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The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was 

organized by God to assist in His work to bring to pass 

the salvation and exaltation of His children. The Church 

invites all to “come unto Christ, and be perfected in him” 

(Moroni 10:32; see also D&C 20:59). The invitation to 

come unto Christ pertains to all who have lived, or will 

ever live, on the earth.

…In fulfilling its purpose to help individuals and families 

qualify for exaltation, the Church focuses on divinely 

appointed responsibilities. These include helping 

members live the gospel of Jesus Christ, gathering 

Israel through missionary work, caring for the poor 

and needy, and enabling the salvation of the dead by 

building temples and performing vicarious ordinances. 

(2010, section 2.2)

The church, therefore, becomes the vehicle that helps 
and encourages people to come unto Christ, and He in 
turn provides immortality and eternal life. Everything the 
church does has that end in mind (or at least should have 
that end in mind). As an entity of the church, BYU–Idaho 
shares in the ultimate mission of the church: inviting all to 
come unto Christ and be perfected in Him. Therein lies our 
reason for existing. BYU–Idaho is to help invite all to come 
unto Christ. If we aren’t doing that, we aren’t fulfilling our 
purpose and are out of sync with prophets and the Lord. 
This mission, inviting all to come unto Christ, justifies  
our existence.

Even the mission statement of BYU–Idaho makes this 
clear. After noting the sponsoring institution, the first and 
preeminent point of the mission is “building testimonies 
of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ and encouraging 
living its principles” (retrieved from http://www.byui.edu/
about/our-mission). Given the focus of the church and the 
importance of inviting all to come unto Christ, it shouldn’t 
be a surprise that as a University owned and sponsored by 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, we have a 
responsibility, a mandate even, to help invite all to come 
unto Christ by strengthening testimonies of Him and His 
restored gospel. Obviously, we do need to provide a high-
quality secular education, but we are mandated to do so 
in an environment of faith and testimony. It is important 
enough that I would argue that if we aren’t strengthening 
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In Moses 1:39, one of the most oft-quoted passages of 
scripture in the church, there is a lovely, succinct statement 
of what God does: “For behold, this is my work and my 
glory—to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of 
man.” In just 20 words, the God of Heaven reveals what 
occupies all of His interest: His children.

The way that He brings to pass our immortality and 
eternal life is also revealed in scripture. Just before burying 
the plates, Moroni, in the midst of his extended hortative, 
invites us all to “come unto Christ and be perfected in 
him” (Moroni 10:32). In order for us to receive immortality 
and eternal life, we first need to come unto the Savior, as 
He is the only one that can supply the immortality and 
cleanliness, even perfection, required to have eternal life. 
We come unto Christ, and we are perfected in him.

It is no surprise that the church has purposes that 
lead us toward the Savior and ultimately to immortality 
and eternal life. The General Handbook of Instructions 
illustrates the purpose of the church. Please notice how 
nicely it dovetails with Moroni’s statement in Moroni 10:
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testimonies, we have lost our justification for existing 
and become like one of the many good and honorable, 
yet not church owned, universities that provide a secular 
education. If that is what we are, the church would have 
no reason to continue to sponsor the University. To use an 
oft-used colloquialism, “if we take their money, we better 
sing their song.” And I would add “and sing pretty.” In one 
of our founding documents, “A Steady Upward Course,” 
President Eyring emphasizes this point:

The first goal, stated boldly and plainly in the prospectus, 

is to “build testimonies of the restored gospel of Jesus 

Christ and to encourage living its principles.” That choice 

to put the Savior and His purposes first is the primary 

basis of my confidence in the future.

Every innovation, every change, will be measured 

against this test of the heart. How would this proposed 

change build testimony and true conversion to the 

restored gospel of Jesus Christ in the heart of a 

student? True conversion comes by gaining sufficient 

faith to live the principles of the restored gospel of 

Jesus Christ. Some potential and proposed innovations 

will help that to happen. There will be other innovations 

proposed that would be less helpful or might even 

hinder. The cumulative effect of change here will be to 

build testimony and accelerate true conversion. (2001)

This building of testimony largely justifies our existence, 
but more importantly helps invite our students, whether  
in Rexburg, Rigby, Riverton, Raleigh, or Russia, to come 
unto Christ and be perfected in Him. Happily, a high 
quality secular education and the invitation to come 
unto Christ need not be separate and discrete but can 
be mutually reinforcing. Some ways that can happen are 
suggested below.

