
BETWEEN THE LINES

MURMUR AND YOU
SHALL RECEIVE

By Dorice W. El]iott

THE 1987 RELIEF SOCIETY curriculum

included a lesson (based on a General Confer-
ence address by President Gordon B. Hinckley)
on section 25 of the Doctrine and Covenants,
the revelation addressed to Emma Smith. I had
occasion to hear this lesson taught in two
different Relief Societies. In both lessons, the
teachers drew attention to Emma’s "murmur-
ing"-one was apologetic, the other accusatory.
But although Emma is counseled in the revela-
tion not to murmur, apparently it was her
murmuring which occasioned the revelation in
the first place. Fitzhugh Dodson, writing about
the discipline of children, calls this kind of
situation "The Law of the Soggy Potato Chip"
-when children (and grown-up children, I
might add) cannot get attention for positive
behavior, they usually succeed with negative
behavior (they would rather have a soggy potato
chip than no potato chip at all).

God, however, is certainly as aware of
human nature as any child psychologist, and it
seems unlikely that he would fall into the
common parental trap of rewarding negative
behavior. For Emma is definitely rewarded: she
is given the title "Elect Lady," is given counsel
and comfort, and is given a special assignment.
Thus, her "murmuring," or, as 1 take it, her
questioning about her role in her husband’s
work and her insistence on having a place in it,
must be in some sense approved by the Lord.
It seems to me, in fact, that when God says to
Emma "Murmur not," he is actually comforting
and commiserating rather than chastising. For
one of the basic rules governing God’s inter-
actions with mortals is "ask and it shall be
given." By murmuring, Emma asked, and some-
thing was given.

The phrase "ask and ye shall receive" is
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repeated nine times in the Doctrine and Coven-
ants (not to mention the New Testament, where
it also appears several times), and it is used
with slight variations many more times than
that. Virtually every revelation that Joseph
Smith received, from the First Vision on, came
in answer to a question. The famous verse that
started it all, the one we all memorized in
Primary, states it most clearly:

If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask
of God, that giveth to all men [and
women] liberally, and upbraideth not;
and it shall be given him [her]" (James
1:5).

’Any of you," says this famous scripture, not
just those ordained to be prophets. This prin-
ciple has been born out in subsequent Church
history. Every one of the Church auxiliaries, for
example, began because someone had an idea
and asked about it. As far as I know, none of the
major Church programs came because God
sent down commands; someone on this side of
the veil asked him first. The most recent, pow-
erful example of this is the historic revelation
giving blacks the priesthood-which came,
President Spencer W. Kimball told us, after
days of praying and asking:

. . . we have pleaded long and
earnestly in behalf of these, our faithful
brethren, spending many hours in the
upper room of the tmnple supplicating
the Lord for divine guidance.

He has heard our prayers, and by
revelation has confirmed that the long-
promised day has come . . " (Church
News, 17 June 1978, emphasis added).

When we speak of a prophet’s role in the
Church, we tend to focus on his position as
receiver of God’s word; but surely, given the
clear scriptural messages I have cited above,
receiving is only half the job. Asking the right
questions, in fact, may be what distinguishes a
good serviceable prophet from a truly great

one-a Jarom from a Nephi, shall we say. And
in our own day, who knows what God would
approve or answer if he were only asked; per-
haps he is sitting up there anxiously waiting to
be asked. Personally, I also have the sense that
the reason President Kimball began his earnest
pleading was that so many Church members
were united with him in asking and praying
about the issue of the blacks and the priest-
hood. The prophet is the mouthpiece of the
Lord, but he is also the mouthpiece of the
people.

We all have the right-no, the responsibility
("Ask and ye shall receive" is phrased as a
command)- to ask questions. God "upbraideth
not" for asking questions. Perhaps the catch is
in the succeeding verse of the James passage,
"But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering." But
I read that as a warning to us that we must
accept whatever answers come, even if they
aren’t what we anticipated. And sometimes
God may not let us do what we want to do, or
change what we might like to change. What
good parent al~vays says yes? But it never hurts
to ask-and ask, and ask, and ask. The phrase
"pleading before the Lord" is often used in
scripture. Asking in faith, as I read it, doesn’t
limit what questions may be asked, or how
many times they are asked. It is the questioner
who receives, not the passive waiter.

So, just like Eve, who also refused to pas-
sively accept her place and has been con-
demned for it ever since, despite the fact that
she performed the most important human role
in the creating of this world, we ought to thank
Emma for murmuring, not apolognze or accuse.
Okay, maybe she could have done it in a less
complaining voice. But if she had remained
silent, had asked no questions, we would have
no revelations to women instead of one. If
others keep asking, who knows? There might
yet be more than one.
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