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From Biology Major to Religion Professor
Personal Reflections on Evolution

Joshua M. Sears

When I arrived at Brigham Young University as an excited freshman, 
my plan was to major in biology. I had really enjoyed biology in 

high school and scored a perfect 5 on the AP exam, so I figured this was 
something I could be good at. That first year I took courses in general 
biology, biodiversity, chemistry, and physical science.

Those courses were not at all what I had expected. They taught 
evolution.

My high school courses had also taught biological evolution, of 
course. And I had learned everything really well. But I had consistently 
bracketed anything to do with evolution into a separate category of my 
brain labeled “This is false—learn it well enough for the test but don’t 
buy into it!”

I had been trained that way my whole life. I remember as a little boy 
watching Jiminy Cricket show a caveman and sing, “You are a human 
animal”—right until the TV was turned off halfway through the song 
and I was told that we believe in Adam and Eve.1 After I saw Jurassic Park 
as an eight-year-old, we had a family discussion to discredit the movie’s 
repeated suggestion that modern birds descend from prehistoric reptiles. 
As a teenager, I came across statements in some of the Church books we 
kept in our home library that seemed to confirm that the restored gospel 
debunks the theory of evolution.

1. You—the Human Animal, directed by Les Clark, aired October 20, 1955, 8:11 
(Orlando, Fla.: Walt Disney, 1955).
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That is why I was so flabbergasted when I arrived at BYU and discov-
ered that all my science professors continued to teach evolution just as 
my high school teachers had done. I had been looking forward to getting 
the “real scoop” from professors who shared my faith in God as Creator. 
I remember spending that year often feeling disappointed and confused.

Several years have passed since I entered BYU as a freshman. After 
my mission, I ended up switching my major to Ancient Near Eastern 
Studies, meaning I studied the Bible, with a particular focus on learning 
Hebrew and the contexts of the Old Testament. At two other universi-
ties, I received a master’s degree and a PhD in the Old Testament, after 
which I returned to BYU to teach in Religious Education. And although 
it may surprise some people, I am much more comfortable with the idea 
of evolution today than I was as a biology student. I attribute this shift 
to three primary factors: (1) an improved understanding of how official 
doctrine is defined in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; 
(2) my study of what the Old Testament does and does not say about the 
Creation; and (3) a growing comfort with ambiguity, complexity, and 
unresolved questions. I hope that this brief description of my personal 
journey will be helpful to others who are navigating similar questions.

Official Church Doctrine

I was born in a Latter-day Saint family, so while growing up I often heard 
about the importance of doctrine. I knew that there is true doctrine and false 
doctrine. I knew that true doctrine comes from the scriptures and from liv-
ing prophets. And I knew that people of the world often “teach for doctrines 
the commandments of men” (JS–H 1:19).

Despite my appreciation for the beautiful doctrines of the restored 
gospel, I look back now and think that as a young college freshman I 
did not understand the parameters and limits of what can be considered 
official Church doctrine. That lack of clarity, in turn, only added to my 
confusion that year.

On May 4, 2007, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
posted an important statement to its online newsroom to clarify what is 
and is not official Church doctrine, and that statement has been quoted 
multiple times in subsequent general conference addresses.2 Let’s look at 
three of the important principles it outlines.

2. “Approaching Latter-day Saint Doctrine,” Newsroom, May 4, 2007, The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, https://newsroom​.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/
approaching-mormon-doctrine. For additional explorations of what constitutes doctrine, 
see Robert L. Millet, “What Is Our Doctrine?” Religious Educator 4, no. 3 (2003): 15–33; 

https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/approaching-mormon-doctrine
https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/approaching-mormon-doctrine
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1. “Not every statement made by a Church leader, past or present, 
necessarily constitutes doctrine. A single statement made by a single 
leader on a single occasion often represents a personal, though well-
considered, opinion, but is not meant to be officially binding for the 
whole Church.”3

This point has been quoted in general conference by Elder D. Todd 
Christofferson and President Dallin H. Oaks, both of whom commented 
on its implications.4 Elder Christofferson added Joseph Smith’s explana-
tion that “a prophet [is] a prophet only when he [is] acting as such.”5 As 
a then-member of the First Presidency, Elder Dieter F. Uchtdorf also 
reiterated that not every idea expressed by a Church leader necessar-
ily reflects the doctrine of the Church. “There have been times,” he 
explained, “when members or leaders in the Church have simply made 
mistakes. There may have been things said or done that were not in har-
mony with our values, principles, or doctrine.”6

