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A Question of Means or
Ends
The Debate over Religious Education

By Donald D. Landon

p
eriodically, a debate arises in the Religious
Education Department over whether a
given curriculum is "faithful" or "unfaith-
ful" to the church: Will teaching materials
be distinctively RLDS? Will the Book of
Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and

Inspired Version of the Bible be included in the
curriculum? Will it include, as one inquiry puts it,
"the true doctrine given us by God or will it
spend all its time on worldly concerns?" For the
most part such debates center around the issue
of"particularism"--whether or not the new cur-
riculum will maintain a traditional image of the
RLDS church as the one true church, served by a
truly authorized priesthood, and possessing the
fulness of the gospel through direct revelation.

In so doing, the church is apparently attempt-
ing to justify itself in the presence of many other
churches by establishing beliefs and books, doc-
trines and distinctives, history and heritage,
practices and procedures as the primary goal of
religious education. Scriptures and doctrine are
treated as guaranteed truths. Revelation and the
record of revelation become fused, resulting in
dogmatism about what is known. The purpose of

EDITORS NOTE
An earlier version of this article appeared in Courage, a "’journal
of thought and action" published by members of the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints in the I970s.

religion seems to be indoctrination in uniquely
RLDS beliefs. Such tendencies are also apparent
in the LDS church.

The statement of the issue in these terms cap-
tures a significant problem in the church’s
thought: to what end are we educating? What is
the goal of Christian nurture? The scriptures do
not equivocate on this question. We are to be
taught to be disciples--persons who can repre-
sent in their own lives the life of radical love set
before them in Christ Jesus. This has to do with
exhibiting the fruits of the Spirit, being agents of
reconciliation among their fellows, taking re-
sponsibility for the lives of others, establishing
justice, and evidencing a self-sacrificing concern
for all men. This style of life called discipleship is
the end or goal of faith.

The next question is, How is such a life nur-
tured? What resources do you bring to bear on it
in order that it shall be loveable? It is in this
discussion of means that beliefs, doctrines, scrip-
tures, history, and heritage ought to become
pressed into the service of discipleship. It is here
they demonstrate their authority. For if they
truly illuminate, illustrate, instruct, and moti-
vate discipleship, their validity is functionally
established. But if they are taught not as means
but as ends in themselves, items to be mastered,
propositions to be affirmed, beliefs to be assented
to, then their power has been compromised and
their authority undermined.
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Christ
is not a be-
lief; lae is a

living reality
and seeks to

be known, not
just known

about.

THE FOUNDATION OF CHRISTIANITY
In a sense, this problem of confus]ing means

and ends can be traced to the experience of
Christ’s disciples. In the Lord’s pre~ence and
through his fellowship, the first followers discov-
ered their lives changed. They found them-
selves forgiven and reconciled to God and each
other. They sensed they had been incorporated
into a new and divine community and had
received a holy life. They knew all this happened
through Christ. Because they experiez~Lced salva-
tion in him, they began reflecting on the meaning
of what had happened. Under the guidance of the
Holy Spirit they formulated that meaning into
ideas, doctrines, and beliefs which in the com-
pany of their own new lifestyle l’~elped to com-
municate their faith and allow others to have the
same experience. But the person and p~resence of
Jesus continued to be. known and felt among the
people after his death; the words, statements,
and teachings of the church were meant to point
to that experience, not to take its place.

Obviously, one of the imminent da~Lgers con-
fronting the church in all ages is the temptation
to develop a fixation on the words and ideas that
describe or interpret the faith experience and begin
teaching them as the faith itself. We see this happen-
ing very early in the history of Christianity.
Under the influence of Greek metapl~ysics and
the pressure to establish a standard of belief
which would protect the church, from heresy, a
doctrine of revelation arose which suggested
that God communicated divinely guaranteed
truths to the church. This promoted the feeling
that Christianity was. a set of truths superior to
human knowledge available any place else. The
experiential dimensions became secondary. Faith
was less a whole-life response to the revelation
of God in Jesus Christ and more an assent to a set
of divinely delivered truths. Faithfulne.~s became
more a matter of espousing the right beliefs than
doing the will of God.

