
GIVE & TAKE

REVELATION, HIERARCHY, AND
DIALOGUE" A RESPONSE TO

TODD COMPTON

By Matthew 5tannard

Obedience and skepticism entail each other; the person who
listens only to the pronouncements of Church authorities is

skeptical to anyone who disagrees. The skeptic who listens to no
voice is obedient to the command of a distorted, radically

individualist view of human reason. Only ethical dialogue can
close the gap between ourselves and others and keep

learning--revelation--alive in us.

OUR ORTHODOX CONCEPTION of
religious truth seems incapable of separating
revelation from the group of leaders whom
we sustain as prophets. We assume that these
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leaders are responsible---often exclusively
so--for receiving revelations concerning
both the principles of the gospel (this in-
cludes interpretation of old scripture and the
creation of new scripture) and the policies of
the Church as an institution.

With respect to revelation, we seem to
have adopted the following premises:

1. Prophets are called and sustained only
through "legitimate" or institutional chan-
nels.

2. Only such institutional prophets may rece-
ive revelation concerning the institution or
community as well as Church doctrine.

3. Those not in the institutional hierarchy
may receive "personal" revelation concern-
ing their lives only.

4. Those not in the hierarchy who claim to
receive revelation of a higher significance
are not telling the truth.

5. Those not in the hierarchy who question
legitimate revelations are not in good
standing with the Church.
Most criticisms of these premises tend to

focus on the absolute nature of the pro-
nouncements. Are prophets only found in the
hierarchy of the Church? Are they the only
ones who can receive revelation concerning
gospel truth? Is it impossible for those not in
the hierarchy to receive significant
revelations? Similarly, does disagreement
with the institution always; constitute bad
standing or apostasy?

Todd Compton ("Counter-Hierarchical
Revelation," SUNStONE 15:2) is one writer
who takes issue with the absoluteness of or-
thodox exclusivity. His thesis is that revela-
tion "received by someone comparatively
low in the hierarchy, or not in the hierarchy,"
can possibly be legitimate and desirable. He
cites a number of historical examples which
illustrate thai: such revelation has been "ac-
cepted by someone higher in the
hierarchy"(34).

Compton uses language which assumes
that the hierarchy can occasionally give way.
He cites a case of Peter and Paul in which
leadership "flowed from below to
above"(35). In several other examples,
Compton reassures the reader that the hier-
archy was still intact, and only strengthened
by its lenient recognition o~ occasional ex-
ceptions. In case we have missed this point,
one of Compton’s concluding remarks is that
"counter-hierarchical revelation does not
negate hierarchy"(qO, emphasis added). I
gather that "negate" might mean anything
from undermine to utterly destroy.

Compton urges Church leaders to "take
seriously" the various revelations of "those
hierarchically beneath us," and to "accept
revelation wherever we may find it"(38). But
this caveat is qualified by the language which
calls occasional "upward" revelation merely
"a necessary escape valve" which institu-
tional leaders ought to "make use of... on
occasion"(q0).

The problem with Compton’s position,
however, is that his qualifications prevent his
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counter-hierarchical revelation from fulfill-
ing its intended purpose. The reason such
non-traditional revelation must (as opposed
to "may") occur is that Church leaders oc-
casionally fail. Ideally, counter-hierarchical
revelation would help solve such problems
and strengthen the leadership of the Church.
But all of Compton’s examples ultimately
illustrate only that Church leaders ought to
be open to suggestions concerning their lead-
ership. In his view, no counter-hierarchical
revelation can exist as such, because whatever
the source, it is the leadership which finally
rubber-stamps the revelation, or fails to do
SO.

Compton’s insistence that non-standard
inspiration be "non-threatening’(40) is curi-
ous, given that much genuine revelation is
almost always "threatening," as it calls people
to repentance and warns them of the error of
their ways. I deduce that he refers to the
manner in which the message is presented.
But shouldn’t all such relations in a gospel
community be non-threatening?

Similarly, Compton suggests that as long
as, and only if, one retains obedience to
authority, even to the extreme of foolish or
dangerous behavior commanded by author-
ity, then all will be well; schisms will be
avoided and the structure will remain intact.
But strictly speaking, the gospel itself pro-
vides an alternative to schisms, and requires
that both sides, not just the non-leaders, be
willing to submit to each other.

The "schizophrenic" nature of Compton’s
argument can be illustrated in his vision of
the ideal Mormon community. It is

a community, full of checks and
balances, where important inspira-
tion can come to anyone who is
in tune, not just a few (though
Church leaders have a responsibility
to conduct the business of the
Church). (4-0, emphasis added.)

