
Introduction

Two months after graduating high school, i sat with my little
brother and two of my closest friends at the sacrament table
in our local wardhouse. it was a plain table covered in Formica,
standing immediately below the podium. The laminated
prayer cards were glued over a microphone that pivoted out
on a tiny drawer when tugged. i sat at the sacrament table that
fast Sunday in August 1990 for the first time in many months.
i’d been an unruly child raised in a broken home, and i had
generally acted the part, even if my mother had forced me to
continue attending church on most Sundays. i’d always loved
to read—one of my mother’s best gifts to me—and i settled on
atheism as the outlet for my unruliness. But the pleasures of
adolescent dissipation had worn thin by the time i came to
contemplate adulthood. As part of an attempt to get my life in
order, i had met with my bishop to develop a plan for reform.
He’d felt it best to disfellowship me as part of our solution, and
i had agreed. i felt a sense of liberation in his calling my ado-
lescent behaviors by name. (in reality my petty sins were much
less dramatic than the sins many ward members assumed i
had committed, but they were sins nonetheless.) Whatever i
came to decide about my belief or disbelief in God, my life was
not on a good path and could stand a course correction.
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My close friend Tyler, a good and believing young man
who had prayed countless times for me to get my head straight,
recited the prayer over the bread with a quavering voice, asking
God to “bless and sanctify this bread to the souls of all those
who partake of it.” We then distributed the bread to the dea-
cons, who carried it to the congregation.

i’d spent the night before on a friend’s two-stroke Yamaha
motorcycle, riding off the tension of my restoration to full fel-
lowship and the impending encounter with belief or disbelief.
in my young mind, that fast Sunday would be my last chance
to discover whether there was a God. As a mark of my spiritual
immaturity, i somehow decided that if i could ride the motor-
cycle up a short but steep cliff, then there was a God: my stren-
uous version of the ancient practice of casting lots. Several
times i rode the bike up the cliff until it stalled and collapsed
off to the right. Finally, one of those glimmers of wisdom that
preserve young men’s spinal columns persuaded me to aban-
don the pointless quest to ride over the top of the cliff. i rode
back to my house, still unsettled, and inspected, read, and
prayed over the Book of Mormon. nothing. not a thing.
Around midnight i complained to my mother that i had re-
ceived no answer to my prayers. She had always loved me well
and wisely, and she reminded me that God was not a vending
machine, that he would not do whatever i wanted the moment
i wanted it. So i went to bed. it’s been almost twenty-five years
now, and i have no memories of the next day before Tyler
began the prayer over the bread.

Then it was my turn, the blessing on the water. My first
vocal prayer in months. i pulled the tiny drawer with the
prayer card forward and began to recite the words i had heard
hundreds of times before. “Oh God . . . ” i fell mute. For the
first time in memory, my mind was entirely clear of its restless
inner voice. in that quiet, i felt the presence of Another. That
presence was real to me, though it seemed neither physical nor
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entirely verbal. The closest i could come at the time or since is
the bare term love. Love without eroticism, without direction
or restriction. That sense, that presence, overwhelmed my abil-
ity to speak. The taste of tears on my upper lip surprised me.
i didn’t cry often, but i wasn’t embarrassed this time. After a
long minute, i tried words again, “The eternal Father.” An
episode of peaceful tears punctuated each phrase from the
sacramental prayer. After several eternal minutes, i mouthed
the “Amen,” opened my eyes, and stood up. My mother
beamed, and most of the congregation looked unsettled, in a
positive way. My brother and friends wept quietly beside me.

That experience launched me on a life of believing; athe-
ism has not been an option for me since. But the experience
itself was not alone—it occurred in the company of many
other important decisions and experiences both before and
after—and neither have i been alone throughout my walk of
faith. i have experienced and wondered over the many rami-
fications of my conversion. While my belief in God has never
flagged, i have spent decades working to understand and make
sense of that belief. What does my belief mean? How do i put
that belief into words? What happens when i try?

These are old questions, none of them unique to me. How
do you put something as vast as belief into language? How
could you ever wrangle sublime thoughts and experiences into
a series of ink spots on a piece of paper? What does it mean to
even attempt to reduce heavenly knowledge into something as
mortal and fractured as language? While writing can allow a
belief to persist on papyrus or a similar medium for thousands
of years, is that written record anything more than an echo of
the original belief? does an idea change in some important
way when you put it down in writing? Millions of people have
worried over these basic questions for many thousands of
years. Religious people may struggle especially with the limi-
tations of language as they try to express in words experiences
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that defy the assumptions of this world. is “i believe” adequate
to the intensity of the religious experience that motivates the
attempt at language? in a parallel sphere of equal emotional
intensity, is “i love you” sufficient to the power of the feelings
that arise over the course of an intimate relationship? The
problems of language affect us all, and they have had an influ-
ence on much of human spiritual history. Many thinkers, in-
cluding Paul and nephi (see, for instance, 2 corinthians 12:4
and 3 nephi 17:17), have struggled with the inadequacy of lan-
guage to communicate spiritual experience and belief.