It is likely that we would all assent to the fact that 
we have a responsibility to help students maintain and 
strengthen their testimonies. We all know we should do 
that. It is harder, however, to figure out how to do that. 
What type of intellectual skills do our students need to 
withstand the pressures that can hurt a testimony?  

Elder Ballard articulated this very problem in Febru-
ary, 2016 in an address entitled, “The opportunities and 
responsibilities of CES teachers in the 21st century.”  
He stated,

As Church education moves forward in the 21st century, 

each of you needs to consider any changes you should 

make in the way you prepare to teach, how you teach, 

and what you teach if you are to build unwavering faith 

in the lives of our precious youth.

Gone are the days when a student asked an honest 

question and a teacher responded, “Don’t worry about 

it!” Gone are the days when a student raised a sincere 

concern and a teacher bore his or her testimony as a 

response intended to avoid the issue. Gone are the 

days when students were protected from people who 

attacked the Church. Fortunately, the Lord provided this 

timely and timeless counsel to you teachers: “And as all 

have not faith, seek ye diligently and teach one another 

words of wisdom; yea, seek ye out of the best books 

words of wisdom; seek learning, even by study and  

also by faith.”

This is especially applicable today because not all of 

your students have the faith necessary to face the 

challenges ahead and because many of them are already 

exposed through the Internet to corrosive forces of an 

increasingly secular world that is hostile to faith, family, 

BYU–Idaho shares in the ultimate mission of the church: 
inviting all to come unto Christ and be perfected in Him. 
Therein lies our reason for existing.



and gospel standards. The Internet is expanding its 

reach across the world into almost every home and into 

the very hands and minds of your students.

You can help students by teaching them what it means 

to combine study and faith as they learn. Teach them by 

modeling this skill and approach in class.

Even before Elder Ballard’s counsel yet bolstered by it, 
the Religion Department was working on not only new 
cornerstone courses that addressed some blank spots in 
students’ knowledge, but also some intellectual skills that 
would help maintain students’ testimonies. This skill set 
has been dubbed, creatively enough, the ‘tool-kit.’ 

The Tool-Kit
The tool-kit skills grew out of research performed both 

here and at BYU Provo and Seminaries and Institutes. 
Part of the responsiveness to this research was the four 
new cornerstone classes that have been adopted church-
wide. The tool-kit is more specific to BYU–Idaho, but 

the principles can apply well beyond religion courses 
here. The new cornerstone courses deliver new content 
and give students what to think about. The tool-kit 
skills attempt to help students know how to think in 
ways that will strengthen testimony. Not only are the 
skills applicable to religion courses, but every course 
in every discipline could help students develop these 
skills which, we believe, can help students maintain and 
strengthen their testimonies even when faced with the 
challenges mentioned by Elder Ballard earlier. Indeed, 
these intellectual skills won’t surprise anyone—they are 
pretty common goals for education at large; herein they 
are articulated from a religious education point of view 
but which, again, can apply across disciplines. In fact, 
they are likely familiar across all disciplines. Here though, 
the goal is to apply them in context of maintaining and 
strengthening testimony. These skills include the following: 
manage ambiguity, exercise diligent inquiry into subjects, 
be thoughtfully critical of source material, recognize how 
others’ premises affect the conclusions they draw, avoiding 

“overclaiming,” and finally, exercising righteous judgment.
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Manage Ambiguity

There are times when new knowledge may contradict 
what we know—or think we know—about a given subject. 
Both viewpoints may have strong adherents with evidence-
based thought informing them. What are we, or our 
students, to do when faced with the ambiguity of more 
than one response? A personal example might help in 
illustrating the importance of this. Though the ages and 
experience levels differ from our students, the lessons and 
principles still apply.

