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DAN MOORE
Department of Geology

I have taught thousands of students about beginnings in 
nature—mostly through foundations courses that explore 
discovered and revealed truths relating to the origins of 
the universe, earth, and life. Below, I share a few ideas 
from these courses about the nature of truth, the Creator, 
creation records, and the dangers of dogmatism. 

Truth. Wise seekers of truth understand the nature 
of discovered and revealed truth and regard them as 
complementary; they also make clear distinctions 
between observations and interpretations. Discovered 
truth explains how nature works, is true in the sense that 
it works to explain the observations used to test it, and 
can discover absolute truth—but cannot demonstrate 
that it has discovered it. Revealed truth shows how to be 

saved and explains our relationship to God and nature, is 
true in the sense that the Holy Spirit has revealed it to 
our souls, and provides certain knowledge—but rarely 
explains the workings of what is revealed. Those who 
are wise in seeking truth from God’s words and works 
recognize that observations are essentially indisputable, 
but interpretations are not. These individuals accept 
observations and judge interpretations on their merits. 
Those who understand the nature of discovered truth 
accept scientific theories for what they are—accurate 
explanations of the observations that have failed to falsify 
them. They understand that scientific theories may or may 
not be ultimate truths, but they are certainly proximate 
truths. These theories include those that explain the origins 
of the Universe, Earth, and Life—the Big Bang, Ancient 
Earth, and Evolution. 
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The Creator. God is the Creator in part because He is 
indivisibly connected to nature—He is in galaxies, stars, 
planets, organisms, cells, atoms, and quarks, and He is in 
space-time laws, tectonic laws, genetic laws, and atomic 
laws (D&C 88:6-13). God is not separate from nature; 
He does not act on nature from outside nature; He is 
in nature; He and nature are one. To God, everything 
is natural; He understands and abides by all law. Law 
governs all natural systems (D&C 88:6-13, 132:12), and 
this law acts independently (D&C 93:30; 88:38). Thus, 
the supernatural does not exist; instead, what seems 
supernatural is natural—but a part of nature that we do 
not yet understand. It is no surprise that scientists studying 
nature find law operating independently in systems such as 
galaxies, solar systems, planets, organisms, cells, atoms, etc. 
This does not displace God, for he Creator is in that law. 

When we study nature, we study God as Creator, we feel  
in awe of the universal, the divine, and we sense His 
presence (D&C 88:47-50). 

Creation Records. History shows that trying to answer 
questions about how nature works from interpretations 
of written scripture alone is fraught with problems. A 
better approach is to study nature—God’s natural 
scripture—together with God’s written scriptures. No true 
interpretation of God’s words can contradict observations 
of His works, and vice-versa. Individuals who choose 
to form opinions about nature based solely on God’s 
words choose to reject His command to study nature 
(D&C 88:77-80); they pit interpretations of God’s words 
against the testimony of His works. An analogy is helpful: 
Imagine living at the time of Christ and choosing only to 
learn from what He said, while ignoring what He did.  

TRUE EDUCATION DOES 
NOT CONSIST MERELY 
 IN THE ACQUIRING OF 

 A FEW FACTS… BUT IN  
THE DEVELOPMENT  

OF CHARACTER.
DAVID O. MCK AY
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That would be unthinkable, and yet those who ignore 
God’s works in considering nature do just that—knowingly 
or not. God has provided us with two scriptural records of 
the creation—natural and written scripture. Wise seekers 
of truth use and are deeply committed to both. 

Dogmatism. Knowing how to return to live with 
God is the primary domain of revealed truth—religion, 
and knowing how nature works is the primary domain 
of discovered truth—science. Anyone who, for a season, 
cannot reconcile revealed and discovered truth should cling 
to what is essential—saving truths, while not attacking 
what also comes from God—discovered truths. Dogmatic 
scientists, who gained deep knowledge of nature but 
taught against religious truths revealed by God, will learn 
they were wrong: they will realize that in studying nature, 
they were studying Him. Likewise, dogmatic religionists, 
who gained deep knowledge of the path to salvation 
but preached against the scientific discoveries of nature 
revealed by God, will come to know that they were wrong: 
they will realize that these discoveries lead to, not away, 

from God. The adversary cunningly employs dogmatists 
on both sides—science and religion—to decrease faith by 
spreading the lie that science and religion work against 
each other. While the motives of these individuals may  
be pure, their efforts pit truth against truth, cause 
confusion, and diminish faith. Although we do not 
understand all truth at this time, revealed and discovered 
truth are compatible—no matter how incomplete our 
present understanding. t

Kevin Galbraith
“BY SMALL AND SIMPLE THINGS…”
Department of Home and Family

Powerful lessons taught by the Spirit often come in small 
and simple ways. For example, periodically I like to take a 
few minutes at the beginning of class to ask a basic, general 
question, such as, “What did you learn yesterday (Sunday) 
at church that you would like to share with the class?”  