I did not understand this my freshman year. Shocked that my pro-
fessors were teaching evolution, I undertook my own study to really pin 
down what the Church’s doctrine on evolution was, and I spent more 
than a semester compiling various quotes and talks. I found many state-
ments opposing evolution by past Church leaders, and for a time that set-
tled the matter in my mind. Since then, the teachings of modern Apostles 
have taught me that I need to be more careful in how I identify doctrine.

So, if any statement by any Church leader does not necessarily repre-
sent doctrine, what does?

2. “With divine inspiration, the First Presidency (the prophet and his 
two counselors) and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles (the second-
highest governing body of the Church) counsel together to establish 
doctrine that is consistently proclaimed in official Church publications.”7

Anthony Sweat, Michael Hubbard MacKay, and Gerrit J. Dirkmaat, “Doctrine: Models 
to Evaluate Types and Sources of Latter-day Saint Teachings,” Religious Educator 17, no. 3 
(2016): 100–25; Michael Goodman, “‘Oh Say, What Is Truth?’: Approaches to Doctrine,” 
BYU Studies Quarterly 60, no. 3 (2021): 13–38; Answering My Gospel Questions Teacher 
Manual (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2022), 2–5.

3. “Approaching Latter-day Saint Doctrine.”
4. D. Todd Christofferson, “The Doctrine of Christ,” Ensign 42, no. 5 (May 2012): 88; 

Dallin H. Oaks, “Trust in the Lord,” Ensign 49, no. 11 (November 2019): 28–29.
5. “Journal, December 1842–June 1844; Book 1, 21 December 1842–10 March 1843,” 

[170], Joseph Smith Papers, accessed March 30, 2022, https://www.josephsmithpapers​
.org/paper-summary/journal-december-1842-june-1844-book-1-21-december-1842-10​
-march​-1843/178, quoted in Christofferson, “Doctrine of Christ,” 88.

6. Dieter F. Uchtdorf, “Come, Join with Us,” Ensign 43, no. 11 (November 2013): 23.
7. “Approaching Latter-day Saint Doctrine.”

https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/journal-december-1842-june-1844-book-1-21-december-1842-10-march-1843/178
https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/journal-december-1842-june-1844-book-1-21-december-1842-10-march-1843/178
https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/journal-december-1842-june-1844-book-1-21-december-1842-10-march-1843/178
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This point was reiterated in a general conference address by Elder 
Neil L. Andersen: “A few question their faith when they find a statement 
made by a Church leader decades ago that seems incongruent with our 
doctrine. There is an important principle that governs the doctrine of 
the Church. The doctrine is taught by all 15 members of the First Presi-
dency and Quorum of the Twelve. It is not hidden in an obscure para-
graph of one talk. True principles are taught frequently and by many. 
Our doctrine is not difficult to find.”8

In a later general conference, President Oaks quoted Elder Ander-
sen’s explanation, citing “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” as 
an example of a doctrinal declaration “signed by all 15 prophets, seers, 
and revelators.”9 President James E. Faust explained that the Lord has 
an important purpose behind this principle of a “unanimous voice” 
(D&C 107:27):

“This requirement of unanimity provides a check on bias and per-
sonal idiosyncrasies. . . . It ensures that the best wisdom and experience is 
focused on an issue before the deep, unassailable impressions of revealed 
direction are received. It guards against the foibles of man.”10

In other words, while the corpus of official Church doctrine is much 
more limited when you count only what all fifteen Apostles are teaching, 
those teachings go through a fifteen-layer vetting process that helps ensure 
that the Lord’s doctrine is taught in its purity. Elder M. Russell Ballard tes-
tified that blessings come as we look to the unified teachings of those two 
quorums, for “when the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve 
speak with a united voice, it is the voice of the Lord for that time.”11

To be honest, this restricted definition of doctrine can sometimes 
make it a little harder to figure out if something represents official doc-
trine—you can’t just find a single quote and say that is the official word 
on the matter! So if something qualifies as official doctrine only when it 
is taught by all fifteen Apostles, where do we find it?

