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And there are many kingdoms; for
there is no space in the which there is
no kingdom; and there is no kingdom
in which there is no space . . . and
unto every kingdom is given a law;
and unto every law there are certain
bounds also and conditions. 

D&C 88:37–38

And also, if there be bounds set to the
heavens or to the seas, or to the dry
land, or to the sun, moon, or stars—
. . . all their glories, laws, and set
times, shall be revealed in the days of
the dispensation of the fulness of times.

D&C 121:30–31

W HAT ARE THE bounds and con-
ditions of creation? Who set
them? Who is subject to them?

And how will they be revealed?
In the first issue of SUNSTONE, Keith

Norman examined our most unique, most
defining, and most heretical doctrine: “As
man is, God once was; as God is, man may
become.”1 This tenet warrants our attention.
And applied to the introductory questions
above, it sets a powerful foundation.

The doctrine puts God inside a system
rather than outside. Inside a set of laws,
bounds, and conditions. If our Heavenly
Parents grew into godhood, they did so by
mastering and conforming to an anteceding
system—we assume, the same system in
which we find ourselves. Of course one
could argue that at some point in the mastery
process, they might have become free to

create their own, original set of rules. But this
is both less appealing and less supportable. It
seems more likely that the system is inherent
and eternal. That one generation is as bound
to it as is another.2

This supposition is easiest to approach
through the question of moral law. Are moral
laws inherent or arbitrary? For example, are
incest and child abuse wrong because God
says so, or because such actions are inher-
ently heinous? If we choose the first possi-
bility, we’re forced to concede that God could
have created a different set of rules: a uni-
verse in which these atrocities were allow-
able, even commendable.

In his classic book Mere Christianity, C. S.
Lewis shows the absurdity of full-blown
moral relativism by asking readers to

think of a country where people
were admired for running away in
battle, or where a man felt proud of
double-crossing all the people who
had been kindest to him. You might
just as well try to imagine a country
where two and two make five.3

As I’ve posed the dilemma of whether
God authored or is subject to moral laws, my
non-Mormon friends have invariably re-
sponded that God would never create a
system as preposterous as the one Lewis tries
to imagine. But doesn’t such a response pre-
suppose that even God recognizes and works
within some sort of inherent framework? 

If laws of morality are inherent, it’s hardly
a stretch to suggest that other laws, such as
gravity, might be equally fixed, not divinely
decreed. President Spencer W. Kimball

seemed to think so: “The law of gravity is an
absolute truth. It never varies.”4

According to Joseph Smith, our world
was organized from existent matter. Matter
that can neither be created nor destroyed.
Not even by God.5 If this matter is eternal
and self-existing, should we expect the same
of its properties? Would it follow that protons
are always positive, that entropy always in-
creases, and that ice always floats?6 Albert
Einstein believed it would: “God himself
could not have arranged those connections
in any other way than that which factually
exists, any more than it would be in His
power to make the number 4 into a prime
number.”7

Is that blasphemy? Would such limita-
tions marginalize God? “If God had drawn
the world from pre-existent matter,” the
Catholic Catechism justifiably asks, “what
would be so extraordinary in that?”8 The im-
port of the question is to suggest that the cre-
ation of the world can be an extraordinary
event worthy of God’s majesty only if it is a
creation ex nihilo. But, in fact, creativity is
only possible within a framework of limita-
tions.9 If God were truly outside the system,
his works could not be creative—only
random and arbitrary.

Inherent laws do not lessen the miracle of
creation.10 Just look at human creativity—
music, art, literature, agriculture, medicine—
the heights we’ve climbed while limited by
our natural constraints. Think of the satisfac-
tion we feel from planting a garden or raising
a family. Like God on the seventh day.

What if our world is patterned after
God’s? Is that so bad? Reflecting on his boy-
hood years on a farm in Arizona, President
Kimball spoke to that very question: 

There were evenings those many
years ago, at about sunset, when I
would walk in with the cows.
Stopping by a tired old fence post, I
would sometimes just stand
silently in the mellow light and the
fragrance of sunflowers and ask
myself, “If you were going to create
a world, what would it be like?”
Now with just a little thought the
answer seems so natural: “Just like
this one.”11

F RANCIS Collins, the head of the
Human Genome Project and a devout
Christian, recently called his scientific

exploration “an occasion of worship.”12 His
work helps him appreciate the mind of God.
From our Latter-day Saint vantage point, we
should be all the more excited about such
discoveries since through them, we not only
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better understand our Heavenly Parents but
also become more like them.