Joseph Smith, a prophet at once fascinated by the power
of language but worried about his ability to escape from the
“narrow prison” of writing, made one important attempt to re-
duce the dramatic power of the restored gospel into a succinct
list of beliefs. in 1842 he mailed a letter to John Wentworth,
future politician and then editor of the chicago Democrat.
Wentworth was collecting descriptions of religious denomi-
nations for a friend’s history of new Hampshire, and he
wanted to hear directly from the Mormons. Joseph, aware of
the power of the written word to disseminate the gospel de-
spite language’s limitations, agreed to provide an overview of
Latter-day Saint belief. Among members of the LdS church,
the creed Joseph Smith sent to John Wentworth has come to
be called the Articles of Faith.1 A half-century after that orig-
inal letter, James e. Talmage—geologist, gospel scholar, and
apostle—delivered an influential series of lectures on Joseph’s
statement of basic Mormon beliefs. The church published Tal-
mage’s lectures as Articles of Faith (1899). Although the brief
doctrinal sketch Joseph Smith provided for John Wentworth
was never intended to be a complete statement of Latter-day
Saint belief, the Articles of Faith are a reasonable summary of
many of our core doctrines.

As i’ve studied and lived the gospel over the last two
decades, i’ve been struck by the power of these basic doctrines
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and the difficulty of capturing them in words. Although these
fundamentals appear simple on the surface, they contain a uni-
verse of possibilities. in their subtle simplicity, basic doctrines
tailor the delivery of wisdom and heavenly light to us at the
various phases and in the diverse circumstances of our lives.
Because they are simple in description but broad in scope, God
can use basic doctrines to communicate with us as individuals
and as communities, across the span of our lives. incredibly
detailed accounts of doctrine can be rigid and unresponsive
to the needs of God’s people, while broad outlines allow the
doctrinal vitality we associate with the true and living church.
We appropriately spend much of our religious lives with these
basic principles; they deserve our ongoing attention and study.
Often, though, familiarity breeds contempt. One important
way to keep the fundamentals fresh is to examine them in a
new light. These foundational principles deserve our willing-
ness to explore them from new perspectives. Such exploration
can create greater appreciation for concepts made dull through
familiarity.

in my research and writing on the history of the church, i
have found myself repeatedly drawn to the fourth article of
faith. in its current form, this article states: 

We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the
Gospel are: first, Faith in the Lord Jesus christ; second,
Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for the remis-
sion of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the
Holy Ghost.

These four concepts bring the believer through the initial
phases of christian life, but they also point beyond themselves
to the temple-dominated life of the mature believer. Just as
these first principles start us on our path through life, so they
accompany us in countless subtle ways along the way.
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The First Principles and Ordinances in
Light of the Temple

The principles and ordinances of the fourth article of faith are
familiar to most traditional christians. Among Latter-day
Saints, though, these concepts have dramatically expanded
meanings. i believe that the first principles and ordinances are
much more about relationships—among humans and between
humans and the Godhead—than is generally recognized. i feel
that particularly in the last fifty years, many of us Latter-day
Saints have tended toward traditionally American views on
faith, repentance, baptism, and the gift of the Holy Ghost.
These traditional American Protestant views have emphasized
individuals over their relationships. Faith, repentance, bap-
tism, and confirmation have sometimes been about an indi-
vidual making her often-lonely way toward God. in this book,
i describe an approach to the first principles and ordinances
of the gospel that acknowledges the relationships that stand at
the core of the gospel and the meaning of life. emblematically,
my experience at the sacrament table as an eighteen-year-old
boy occurred in the company of close friends and in front of
a congregation of fellow saints. My personal experience of faith
and repentance takes on new light in the context of my rela-
tionships with other people. For each principle, emphasizing
relationships transforms a familiar concept. As markers of re-
lationships, the elements of the fourth article of faith point to-
ward the temple and the grand story of connection that the
temple contains. Put another way, the revelation of temple or-
dinances was built line upon line, precept upon precept, from
the very simplest of our doctrines—the first principles and or-
dinances of the fourth article of faith. 

in chapter 1, i try to imagine how faith would appear if we
separated it from debates about science versus religion or belief
versus unbelief and instead emphasized faith as relationships,
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both divine and human. i describe faith in terms of trust,
choice, and commitment. What does it mean to be faithful to
christ and to each other? in what ways can faith clarify what
matters most in life? i also explore at some length the striking
and extensive parallels between marriage and faith. A rela-
tional faith is the foundation of a life in christ.

in chapter 2, i describe repentance as the natural extension
of faith. i reconsider the aphorism about the church as a hos-
pital for sinners instead of a museum for saints. The church,
both a hospital and a museum, allows all of us to be both sin-
ner and saint in a state of continual interdependence. Repen-
tance is a process of loving as saints and asking for love as
sinners: through our shared repentance we come to constitute
the body of christ, and that body, suffused by christ’s atone-
ment, makes exaltation possible. As an extension of this view
of repentance, i see the atonement as representing our will-
ingness to be with christ in our trials. We may or may not earn
those trials. The trials are not themselves the point. The atone-
ment, which resides in christ, is the point; we are called only
to reach out to him.