The latter portion of the passage begins with
"though." To paraphrase (given the context of
the essay), anyone can have revelation (or
"inspiration," presumably a "weaker" form of
revelation), but it is not necessarily the
responsibility of "anyone" to receive revela-
tion concerning Church doctrine or policy.
This softening renders Compton’s prescrip-
tion inadequate. For if it is true that leaders
are fallible; that revelation can occur through
non-institutional individuals; and that the ac-
ceptance of such revelation is vital to the
strength of the community, then acknowledg-
ing these contingencies while maintaining the
authority of a few given the right to "decide"
revelation cannot solve the problem outright.
Leaders are still fallible and still predisposed

to discounting and discouraging the inspira-
tion of those not in the hierarchy. At the same
time, few would suggest abandoning the in-
stitution itself, inasmuch as it is necessary to
fulfill the primary mission of the gospel, or-
ganizing and gathering all of God’s children
into a community.

To find our way out of this problem, we
return to Compton’s assurance that "counter-
hierarchical revelation does not negate hie>
archy." Compton says this to counter an
objection that a danger exists that each indi-
vidual will decide for himself or herself what
the truth is. But the objection assumes that
only the hierarchical institution can guard
against radically individualistic relativism.
Compton answers that this will not happen
because the authonty of the hierarchy is still
intact, still the final word.

However, the implication that institu-
tional authority is the only alternative to in-
dividualism, that the only genuine
community possesses absolute leadership, is
open to serious doubt when we consider the
primacy of the community in our world
view--a world view based on progression
rather than on static perfection, on ethical
obligations to others being prior to institu-
tions or rules. In short a world view where
the community is more than simply the insti-
tution, its hierarchy, and its subjects.

Both the orthodox view demanding abso-
lute obedience and the moderate view char-
acterized by Comptons article assume that
hierarchy is absolutely necessary, or at least
unavoidable. But it seems to me that the
gospel urges us to move beyond all states of
qualitative, artificially’ established inequali-
ties governing our treatment of one another.
To be sure, given our incessant use of power
relations throughout history, such an aban-
donment would be difficult. But I don’t think
it would be impossible, and I cannot help but
feel that it is very important.

In a sense, the unquestioned assumption
of the need for leadership (at least the kind of
absolute authority’ which discourages dissent
from institutional pronouncements) is an ad-
mission of failure. The need for such leader-
ship presumes that, left to our own
democratic and cooperative accord, we will
be unable to govern ourselves, that we will
reach no decisions, or we will harm one
another, or fail to submit to one another in
the absence of institutional compulsion.

Again, the gospel itself provides a clear
alternative. While not a guarantee against all
digagreement and difficulty, living the gospel
means that inevitable disputes will be ad-
dressed with the intent of satisfying all con-
cerned community me mbers. Ironically, if we

do not live the gospel, even the most stern
authority will bnng us no closer to the coop-
eration required in a saintly community.

Thus, if authority is offered as a plan to
solve disagreement.,;, misunderstandings,
and problems that result from human agency,
it not only fails in this; intent, but also under-
mines the entire Christian mission.

Revelation begins within a non-institu-
tional context. We acknowledge a person as
the conveyer of revelation, and that person is
God. Of course, we must not portray this
being as completely unlike us. To an extent,
we do not; though our discourse often
swings precariously in that direction, God is
better seen as a member of the community,
and our concern with God’s contingency and
temporality indicates that he is not the
"origin" or maker ex nihilo, of the community.
We welcome him, and he welcomes us, and
we interact.

Revelation is dialogue. Answers are con-
ditioned by questions. Questions result from
specific situations. Those situations are the
result of the interaction of humans in mutual
projects. An ethical mode of revelatory dia-
logue, in which all community members
participate in formulating the questions and
interpreting the answers, is a desirable alter-
native to both oppressive, silencing hierarchy
and to the mobocratic chaos that results from
an unethical community.

Honest, revelation-based faith acknowl-
edges all revealed things, opens itself up to
questioning concerning the interpretation of
its received information, and bravely faces
the dangers of faith’s ambiguities. Recogniz-
ing that revelation occurs through diverse
human sources, we must ask ourselves if it is
necessary to appoint or privilege a prophet?
At different times we are all prophets, and
since we are always grounded in revelation as
a community, it is the mutual cooperation of
community-based decision-making which
guides our journey.

HIERARCHY has governed, most
human relationships. Whether scarcity and
the division of labor have necessitated effi-
cient distribution of authority, or humanity
simply has a drive to control others, few
communities have been non-hierarchical
and religious communities are no exception.
Traditional religious thought illustrates even
more blatant displays of power relations. In
history, the church without "leader.’;" is the
exception rather than the rule. The govern-
ing ideas of Western metaphysics--platonic
"perfection," static and unchanging truth,
and a God who is the uncreated origin of
truth rather than a revealer---haw’- forced
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themselves into our concepts and models of
ethics, calling for allegiance to institutional
hierarchy on the assumption that the more
powerful a person is, the more perfect he or
she has become. Though Mormon theology
rejects these metaphysical assumptions, our
models of ethics have yet to escape them. We
haven’t yet actualized our radicalism. At
issue, I believe, is the question of hierarchy
itself. Given the presence of power relations
in nearly all our social projects, how can we
ignore its infiltration of the one project we’ve
built to house the gospel--a gospel which
ironically calls for the abandonment of
power relations in favor of mutual submis-
sion and love?