A number of years ago, I was driving my two oldest 
children to piano lessons. From the passenger seat, my son 
asked, “Dad, did we come from monkeys?” Curious about 
his motivation for asking the question, I asked him why 
he asked and was regaled with a story of a nova program 
he had watched where vestigial organs were discussed as 
evidence for evolution. He even noted that some humans 
had the remnants of tails. At the end of his recounting the 
program, I asked him what he thought. His answer was 

“I kind of think we came from monkeys.” From the back 
seat, my sweet daughter, based on what she learned from 
church and television programs like nova, chimed in, “I 
don’t think so.”

What is a father to do at times like this? Do I make 
one child or the other feel like a moron? Or like he or she 
is unworthy? Does one of my children get to become a 
speed-bump for the proverbial bus? The fact is, both of 
them had viewed the evidence available to them and had, 
thoughtfully for children their ages, come to different 
valid conclusions and were now coming into contact with 
some ambiguity that probably most of us have had to 
wrestle with. So, which do I, as a father, sacrifice on the 
altar? Which tender faith or tender intellect do I squash? 
Clearly, the answer must be neither. Rather, I teach them 
to manage the ambiguity.

Sometimes what the scriptures tell us, and our 
understanding thereof, doesn’t precisely square with what 
the rocks tell us, and our understanding thereof. There 
is some ambiguity there. That shouldn’t surprise us in a 
world where we understand neither rocks nor revelation 
perfectly! The fact that in Doctrine and Covenants 101: 30-
33, the Lord tells us that during the millennium He’ll reveal 

“things of the earth, by which it was made, and the purpose 
and the end thereof ” necessarily implies that we simply 

don’t know yet. The scriptures seem to say one thing while 
the rocks seem to say something else, and putting the two 
together without wresting one or the other can be difficult. 
So, what are we to do? And what do we do with students 
who may adhere to one viewpoint or the other? Do we 
belittle one group for their lack of intellectual prowess 
or the other for their lack of faith? Elder Hugh B. Brown 
suggested a better path:

But while very little was written originally on the details 

of the creation of the world and man’s advent upon 

it, it should be observed that God is the author of two 

accounts of the creation, one is written in the Bible 

and amplified by modern revelation and the other was 

written in the strata of the earth. Each has at times  

been wrongly interpreted and misunderstood, and  

they sometimes seemed to be contradictory or at 

variance. If you will remember that these two records 

have the same divine Author, you will know they cannot 

be fundamentally opposed, though man’s interpretation 

of either or both may be seriously at fault. (“Man and 

what he may become.” March 28, 1958, BYU Speeches 

of the year)

When humans are left to interpret both scriptural and 
scientific evidence, minus the clear revelation promised 
in section 101, there is bound to be ambiguity. When 
faced with this in class, I have found some wisdom in the 
stance, “I don’t care whether you believe evolution, but 
you better understand it!” This encourages understanding 
and exploration without belittling faith—managing the 
ambiguity between the two. 

Ambiguity goes beyond science and religion; many 
disciplines have some ambiguity—some areas that aren’t 
well understood. Isn’t that what research helps with? And 
when well-reasoned arguments seem to contradict, it is 
okay to take a step back and realize that we may not know 
everything, but that thinking about it is fun and exciting. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald noted, “The test of a first-rate 
intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in 
the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to 
function” (“The Crack-up.” Originally published as a three-
part series in the February, March, and April 1936 issues of 
Esquire). When a person comes across ambiguity within 
or between subjects, rather than jettisoning one idea or the 
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other, both ideas can be retained, even though we may not 
know yet how they fit together. When a student discovers 
some ambiguity in reference to race and the priesthood or 
plural marriage or science and religion or any number of 
other subjects, they don’t necessarily need to abandon one 
idea or the other; rather, they can understand both sides 

of the issue and thereby learn by study and also by faith. 
Managing ambiguity can help students retain testimony, 
and not have to feel less faithful or less intelligent because 
they still have questions.

Diligent Inquiry
One way to help manage ambiguity is to learn to 

study subjects deeply and thoroughly. It is difficult to 
find the bottom of any subject, religious or otherwise. 
It seems there is always more to study, and those who 
think they know everything there is to know often seem 
to be showing just how superficial their study has been. 
Alexander Pope, the diminutive, 18th century English poet, 
trenchantly observed,

A little learning is a dangerous thing; 

Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring : 

There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain, 

And drinking largely sobers us again.  