Thus, if we are to .avoid falling into this same
trap, we must begin our teaching in the aware-
ness that the Christian faith is primarily experi-
ential, not intellectual. Indeed, the focus of our
faith, Jesus Christ, is not reduceable to proposi-
tions. Christ is not a belief; he is a living reality
and seeks to be known, not just known about. Was
it not Paul who said, "I know whom [not what] I
have believed" (1 Tim. 1:2).

DANGERS OF THE "TRUTH ETHIC"
This universal temptation toward creedalism

is further aggravated, I suspect, by the pluralistic
nature of Christianity in America. In the pres-
ence of other churches, one attempts, to win a
niche for himself on the grounds of having more
truth, a more comprehensive base of belief, than
others. The authority of such religions becomes
predicated on the right doctrine they espouse.
This is both understandable and in a sense valid.

The risk in this "truth ethic," however, is that in
being preoccupied with building up a repository
of correct doctrine, it almost appears more impor.-
tant to believe the right thing than to do the
right thing. One comes to feel that: the first
commandment is to seek true doctrirtes, and in
second place is the command to love his neighbor.

Our evangelism often communicates this image
of faith. If we feel that the proper preparation for
inviting someone to become part of the faith is t:o
present them six or eight lectures setting forth
correct beliefs on church organization, doctrine,
apostasy, restoration, life after death, and the
Book of Mormon, are we not~ really suggesting
that the essence of faith is the assent ~to ideas?

Such creedalism runs contrary to the foundir~g
insight of Latter Day Saintisrn. The business of
elevating beliefs and doctrines into t:he prime
focus of faith was judged abominable and remains
so for several reasons:

1. To base our faith on beliefs and doctrines
to establish a system whose foundation is weak.
indeed. The contemporary explosion of knowl-
edge has revealed that its true shape is some-
thing like a pyramid. We have found the top, bt~t
the more we discover, the more aware we are of
the breadth of that which is st!ill unknown. From
the time of the Enlightenment and Galileo’s tele-
scope, people with a fixation on the truth ethic
and escalated opinions about the completeness
and finality of their beliefs have been :~haken to
discover that many things they thought were
true proved to be otherwise. Such rew_qations are
bound to continue, and dogmatic religion will
suffer the most.

We do well to remember that God has never
guaranteed us that he will give us the true ideas
or doctrines. What he has guaranteed us is him-
self and his love. Whereas we are repeatedly
separated from ideas we once thought infallibly
true, we can’t be separated from God. The pur-
suit of understanding is an integral part of that
relationship, to be sure, but it never supersedes
it.

2. Not only is secular knowledge fa][lible, but
theological formulations are also approximate.
Indeed, the creation of any statement of doctri-
nal interpretation that suggests finality or
inclusiveness is in violation of Iboth the nature o.f
faith and the nature of revelation. While such
teachings are critically necessary to guide the
development of our faith and point us to the
reality they attempt to describe, they are all his-
torically conditioned and provisional and become
tyrannical[ if rendered absolute. The earliest
Mormons, for example, most certainly inter-
preted Book of Mormon teaclhings on the one-
ness of the Father and the Son quite literally. But
years later, Joseph Smith taught that the God-
head consists of three separate beings; his more
flexible attitude toward doctriine and revelation
allowed a dramatically different reading of these
same verses. Thus, our belief in continuing reve-
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lation ought to produce an awareness of the open-
endedness and tentativeness of the whole theo-
logical and doctrinal enterprise.

3. Our preoccupation with the truth ethic has
produced considerable schism among religious
educators and has left us with limited resources
for reconciling these conflicts. Such disputes also
occur in the LDS church. At the Church-owned
Brigham Young University, for example, con-
troversy repeatedly surfaces between religion
and biology teachers over questions of evolution
and the origin of life. The same university has
also witnessed division over issues of Mormon
history to the point that the religion faculty
has recently formed a new historical organiza-
tion as an alternative to the "heresies" of the
Mormon History Association. Our current strate-
gies for resolving these problems--including
personal vilification, destruction of trust, and
politicizing large segments of the church--are
learned directly from the world. They demon-
strate no Christian love, and they betray the fact
that we prefer to teach abstract truths rather
than to nurture disciples competent in interper-
sonal relations and in the reconciliation of
conflicts.