3. “This doctrine resides in the four ‘standard works’ of scripture (the 
Holy Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the 
Pearl of Great Price), official declarations and proclamations, and the Arti-
cles of Faith.”12

8. Neil L. Andersen, “Trial of Your Faith,” Ensign 42, no. 11 (November 2012): 42.
9. Oaks, “Trust in the Lord,” 29.

10. James E. Faust, “Continuous Revelation,” Ensign 19, no. 11 (November 1989): 11.
11. M. Russell Ballard, “Stay in the Boat and Hold On!” Ensign 44, no. 11 (November 

2014): 91, emphasis added.
12. “Approaching Latter-day Saint Doctrine.”
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Official doctrine is taught in the scriptures and official Church decla-
rations and “is consistently proclaimed in official Church publications.”13 
The consistency of these teachings is just as important as where the teach-
ings are found, as continuing revelation will make some older teachings 
out of date.14 An article in the Church’s New Era magazine suggests asking 
the following question to help determine if something is official doctrine: 

“Has it recently been officially published by the Church (such as in general 
conference, manuals, magazines, and Church websites)? If the answer . . . 
is no, you can probably safely conclude that it’s not official doctrine.”15

I did not understand this as a freshman, so my search for the Church’s 
doctrine often cast too wide a net, bringing in statements from unofficial 
sources, or from once-official sources that were by then much too old to be 
considered “recent.” But we are counseled to make sure we stay up to date 
with the current leaders of the Church. Elder Ballard gave these instruc-
tions to teachers:

“As you teach your students and respond to their questions, let me 
warn you not to pass along . . . outdated understandings and explana-
tions of our doctrine and 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 [now newsroom.churchofjesus​christ​.org] and 
LDS.org [now churchofjesuschrist.org]; and consult the works of recog-
nized, thoughtful, and faithful LDS scholars to ensure you do not teach 
things that are untrue, out of date, or odd and quirky.”16

I have grown to love the fact that Church teachings and practices 
can change over time. The Lord called this a “living church” (D&C 1:30), 
which points to its ability to grow, mature, and adapt, as living things 
do. As we respond to new mortal circumstances and as the Lord reveals 
truth “line upon line” (2 Ne. 28:30), Church teachings are adjusted and 

13. “Approaching Latter-day Saint Doctrine.”
14. Elder Orson F. Whitney taught, “Divine revelation adapts itself to the circum-

stances and conditions of men, and change upon change ensues as God’s progressive 
work goes on to its destiny. . . . What the Lord said to the Jews and Nephites 2,000 years 
ago or what He said to the Latter-day Saints 50 or 60 years ago has no force whatever 
at this time unless it agrees with present-day revelation, with the Lord’s most recent 
instructions to His people through His chosen or appointed servants.” As cited in “Build 
upon the Rock,” Ensign 45, no. 3 (March 2015): 80.

15. “How Can I Know If Something I Hear Is ‘Official Doctrine’?” New Era 47, no. 2 
(February 2017): 41, emphasis added.

16. M. Russell Ballard, “By Study and by Faith,” Ensign 46, no. 12 (December 2016): 27.

https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/?lang=eng
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perfected. This is not a bug in our belief in prophetic revelation; this is 
the truth at the heart of that belief.

Official Doctrine on Evolution

I have reviewed apostolic teachings about what constitutes official 
Church doctrine, observing that a teaching is not doctrine just because 
of the position of the one who said it, that official doctrine is established 
by the scriptures and by the united voice of the First Presidency and 
Quorum of the Twelve, and that current official doctrine is consistently 
taught in recent official publications.

So what, then, of evolution?
Because new revelation may come or Church leaders may issue new 

clarifying statements, my conclusions here are subject to revision in the 
future—we have been talking about staying current, after all! But as I 
write this article two decades into the twenty-first century, it seems to me 
that, at this time, the official doctrine is that there is no official doctrine.