(Essay on Criticism)

The more we study—the deeper we drink—the more we 
are put into contact with more and more subjects that we 
don’t know much about. This, indeed, largely sobers us 

again. Diligently inquiring ties in closely with the divine 
injunction to “seek learning, even by study and also by 
faith” (D&C 88: 118) in that it emphasizes the study aspect 
of learning. Learning takes work. Hard work. 

A number of years ago, there was a group of BYU–
Idaho students who were on a weekend Nauvoo Student 

Tour. One young man had come across some 
anti-Mormon literature that made a claim 
about Joseph Smith marrying a very young 
woman. As it turned out, the account was true, 
though misleading. Joseph had been sealed 
to the young woman, but as far as the record 
reveals, it was a dynastic sealing between the 
Kimball and Smith families and not a get-
married-and-go-live-together marriage that 
we are familiar with (See Todd S. Compton, In 
Sacred Loneliness, for Helen Mar Kimball’s 
own account of the marriage). While the anti-
Mormon literature tried to paint the prophet 
in the worst possible light, studying the subject 
diligently showed the anti-Mormon bias and 

rather de-fanged the snake. Turning on the lights tends to 
make the cockroaches retreat!

As an aside, when the subject of Joseph marrying a 
young woman came up in my own home, my daughter, 
who was slightly younger than the prophet’s plural wife, 
once she understood that this was just a sealing and not 
a marriage like we think of them, said, “I’d have myself 
sealed to him if I had the chance.” That was an interesting 
reaction for a girl roughly the same age as the plural 
wife. While clearly she doesn’t know all the ramifications 
that plural marriage would have in her life and even 
her descendant’s lives, her response illustrates that our 
students and other very young people are prepared to 
wrestle with and attempt to understand and have some 
measure of peace about difficult subjects when they 
understand them well. And understanding them well 
requires diligent inquiry.

Be Source Critical
The advent of the internet and Google have been great 

boons to study, and have even added a new verb to the 
English language. But they have also lent themselves to 
sloppy scholarship. Not all internet searches yield the 

Understanding that others don’t 
have the same starting point can 
help our students have more 
confidence in their testimony, 
and also to be charitable toward 
others who may think differently. 
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best information. Students need to be able to sift between 
good sources, less good sources, and even the outright 
bad and misleading sources. The young man mentioned 
earlier came across one of those! But weren’t the youth of 
today the generals in the war in heaven? And of course we 
all know that if a male is over 26 and unmarried, he is a 
menace to the church. Steve Young even quoted it on 60 
minutes so it must be true. Or is it? Being source critical 
reveals that neither of the above examples are true. 

Students need to understand that when a tobacco 
company funds cardiovascular research, the results 
might not be the best source of solid information. When 
anti-Mormons publish research, the students need to 
understand that there is a definite bias, and it isn’t in the 
favor of maintaining and strengthening testimony. In each 
discipline, students should learn to discriminate between 
good sources and less-reliable sources.

Recognize How Premises Affect Conclusions
Some challenges to faith and testimony come because 

of interactions with others who think differently than we 
do. Often, these good people state their points of view 
with such fervor that our students might be inclined 
to question their own viewpoint (which can be a good 
thing!) and sometimes even their testimony. Elder Dallin 
H. Oaks observed,

When I say that Latter-day Saints “think differently,” I do 

not suggest that we have a different way of reasoning 

in the sense of how we think. I am referring to the fact 

that on many important subjects our assumptions—our 

starting points or major premises—are different from 

many of our friends and associates. They are also 

different from many assumptions currently used in the 

media and in other common discourse. For example, 

because Latter-day Saints know our Heavenly Father’s 

plan for His children, we know that this mortal life is 

not a one-act play sandwiched between an unknowable 

past and an uncertain future. This life is like the second 

act in a three-act play. Its purpose is defined by what 

is revealed about our spiritual existence in act 1 and 

our eternal destiny in act 3. Because of our knowledge 

of this plan and other truths that God has revealed, we 

start with different assumptions than those who do not 

share our knowledge. As a result, we reach different 

conclusions on many important subjects that others 

judge only in terms of their opinions about mortal life. 