Historically, few prophets and pro-
phetesses have been members of institutional
leadership. This fact is not simply incidental
to the history of revelation; it is part of the
context in which revealed truths are found.
Truth does not emerge from a metaphysical
fountain or some supernatural being who
makes up the rules as It goes along. "I]ruth is
revealed in a community of seekers and be-
lievers who share a language and a mode of
discourse necessitated by mutual needs and
desires. This community is the origin or
truth; not vice versa. Mormonism is a com-
munity of spiritual kin who chose a particu-
lar plan in order to progress together.
Challenges are to be overcome through
mutual love; Christ’s sacrifice emerges, as an
example of the best that this agreement can
achieve, and all other relationships are best
actualized following that example.

Significantly, since humanity is a family
prior to our arrangement of institutions or
rules, including religious ones, our ethical
obligations to one another are prior to the
demands placed on us by institutions. Just as
we would call a civil law unjust if obedience
to it required treating a fellow human cruelly,
a religious law cannot take precedence over
our spiritual obligations to one another. The
"higher" law is not a law at all but is the origin
of all law---our agreement, our social project.

Similarly, revelation is more primal than
religious authority. This explains why revela-
tion is so often received by non-autho.nties.
The archetypal receiver of revelation is the
community member who, pondering a ques-
tion while at work in the fields or kneeling in
the empty woods, receives a vision, and
rushes back home or into the town to share
the revelation. Often, this prophet is lowly by
the standards of the world; consequently, he
or she is not a religious authority. Interest-
ingly, religious authorities often lead the
community in ridiculing, slaying, or excom-
municating the prophet.

Such accounts remind us that revelation
is more genuine and more important than
authoritative pronouncements. If our
responsibility toward each other must always
override responsibility to titles, institutions,
and even rules, then revelation does not
occur within a hierarchical context but, in-
stead, occurs as God deems necessary and as
we petition him. Such giving and receiving
through honest dialogue is the ethical es-
sence of the community.

THE path of non-hierarchical revela-
tion, no doubt, would be more difficult to
tread than the comforting reliance upon au-
thorities. And, unfortunately, such comfort
often seems to be the sole objective of the call
to obedience. Janice Allred has written a
reasoned and moving plea for a more pro-
gressive, egalitarian method of spiritual dis-
course in the Church ("Do You Preach the
Orthodox Religion?" St~s~o~ 15:2). Mired
questions Church authorities’ assumptions
concerning the comfort of orthodoxy. "Or-
thodoxy craves certainty," and such a craving
removes the burden of revelation from where
it rightly belongs--on all who wish to receive
truth (26).

When discussing such issues, one often is
offered only one alternative to orthodoxy:
skepticism. In response to the arguments of
this essay, one might charge that I am skepti-
cal of the pronouncements of Church au-
thorities. If I am guilty of this, it is indeed
damaging because I have little basis for
rejecting the majority of revelations that have
come from LDS church leadership. In fact,
the very basis of my Mormon world view
would have little support if I did not believe
such pronouncements to be true. But I am
not advocating rejection, or even skepticism,

concerning the ability of Church authorities
to receive revelation. What I am advocating
is a view of revelation more consistent with
the very world view Mormons have adopted.
Such a view requires neither orthodoxy nor
skepticism but rejects both in favor of the far
more difficult task of dialogue.

Of course it is easy to listen to others,
believe them, and decide that the issue is
closed. It is also easy to listen to no one and
decide that truth simply does not exist. Both
extremes entail an escape from responsibility.
The responsible option--an ethical and open
dialogue--is not found along these lines at
all. One does not enter into a dialogue if one
is always obedient, however easier obedience
might be. Similarly, the overly skeptical per-
son refuses to communicate and is willing to
ignore the plea of another voice in favor of
the comforting self-assurance of belief in no-
thing. Moreover, obedience and skepticism
entail each other; the person who listens only
to the pronouncements of Church authori-
ties is decidedly skeptical to anyone who
disagrees. The skeptic who listens to no voice
is obedient to the command of a distorted,
radically individualist view of human reason.
Only dialogue can close the gap between
ourselves and others. Only ethical, open
communication promises to keep learning--
revelation---alive in us.

No promises can be made about
communication’s power to comfort, or even
that it will be successful. However, given
that, in an earlier state of life, we presumably
chose between a plan that would, through
obedience alone, assure collective salvation
and a more uncertain, but far more satisfying
proposal, it would not be unreasonable to
assume that we are continuing to make that
decision every da~:                    ~:~

PSALM

THE FATHER AND THE MOTHER

Come let us praise The Father and The Mother
whose voices wrap around us in the night
whose arms enclose the darkest places of our hearts
whose tears ran on the mountains of Gettysburg and Seoul,
of Sodom and Chernobyl.
They are weeping for their children they are weeping love
small lures falling, waiting to be taken,
to be tangled in the piece of sun
given to their children
waiting for the cleansing fire to light the earth,
making it plain as the love by which we were conceived.

-CAROL CLARK OTTESEN
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