I N S I G H T S  |  2 5

Or “What thought or insight have you learned in a 
previous class today that you would like to share?” Or  

“In what way has (principle) affected you?” 
These types of basic questions often elicit superficial 

comments, but I have acquired an appreciation for the in-
depth, heartfelt, gospel-related discussions that frequently 
unfold, especially as I take the time to listen carefully and 
to ask follow-up questions to further draw students out. 
Just last week I started class with the following question: 

“As a student at BYU-Idaho, what are some of the most 
important lessons you are learning about life?” For the next 
10-12 minutes, student after student elaborated on what 
it meant to live and act with faith in Christ. At the end of 
class, one of the students approached me and said, in a 
sober tone of voice, “Brother Galbraith, thank-you for the 
discussion at the beginning of class. That discussion was 
specifically for me.” t

Dave Harrell
THE BEST PART ABOUT TE ACHING
Department of Business Management

The best part of teaching is actually when I am not teaching. 
The best part is the interaction outside of class with 
students I’m privileged to spend time with. 

After a career in finance and accounting for 17 years, I 
thought my dreams were fulfilled when I was granted 
the opportunity to teach Business at BYU-Idaho. I didn’t 
understand that being a mentor outside of the classroom 
would become the most meaningful part of my new job. 

As a new teacher, I created office hours so students could 
visit to get help on class studies. Occasionally, students 
visited with questions about internships, careers, or 
general advice. During these discussions, I had a chance 
to help students see their potential. I was able to express 
confidence in them and their ability to find the best 
internships and jobs. We spoke of prayer and getting help 
from above. In fact, sometimes I got emotional as I was 
blessed to feel a touch of the love God has for them. The 
Holy Ghost expanded my heart. Those moments became 
the sweetest moments of all. 

The best part about teaching is mentoring students to 
achieve their amazing potential. t

Lawrence Chilton
Associate Dean

“Gospel learning in the on-campus classroom takes many 
forms. A direct approach includes a devotional of sorts, 
where students and teachers take turns sharing and 
discussing scriptures and other words of God.  Another 
approach is to illustrate course concepts using gospel 
analogies as context or otherwise identifying connections 
between the course contents and eternal truths. A more 
organic approach is to design the course so it models 
the plan of salvation or other gospel principles in ways 
obvious to the students. This provides an applied gospel 
learning experience by participating in the course. By 
purposefully implementing such strategies, faculty become 
a critical component in building testimonies of the 
restored gospel of Jesus Christ, helping students integrate 
the various compartments in their lives, and building 
lifelong disciples of Christ.” t

Scott Ferguson
FIVE SKILLS WHICH FOSTER LE ARNING BY 
STUDY AND BY FAITH
Associate Dean

Megan sits on the front row of my Book of Mormon 
class. She pauses from vigorous note taking to register, 
with a look of disgruntlement, her displeasure with 
something I just taught. Today we are discussing the 
creation. As a pre-med student, she has just come from 
her biology class where they too discussed theories of 
creation and evolution. Clearly our different approaches 
to understanding this topic are varied enough that she is 
experiencing serious anxiety as she seeks to reconcile her 
blossoming understanding of the Creation. Lacking the 
skills of “learning by study and by faith” (D&C 88:118) will 
likely result in or contribute to her unsettledness. In this 
state of anxiousness, she may even draw conclusions that 
are either doctrinally or scientifically incorrect.

Samuel is taking my eternal family class. Because I 
have had Samuel as a student in prior classes, we have 
talked privately regarding some of the challenges he faces 
regarding same-sex attraction. I know our discussion 
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today will trigger feelings of dissonance and discord. We 
are discussing gender as taught in the “The Family: a 
Proclamation to the World.” I know he is particularly hurt 
by the church’s recent emphasis that children of gay parents 
must wait until they are eighteen to receive the ordinance 
of baptism. He feels ostracized by his church. He doesn’t 
like feeling this way but has not yet found peace for himself. 
Unless Samuel masters five skills of “learning by study 
and by faith” (D&C 88:118), he will likely be unsettled for 
some time. In his anxiousness, he may even find himself 
increasingly disenchanted with the church and more 
comfortable with the teachings of the world.