(Evening with a General Authority Feb. 8, 2013. “As He 

Thinketh in His Heart”)

It isn’t that our students are necessarily wrong in their 
viewpoints; indeed, having a testimony is the right thing! 
The conflict sometimes comes because we frequently start 
from a different place than others. Understanding that 
others don’t have the same starting point can help our 
students have more confidence in their testimony, and also 
to be charitable toward others who may think differently. 

Avoid “Overclaiming”
Some teachers, as they learn more and more about any 

given subject, whether it be the Gospel or statistics, are 
sometimes tempted to exaggerate what they know. Perhaps 
this is out of a desire to be renowned as the expert, or 
maybe simply to not appear foolish, or maybe they simply 
don’t know that they don’t know, having assumed that 
their study has equipped them to answer any question. 
Regardless of the reason, when a teacher claims more 
knowledge than he or she actually possesses, passing on 
inaccurate information can be the result. Elder Ballard, in 
his above mentioned article, cautions against this:

Now a word of caution: Please recognize you may come 

to believe, like many of your students do, that you are a 

scriptural, doctrinal, and history expert. A recent study 

revealed that “the more people think they know about 

a topic, the more likely they are to allege understanding 

beyond what they know, even to the point of feigning 

knowledge of false facts and fabricated information.”

Identified as “overclaiming,” this temptation must be 

avoided by you CES teachers. It is perfectly all right 

to say, “I do not know.” However, once that is said, 

you have a responsibility to find the best answers to 

thoughtful questions your students ask.

In teaching your students and in responding to their 

questions, let me warn you not to pass along faith-

promoting or unsubstantiated rumors or outdated 

understandings and explanations of our doctrine and 
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practices from the past. It is always wise to make it 

a practice to study the words of the living prophets 

and apostles; keep updated on current Church issues, 

policies, and statements through mormonnewsroom.

org and LDS.org; and consult the works of recognized, 

thoughtful, and faithful LDS scholars to ensure you  

do not teach things that are untrue, out of date, or  

odd and quirky.

The authors of the “overclaiming” study noted that “a 

tendency to overclaim, especially in self-perceived 

experts, may actually discourage individuals from 

educating themselves in precisely those areas in which 

they consider themselves knowledgeable.” (2016)

Approaching every subject with humility, and maybe 
even a little wonder, could help us heed Elder Ballard’s 
caution in addition to helping us be better resources to our 
students—who could rightly be called our fellow students!

Exercising Righteous Judgment
In one of the most often misquoted passages in the  

New Testament, the Savior appears to give an injunction 
against judging (Matthew 7:1-2). The Joseph Smith 
Translation clarifies that the injunction was actually 
to “judge not unrighteously that ye be not judged; but 
judge righteous judgment.” Of course, we have to make 
judgments—frequently! The standard therefore becomes 
making righteous judgments. In the August 1999  
Ensign, Elder Oaks, who knows a bit about judging, 

outlined seven principles of righteous judgment. These 
principles also inform the skill of withholding judgment. 
The principles were:

First, a righteous judgment must, by definition, be 

intermediate. 

Second, a righteous judgment will be guided by the 

Spirit of the Lord, not by anger, revenge, jealousy, or 

self-interest.

Third, to be righteous, an intermediate judgment must 

be within our stewardship.

Fourth, we should, if possible, refrain from judging until 

we have adequate knowledge of the facts.

A fifth principle of a righteous intermediate judgment 

is that whenever possible we will refrain from judging 

people and only judge situations. 

Sixth, forgiveness is a companion principle to the 

commandment that in final judgments we judge not and 

in intermediate judgments we judge righteously. 

Seventh, a final ingredient or principle of a righteous 

judgment is that it will apply righteous standards. 

Our students can learn to withhold judgment until 
they have applied the other skills in the tool-kit. This 
helps them to be more charitable, but also helps them to 
keep their testimony strong, perhaps by virtue of the very 
charity they display.

Conclusion
There are other intellectual skills that our students  

can learn—this list isn’t meant to be exhaustive. When 
applied specifically to the building of testimony and 
inviting all to come unto Christ, they can be a starting 
point though. Seeing these skills modeled across campus 
could help with our first and foremost mission: building 
testimonies of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ and 
encouraging living its principles. t


