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Abstract 

This project was designed to answer the call from Elder M. Russell Ballard to know the Gospel 

Topics Essays “like you know the back of your hand” (Ballard, 2016). The project was completed 

by taking an 11 day course focusing on the essays. Each day of the course a new essay was 

addressed, and a document containing quotes about the latest research on each topic was 

provided. Participants in the course were asked to assemble their portfolio by inserting the 

scholarly quotes into the margins of the essays in the Gospel Library App so that they would be 

easily accessible when a question is presented to them. To demonstrate the work completed in 

the course, this portfolio will cite two to three potentially challenging questions that a student 

may ask about each essay, then use screen shots to show quotes that have been embedded in 

the essays margins that help to resolve each question. 
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Introduction 

In the time it’s taken to read this sentence, Google has process approximately 120,000 

search inquiries (Google Search Statistics, 2018). Unfortunately, as Elder Neil L. Andersen (2014) 

reminds us, “Internet information does not have a ‘truth’ filter.” As a result, an overwhelming 

amount of misleading, and outright false information regarding the church’s history and 

doctrine exists and is being actively spread via less-than-reliable sources on the internet.  

Ironically, using that same technology, a person can easily discover an abundance of 

quotes, and counsel from the church’s leaders on how to deal with such misinformation. For 

instance, then President Dieter F. Uchtdorf (2013) taught:  

           Some struggle with unanswered questions about things that have been done or 

said in the past. We openly acknowledge that in nearly 200 years of Church 

history—along with an uninterrupted line of inspired, honorable, and divine 

events—there have been some things said and done that could cause people to 

question. 

Quotes from other members of the twelve make it evident that the Brethren are 

concerned far less about the fact that many members have questions, as they are with the way 

in which the members seek to resolve them. For instance, Elder Dallin H. Oaks (2015) 

counseled, “To be securely rooted in the gospel, we must be moderate and measured in 

criticism and seek always for the broader view of the majestic work of God.” Likewise, in his 

ever candid tone, Elder Jeffrey R. Holland (2013) pleaded with members: “Please don’t 

hyperventilate if from time to time issues arise that need to be examined, understood, and 

resolved. They do and they will.” The comments from Elders Oaks, and Holland seem to indicate 
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a genuine concern about the approaches many are taking when confronted with challenging 

doctrinal, and historical questions and concerns.  

How then does one take the “broader view” (Oaks, 2015) and avoid “Hyperventilation” 

(Holland, 2013)? In teaching the pattern for resolving such issues, Elder Quentin L. Cook (2015) 

taught: “Patiently and humbly studying, pondering, praying, living gospel principles, and 

counseling with appropriate leaders are the best ways to resolve questions or concerns.” While 

Seminaries & Institutes of Religion teachers typically shy away from assuming the role of the 

“appropriate leader,” in a talk given to S&I employees in 2016, Elder M Russell Ballard explicitly 

stated that when it comes to resolving doctrinal and historical issues, S&I employees have a 

responsibility to assume that very role: 

          The efforts to inoculate our young people will often fall to you CES teachers.  With 

those thoughts in mind, find time to think about your opportunities and your 

responsibilities.  

           Church leaders today are fully conscious of the unlimited access to information, 

and we are making extraordinary efforts to provide accurate context and 

understanding of the teachings of the Restoration.  A prime example of this effort 

is the 11 Gospel Topics essays on LDS.org that provide balanced and reliable 

interpretation of the facts for controversial and unfamiliar Church-related 

subjects. 

           It is important that you know the content in these essays like you know the back 

of your hand.  If you have questions about them, then please ask someone who 
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has studied them and understands them.  In other words, ‘seek learning, even by 

study and also by faith’ as you master the content of these essays” 

That talk, along with the comments of church leaders previously mentioned, is the 

premise for this project.  

This project consisted of a class on the Gospel Topics Essays in which the 

instructor and participants explore the best, and most up-to-date research supporting 

the contents of each essay. The class consisted of ten, 75 minute class sessions, with 

an eleventh day utilized to compile and submit this portfolio. Throughout the course, 

participants were provided with a shared document that contained a long list of quotes 

from scholarly sources, and were asked to insert the quotes into the margins of the 

essays using the Gospel Library App in hopes of being better prepared to resolve the 

concerns of future students.  