How do we raise the level of our instruction to help the 
Megans and the Samuels in our classrooms to resolve their 
intellectual and spiritual conundrums in an atmosphere 
of faith and truth? This is the challenge we as faculty will 
increasingly face in the classroom of the future. Whether 
it is a nursing student whose values are threatened by a 
workplace requirement to offer mandatory abortion and 
contraception counseling in a clinical rotation; or the 
student teacher who must instruct a ninth grade class that 
same-sex attraction is normal. There is a host of challenges 
on the horizon that our students must possess the skills to 
resolve, or they will surely struggle.

The Lord provides direction to answer this question in 
the fiftieth section of the Doctrine and Covenants: “let us 
reason together, that ye may understand; Let us reason 
even as a man reasoneth one with another face to face. 
Now, when a man reasoneth he is understood of man, 
because he reasoneth as a man; even so will I, the Lord, 
reason with you that you may understand” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 50:10-12). What does “reason together” mean? 

Doesn’t this phrase suggest dialogue, back and forth 
conversation, to think ideas through to their logical 
conclusions, “to conclude or infer; to convince, persuade 
by reasoning”?

Reasoning with one another as a form of instruction is 
a very different approach to teaching and learning than 
presenting information. We are seeking to educate and 
prepare our students to live in an increasingly complex 
society. Our approach to teaching and learning may be as 
important as the specific information we share. We must 
improve at adapting our teaching to the new orientations 
of millennial students.

In the Department of Religious Education, we have 
identified five skills that we must master if we are to “learn 
by study and by faith.” Modeling these skills in our own 
classrooms enables us to help our students grow in their 
ability and confidence to do the same. We can develop 
the capacity to learn and reason by the power of the Holy 
Ghost as we cultivate the following skill set:

• Manage ambiguity while still acting in accordance 

with revealed doctrine and in ways that produce 

growth and more mature thinking.

• Hold two ideas in tension, recognizing that God, as 

of now, has not revealed all things.

• Learn the art of diligent inquiry wherein questions 

are addressed maturely and responsibly.

• Be source-critical, consulting scripture text and 

other authoritative sources to find answers to 

difficult questions.

CONNECTIONS SEEM TO FLOW 
FROM THE FACULTY MEMBER IN 

 WAYS THAT INDICATE THAT 
MAKING GOSPEL CONNECTIONS 

 IS A NORMAL PART OF THEIR LIFE. 
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• Maintain charity as we learn with others. Recognize 

how each person’s premises affect conclusions, 

even our own, while maintaining charity and 

respect for one another. 

Managing Ambiguity 

The truth is not up for private interpretation or a shifting 
relativism. It is fixed; it is eternal. The way we teach truth, 
however, is not fixed at all. We can teach our students 
that our search for truth is often a bit messy. It involves 
patience, questions, and at times, doubting our doubts. 
We as teachers like classrooms devoid of uncertainty 
and dissonance. In fact, for most teachers, uncertainty is 
evidence our classrooms are failing. Instructors dislike 
ambivalence as much as students and often strive for 
closure of ideas too quickly. 

The road to deep and satisfying learning is more 
difficult to navigate than the freeway of shallow 
assumptions, and both students and teachers must 
accept this reality. Moving students from simplistic 
thinking into more mature thinking is not for the faint 
of heart. Allowing our students to wrestle questions in 
the classroom increases the likelihood—frustrations 
notwithstanding—that they not only learn the truth in 
their minds but in their hearts as well.

Instruction done right edifies and enlarges one’s 
capacity so that, “he that preacheth and he that receiveth, 
understand one another, and both are edified and rejoice 
together” (Doctrine and Covenants 50:22). This is 
especially true when the instructor teaches in the spirit  
of being the “least and the servant of all” (Doctrine  
and Covenants 50:27).
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Right or wrong, black or white, formulations do a 
disservice to many forms of learning. If our instruction 
is based on simply learning facts and information to pass 
an exam, students will likely struggle to solve the more 
complicated problems they face when they leave campus. 

