered it as being literally true.
Research continues to point to the
unreliability of all of our memories
(even yours and mine). Lately, I have
been amazed when talking with old
friends how differently we remember
what we did together in our
adolescent years, and I am particularly
struck with how differently my wife
and I remember significant moments
in our courtship. We cannot trust our
memories.
Hence we can truly know only while
experiencing. You cannot study
pleasure in the moment of nuptial
embrace, nor repentance while
repenting, nor analyse the nature of
humour while roaring with laughter.
But when else can you really know
these things? As soon as we start

thinking we leave the realm of
knowledge and enter the world of
conceptualization and interpretation.
But we cannot talk about our
.experience and share it with each
other--we cannot even understand it
ourselves--until we do think about it.
.And then we know only our
:interpretations and not our
experience. So what do we really
know?
When Adam knew Eve sexually, he
experienced her sexually (I suspect
that she experienced him also, but it is
not part of the record). If I say that I
know you, I mean that I have some
experience with you and the more
experience I have with you, the better
I know you. The same thing applies to
knowledge of objects. My knowledge
of computers reflects my experience
with them.

Likewise, when I say that I know that
the Gospel is true, I am saying that I
experience it as being true. ! am
comfortable making that statement--
it is honest. I could not honestly say
the formulaic testimony, however, if I
had to mean that I am certain that my
religious views are completely
accurate and that everyone who
disagrees with me is wrong. And I
could not sit through testimony
meetings if I had to interpret other
people’s testimonies as meaning that
their ideas are correct. With my
translation, I can say (in my mind, of
course), "yes, you experience the
Gospel as being true and so do I, and
the fact that my truth and your truth
are different is irrelevant." We can
even experience the world in exactly
opposite ways and both of us can
know that our experience is true--we
each experience what we experience.
My definition allows me to translate
these absolutistic statements into
personal ones.
I remember that as a youth, I enjoyed
listening to LeGrand Richards talk. He
loved to illustrate his points with
personal experiences and would often
half-apologize, explaining, "All I know
are my experiences." "Bearing my
testimony" for me becomes sharing
the truth that I experience--the
meaning that I find in life. I realize
that it will not be the same as the
meaning that each of you experience,
but I am willing to grant the validity
of your truth for you and hope that
you will grant me the validity of mine
for me. It is all I have to share
because "all I know are my
experiences."

MARVIN RYTTING is associate professor
of psychology at Indiana UniversitylPurdue
University at Indianapolis.

60/Sunstone