4. Furthermore, it is altogether telling to see
segments of both the RLDS and LDS churches
claiming that the process of examining our inter-
pretations of our faith is cutting at the jugular vein
of the church or, as one LDS educator put it, is
"challenging the foundations." Such hysteria
shows that some have substituted a trust in tra-
dition and teaching for a trust in God. That this
fear is present is symptomatic of our confusing
means and ends.

5. Not a few are concerned over the seeming
inability of the church to bring together and
deploy its resources to minister directly to the
concrete human problems of the day. A great
lethargy confronts us here. Studies done by the
Education Commission, for example, reveal that
among our membership the strongest consensus
gathers around our understanding of who we are
(the true church), but considerably less consensus
exists regarding what we should be about. The
truth ethic has tended to obscure the love ethic.

6. People informed by a strong truth ethic
often believe that their very acceptability to God
is a function of how right their ideas and doc-
trines are. Somehow they feel their spiritual life
depends upon it, and in a way it does. But what
we are called to acknowledge is that God loved us
and died for us when we were deeply immersed
in misunderstanding and error. Our security lies
not in the fact we now have a final hold on truth
(as if we ever could) but in the fact that we are in
relationship to one whose sustains us in the con-
scientious search for truth and meaning.

Such an understanding trees us to accept the
tentativeness of our understanding and liberates
us to acknowledge and live with partial truths
and limited perspectives. Moreover, it protects

us from the temptation to escalate any of our
partial understandings into some sort of dog-
matic total system.

Perhaps we could be helped in our feelings
about truth and the way we go about discovering
it if we were more aware of God’s grace. Our
relationship to him is a function of his goodness
and not our merit, be it moral or intellectual. As
Paul reminds us, He died for us while we were
yet in our sin, which is Paul’s way of declaring
that our relationship with God is not earned or
deserved but is a gift of his grace.
HERITAGE IN THE SERVICE OF DISCIPLESHIP

If we are discovering that the truth ethic has
led us into problems, we may go back to the New
Testament in the spirit of true restorationism
and discover the primacy of the love ethic. The
primary truth we are called to know is that God
has entered our world in the person of Christ
Jesus and is calling all men to a new and divine life
of love. That we shall need beliefs and doctrines
to guide us in the implementaton of that new life
is clear, but they shall be means and not ends.
Our problem is the willingness to act radically on
this premise, to put discipleship above belief, and
to truly subject belief to the service of discipleship.

If we actually do this, then the questions we
address to our educational leaders would tend to
take this appearance:

1. Are you rigorous in searching the three
standard books for insights, experiences, and
examples which can truly foster discipleship in
our people?

2. What are the resources available uniquely in
the RLDS experience and tradition which can
inform and sustain Christian life in the twen-
tieth century?

3. How can the Book of Mormon be brought to
bear as an enabling tool for discipleship? What
are its unique insights that guide our expression
of faith?

4. What in the tradition of our origins and
founding experiences can be evoked as relevant
guidance in living the witnessing life today?

5. What provision is being made for students
to encounter the living reality to which the
beliefs point and thereby call them to the task of
interpretation?

We simply cannot be content to communicate
canons of belief and feel we have served the faith.
In fact, as our awareness of the goal becomes
clearer, we will find ourselves thrust with new
urgency into the task of creating additional
means of accomplishment. The ongoing task of
theological statement, doctrinal development, and
scriptural development can be undertaken with
new seriousness and a new freedom, and the
authority of our work will be established by the
disciples it bears.

DONALD D. LANDON, former director of religious education
for the RLDS church, teaches sociology at Southwest Missouri
State University.

We prefer
to teach ab-
stract truths
rather than nur-
ture disciples
competent in
reconciling
conflicts.
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