Holding Two Ideas in Tension

Students feel less anxiety as they mature in their 
metacognitive skills and are able to navigate the turbulent 
waters that arise when ideas seem to oppose one another. 
Some of the untested ideas they embrace for a time may 
even be in tension with each other. However, deeper 
study on their part may yield greater understanding not 
possible in a dualistic paradigm. As students learn the 
art of holding ideas in tension while trusting the Lord for 
greater understanding, they begin to see options heretofore 
unavailable to them and allow themselves room to navigate 
present and future difficult doctrinal conflicts with greater 
faith and hope. 

The Art of Diligent Inquiry and Being Source Critical

Alma explained that he had “inquired diligently” (Alma 
40:3) about a doctrine and had gained peace and insight 
that eluded his son Corianton. Nephi gained the faith 
to obey and strengthen Sam through a similar process, 
while Laman questioned in a way that only resulted in 
murmuring. Adam approached sacrifice in a manner that 
resulted in revelation and enlightenment while Cain’s 
approach to sacrifice enslaved him to Satan. Patiently 
trusting in the Lord for greater understanding coupled 
with diligent study is a powerful approach to resolving 
tough questions. Diligent inquirers pay a price in faith, 
obedience, study, prayer, pondering, and prioritized 
investigation of possible sources of truth to come to 
understand the truth of the matter. They “study to shew 
[themselves] approved unto God, a workman that needth 
not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 
Timothy 2:15). They distinguish between spurious and 
divine sources and give greater and earlier attention to 
scriptures and prophets than sceptics and critics.
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Students may hesitate to seek further light and 
knowledge which threaten treasured assumptions. Our 
instruction should encourage students to willingly 
challenge their own thinking as they consider another point 
of view. As we model this type of inquiry in our classes, 
we give them the confidence they need to find answers 
on their own and to develop the comfort found in greater 
understanding. Teaching students where to go for “a greater 
portion of the word” (Alma 12:10), greater understanding, 
sources they can trust, and understanding of the hierarchy 
of established truth is an essential component to developing 
a willingness to learn in a spirit of humility. He “that 
receiveth light, and continueth in God, receiveth more 
light; and that light groweth brighter and brighter until the 
perfect day” (Doctrine and Covenants 50:24).

Maintain Charity as We Learn with Others

We must help our students recognize and examine their 
own biases and learn to withhold judgment of others 
with whom they disagree. Once learning becomes more 
important than validating opinions, we will seek to interact 
respectfully with those who differ from our point of view.

Research shows that few undergraduates reach this 
level of thinking by the time they graduate. This shouldn’t 
surprise us. Most of us struggle to maintain this same 
level of maturity with our own teaching and learning. All 
too often, faculty heavily influence the conversation with 
their own biases. Without even noticing, they are just as 
dualistic in their thinking as their students. When we trust 
that God has not revealed all truth, we begin to appreciate 
more deeply that one’s knowledge and values depend upon 
their own encounter with truth. We realize that the Lord 
is teaching each of us, “line upon line,” “here a little,” and 

“there a little”. 
As we demonstrate our own patience in waiting for 

greater understanding and model how to withhold 
judgment of others with whom we disagree, our students 
are shown a worthy approach to problem solving. We 
are okay with differing opinions and better prepared to 
accept ongoing struggles that grow out of incongruence. 
We realize some differences of opinion may never be fully 
resolved in this life, but we rejoice in those differences as 

a sign that we have future learning ahead of us, line upon 
line, until the day comes when we can understand the 
whole (see Doctrine and Covenants 101:32-33).

Each department across campus will be different in 
their own implementation of these principles—but if each 
discipline begins application, our students will be very well 
served. These five guideposts help us stay on the pathway 
to learning by study and by faith. t

John Zenger
College Dean of the College of Agriculture  
& Life Sciences

I have asked several students how faculty best make gospel 
connections in or out of the classroom. While some said 
that they appreciate formal thoughts or devotionals at the 
beginning of class, they all felt the most powerful form of 
gospel connections are those that seem to occur naturally 
as part of a class discussion. These connections seem to 
flow from the faculty member in ways that indicate that 
making gospel connections is a normal part of their life. 
These insights connect students to the material and help 
them see that the gospel has important relevance in all 
that we do and study. From my experience, these “natural” 
gospel connections are often achieved through planning 
and experience, but they also come in moments of 
unexpected inspiration as I teach, particularly when I feel 
close to the Spirit and when I have taken the time to pray 
before going to class. t