In accordance with the instructions outlined for completion of portfolios, this 

document will contain samples of quotes that have been embedded in the document 

rather than a comprehensive list of those quotes. The examples portion of this project 

will consist of two to three questions that a student is likely to ask, and screen shots of 

quotes that have been inserted into the margins of the Gospel Library App to make this 

participant better able to resolve concerns. 
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Examples of Work 

Are Mormons Christians? 

1.​ Why don’t Mormons believe in Creeds? 

2.​ What should I think about statements made by early church leaders that just 

don’t seem true? 

3.​ If the Bible has all truth, how can we accept the Book of Mormon?
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Translation and Historicity of the Book of Abraham 

1.​ Where did the Book of Abraham come from? 

2.​ Why does it feel like the Book of Abraham abruptly stops? 

3.​ Why doesn’t the text around the facsimiles that has been translated by scholars line up 

with the text of the Book of Abraham? 
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Book of Mormon and DNA studies 

1.​ If the Book of Mormon people were the first ones on the American continent than why is 

the DNA of American Indians primarily from Asia? 

2.​ If the Book of Mormon was truly inspired, why would they need to change the words in 

the introduction from “principal ancestors” to “among the ancestors?” 

3.​ Is it even possible that the American Indians are all descendants from Lehi? 
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Joseph Smith’s Teaching about Priesthood, Temple, and Women 

1.​ Did the original Relief Society have priesthood keys ? 

2.​ How come women in the early church were able to give blessings? 

3.​ How come women today don’t have the priesthood? 
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First Vision Accounts 

1.​ Why are there differences in the way Joseph Smith told the story of the first vision? 

2.​ Why do some versions of the first vision make it seem like he only saw one person 

instead of two? 

3.​ Why does Joseph add new details to the accounts that he uses later in life? 
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Plural Marriage in Kirtland and Nauvoo 

1.​ Was polygamy just a way for early men to have sexual relations with multiple women? 

2.​ Is it true that Joseph Smith married several teenage girls? If so, does that make him a 

pedophile? 

3.​ How can Joseph be a prophet if he was marrying and sleeping with other men’s wives? 
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Race and Priesthood 

1.​ How could the church possibly justify denying black men the priesthood? 

2.​ Did the church just give black men the priesthood because of the social pressure? 

3.​ Does the church still believe that black people are cursed, and were less righteous in the 

premortal life? 
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Becoming Like God 

1.​ How can Mormons really think that they are going to become like God? 

2.​ Isn’t believing that we can become like God sacrilegious and insulting to God? 

3.​ Do we believe that there’s more than one God? 
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Peace and Violence among 19th-Century Latter-day Saints 

1.​ What role did Brigham Young have in Mountain Meadows massacre? 

2.​ Did all of the Cedar City Mormons participate? 
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Book of Mormon Translation 

1.​ Is it true that the Book of Mormon has been changed from the original translation 

thousands of times? 

2.​ If Joseph translated by looking in a hat with a seer stone, why do pictures show him with 

a blanket between him and the scribe? 

3.​ If Joseph really had plates, how come no one else could see or touch them? 
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Conclusion 

The questions and concerns of students who attend Seminaries and Institutes are 

important to them. In completing this course, I have realized the importance of knowing the 

Gospel Topics Essays like “the back of your hand” (Ballard, 2016) if you want to be able to help 

students resolve their concerns. Likewise, I have come to realize the importance of the Gospel 

Library, and have learned to utilize it in better ways. Moving forward, I hope to continue to meet 

the call found in Doctrine and Covenants 88, which teaches “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.” In the future I hope to examine 

challenging topics including religious liberty, and same gender attraction, compiling resources 

from scholarly sources, and storing them in the Gospel Library App. In so doing, I am confident 

that I will be a better religious educator, and better fulfill the objective of Seminaries and 

Institutes of religion. 

 

 

 

 



35 
RUNNING HEAD: GOSPEL TOPICS ESSAYS COURSE PORTFOLIO 
 

Bibliography 

Andersen, N. L. (2014). Joseph Smith, LDS General Conference, October. 
 
Ballard, M. R. (2016). The Opportunities and Responsibilities of CES Teachers in the 21st 
Century. Given in: An Evening with a General Authority. 
 
Google Search Statistics, (2018). Retrieved from 
http://www.internetlivestats.com/google-search-statistics/ 
 
Holland, J. R. (2013). Lord, I Believe, LDS General Conference, April. 
 
Oaks, D. H. (2015). The Parable of the Sower, LDS General Conference, April. 
 
Uchtdorf, D. F. (2013). Come, Join with Us. LDS General Conference, October. 