This claim doesn’t elevate science—lim-
ited as it is by human observation—above
revelation. There are surely matters of eternal
importance that, despite their plain exis-
tence, are no more comprehendible to us
than prime numbers are to dogs. The claim
instead recognizes scientific inquiry as one of
several valid means of obtaining revelation.13

Elder Russell M. Nelson illustrated this
connection between science and revelation
with a personal experience. While a prac-
ticing cardiac surgeon, he was approached by
a friend who asked him to correct a valve dis-
order—a condition then considered inoper-
able. Though reluctant, Elder Nelson was
persuaded when his friend insisted, “The
Lord will not reveal to me how to repair that
second valve, but He can reveal it to you.
Your mind is so prepared.” 

So he consented to perform the surgery
and, sure enough, when the chest was
opened, he could see in his mind’s eye the
outlines of where to cut and suture. It was a
personal revelation.14 But he could receive
that revelation only because he had the req-
uisite knowledge.

Too often we try a contrasting approach,
choosing to cram scientific discoveries into an
a priori dogma. We insist on a young earth, on
a universal flood, or on a special creation of
species despite contrary evidence. When new
discoveries fit nicely, we pat ourselves on the
back and say silly things about science finally
catching up to scripture. And when they don’t
fit, we discard them and denigrate the limited
learning of men. If there are sins of intellect,
these are surely among the cardinal.

There is another approach. To accept all
revelation as true—but recognize that the
details will be only as clear as we are capable
of receiving. God can reveal only at the level
to which we are prepared. 

Brigham Young taught this principle
clearly: 

I do not even believe that there is a
single revelation, among the many
God has given to the Church, that
is perfect in its fullness. The revela-
tions of God contain correct doc-
trine and principle, so far as they
go; but it is impossible for the poor,
weak, low, groveling, sinful inhabi-
tants of the earth to receive a reve-
lation from the Almighty in all its
perfections. He has to speak to us
in a matter to meet the extent of
our capacities.15

The idea that our existing knowledge af-
fects our ability to receive or understand rev-
elation was defended by Apostle Stephen L.
Richards in his “An Open Letter to College
Students”: 

Can any interpreter even though he
be inspired present his interpreta-
tion and conception in terms other
than those with which he has had
experience and acquaintance? Even
under the assumption that Divinity
may manifest to the prophet higher
and more exalted truths than he
has ever before known and unfold
to his spiritual eyes visions of the
past, forecasts of the future, and
circumstances of the utmost nov-
elty, how will the inspired man in-
terpret? Manifestly, I think, in the
language he knows and in the
terms of expression with which his
knowledge and experience have
made him familiar.16

The creation story is the best possible ex-
ample. We Latter-day Saints have four dif-
fering versions, each better than the previous
one.17 Moses’s version describes a flat world
covered by a dome of water and located in
the center of the universe.18 Joseph Smith’s
accounts are more advanced scientifically but
each is still limited. And why shouldn’t they
be? Smith had never seen a periodic table,
learned about evolution, or heard the theory

of relativity. Imagine the creation story we’d
be privy to if we were all as smart as Stephen
Hawking. But in the most important sense,
that story wouldn’t be any truer than the ver-
sion we read in Genesis.

T HIS SUNSTONE column is dedicated
to a high ambition—that we can
pursue scientific inquiry with the

greatest of energy, freeing it from our precon-
ceptions and accepting new discoveries as a
means of further revelation, not as an affront
to our dogmas. Surely God did not endow us
with great capacity for inquiry and reason to
“fust in us unused,”19 and we shall not insult
Him with their employment. 
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CANCER AND THE
LIONS’ DEN

Grandmother taught us to pray,
my sister and me
propped by her pillows in bed.
She read about angels,

a man in a den of lions,
Mary and a baby
and a boy who danced
for the Lord, fought giants

and played the harp.
Grandmother whispered
in her gravelly granny voice
with wobbly throat folds

we stroked, holding books
she hadn’t read to us, yet,
and couldn’t that afternoon,
and never did.
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