in chapter 3, i pause to discuss ordinances, the sacred rit-
uals so important to our lives and salvation as Latter-day
Saints. especially within a relational framework, it can be dif-
ficult for some of us to imagine why God might refuse us some
heavenly blessing if we fail to perform specific rituals. i con-
sider several different explanations for ordinances and ways
that these ordinances serve relationships: ordinances allow us
to participate physically in a community and imagine lives out-
side our own, even lives widely separated from ours in time or
geography. i also consider the ways that symbols define all of
our conscious life and place rituals within the context of the
symbolic nature of human consciousness. Ordinances are
deeply symbolic, as is almost all of our meaningful life. As
such, rituals are well matched to our spiritual and religious
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needs as human beings. i intend this chapter to frame and in-
troduce discussion of the ordinances of the fourth article of
faith in the chapters that follow.

in chapter 4, i discuss baptism. This familiar christian or-
dinance comes into its own in the context of Joseph Smith’s
revelation of baptism for the dead. in a way few others under-
stood, Joseph Smith taught that baptism was an ordinance for
creating and sustaining relationships that could survive death.
Through his revelations, Joseph Smith significantly expanded
the concept and meaning of adoption theology, a fundamental
gospel concept that is often misunderstood. in this chapter, i
discuss baptism in the context of adoption and the love that is
chosen versus the love that is felt. i see baptism as a pledge of
a love that is chosen.

in chapter 5, i discuss the gift of the Holy Ghost. The Holy
Ghost stands behind deep truths about the paradoxes we live
and the balance we strive to find between individuality and
community, time and eternity, physicality and consciousness,
and separation and reconciliation. exploring the broader con-
texts of relationships, i describe the Holy Ghost as the spirit
of God’s church. in this broader understanding of the gift of
the Holy Ghost as interhuman connection, the Holy Ghost fa-
cilitates reaching across the boundaries that are imposed by
embodiment. There are limits to the efficacy of that reaching
across, though, including maladies, like depression, that strike
at the very core of our being. Rhetoric about the Holy Ghost
often hits sharply against the reality of mental illness. Because
i think we have often failed to understand or respond well to
mental illness, i also briefly discuss the complex relationships
between mental illness and the Holy Ghost.

in the concluding chapter i make explicit the connections
between the first principles and ordinances and the temple’s
doctrines and ordinances. The first principles teach us about
mind and consciousness, bodies and intimacy, time and eter-
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nity. These concepts and actions are consummated in the tem-
ple, its ordinances, and the relationships it enables and ce-
ments. As a kind of scale model of the universe, the temple
mediates between our tiny bodies and lives and the vast
grandeur of all creation.

Throughout the book i explore the fourth article of faith
by comparing Latter-day Saint thought with views from other
christian traditions, concepts exemplified in the personal sto-
ries of a variety of Latter-day Saints. My own journey through
life has also shaped my thinking on the topics i discuss in
this book. i was atheist and then agnostic during a rebellious
adolescence, though my family has deep roots in Mor-
monism. i came to faith on the verge of adulthood through
a process of repentance and intense spiritual experience. i
studied linguistics in college and have always been fascinated
by the operations of language, the meaning of words, and the
complex histories that writing and speaking place inside our
lives. i am now a middle-aged medical researcher, studying
life-threatening infections. Most of my professional time i
spend looking for patterns in data, trying to understand how
the different elements of the injured body relate to each other
during physiological crisis. i am also a physician, treating pa-
tients who suffer from the diseases i research. Because my pa-
tients are often facing extreme emotional and physical stress
and the possibility that their time on earth may be very near
its end, i have a strong sense of religion as it is lived by people
at times of trial. i have seen, as the saying goes, the rubber hit
the road. Repeatedly. 

As a result of my life experience, i have developed a rather
practical bent in my thinking about religion. nephi tells us to
liken the scriptures to ourselves, and i think he is quite right,
even as a description of the way people experience religion
(see 1 nephi 19:23). doctrines and rituals must speak to our
human needs and solve the problems we confront. i believe
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that God, in all his great and mysterious power, is concerned
at a practical level with the process of divining us. i believe that
God employs rituals and doctrines as modes of communica-
tion in order to draw us to him and transform us. Over the last
decade i’ve spent occasional nights and weekends trying to
come to terms with the human crises i observe in my work as
a physician by researching and writing about cultural history,
especially as it relates to religion and life’s big questions.2

On a personal level, i am a practicing, believing, temple-
going Latter-day Saint christian who is sealed by temple or-
dinance to his family. i have learned from friends and family
more than i can communicate in words, and i will always be
deeply grateful for the people who have nurtured me through
life. i have tried in this book to allow the various facets of my
personality and experience to inform each other in order to
cultivate an attitude of wonder in the face of the familiar and
deceptively simple principles of the fourth article of faith. i am
a scientist, a spouse, a parent, a child, a physician, a believer, a
starry-eyed wonderer, and a sometimes melancholy and re-
morseful human being who is struggling to make his way in a
fallen world. i bring in my hand this tiny offering of a fresh
way of understanding and experiencing the familiar topics of
faith, repentance, baptism, the gift of the Holy Ghost, and the
blessings of the temple.

10 First Principles and Ordinances