While my parents and grandparents grew up in an era when anti-
evolution statements were sometimes preached over the pulpit in 
Church settings, that has simply not been my experience as a Latter-day 
Saint millennial. I have never heard a general conference speaker decry 
the theories of “so-called scientists,” nor received a new manual stating 
that there was no death anywhere in the world before the Fall, nor read 
a Church magazine saying that evolution is contrary to the teachings 
of the gospel. While I have come across statements like these made by 
individual Church leaders, the vast majority were made before I was 
born. They do not represent recent, official statements authorized by the 
united voice of the Church’s leading quorums.

Tellingly, the most recent statements I can find from official Church 
sources are emphatically neutral with regard to evolution. “The Church has 
no official position on the theory of evolution,” the New Era magazine stated 
in its October 2016 issue. It went on to explain that “organic evolution, or 
changes to species’ inherited traits over time, is a matter for scientific study. 
Nothing has been revealed concerning evolution. . . . The details of what 
happened on earth before Adam and Eve, including how their bodies were 
created, have not been revealed.”17 Another article (this one featuring a 
painting of a feathered dinosaur) states that “the details of what happened 
on this planet before Adam and Eve aren’t a huge doctrinal concern of ours. 

17. “What Does the Church Believe about Evolution?” New Era 46, no. 10 (October 
2016): 41.
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The accounts of the Creation in the scriptures are not meant to provide 
a literal, scientific explanation of the specific processes, time periods, or 
events involved.”18

In 2022, the third volume of the official history Saints noted that 
Elder John A. Widtsoe had published a series of articles intended to “rec-
oncile gospel knowledge with secular learning,” including evolution.19 
Saints also describes the national controversies over evolution that took 
place in the early twentieth century, explaining the different positions 
of “modernist” Christians (who allowed for evolution) and “fundamen-
talist” Christians (who saw human evolution as blasphemy) without 
choosing sides. President Heber J. Grant, Saints explains, did not feel 
he had to “tell people what to believe” about the issue.20 A Church His-
tory Topics article titled “Organic Evolution,” prepared to accompany 
Saints and posted to the Church’s website, similarly explains evolution in 
a neutral and even-handed tone. It states that “faithful Latter-day Saints 
[have] continued to hold diverse views on the topic of evolution”21 (see 
appendix for full text).

Of course, the Church does have official doctrine that touches on the 
Creation of the earth and the origin of human beings. The same Church 
magazine article indicating that nothing has been revealed about evolu-
tion gave this summary of what doctrine has been revealed:

Before we were born on earth, we were spirit children of heavenly par-
ents, with bodies in their image. God directed the creation of Adam 
and Eve and placed their spirits in their bodies. We are all descendants 
of Adam and Eve, our first parents, who were created in God’s image. 
There were no spirit children of Heavenly Father on the earth before 
Adam and Eve were created. In addition, “for a time they lived alone in 
a paradisiacal setting where there was neither human death nor future 
family.” They fell from that state, and this Fall was an essential part of 
Heavenly Father’s plan for us to become like Him.22

18. “What Does the Church Believe about Dinosaurs?” New Era 46, no. 2 (February 
2016): 41.

19. Saints: The Story of the Church of Jesus Christ in the Latter Days, vol. 3, Boldly, Nobly, 
and Independent, 1893–1955 (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, 2022), 112.

20. Saints, 3:247–49.
21. See “Organic Evolution,” Church History Topics, The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/history/topics/organic​
-evolution?lang=eng, reprinted herein as “Apppendix: Organic Evolution.”

22. “What Does the Church Believe about Evolution?” 41.

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/history/topics/organic-evolution?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/history/topics/organic-evolution?lang=eng
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This same careful distinction between what we do not know and do 
know from revelation was also modeled by Elder Jeffrey R. Holland in 
general conference: “I do not know the details of what happened on this 
planet before [the Fall of Adam and Eve], but I do know these two were 
created under the divine hand of God, that for a time they lived alone in 
a paradisiacal setting where there was neither human death nor future 
family, and that through a sequence of choices they transgressed a com-
mandment of God which required that they leave their garden setting 
but which allowed them to have children before facing physical death.”23

This doctrine of the Creation and the Fall, as expressed by Elder 
Holland and other Church leaders, of course precludes certain ways 
of looking at the origin of life, such as the belief that everything is the 
result of random chance, or the assertion that humans are no different 
than any other species on our planet. Our belief in heavenly parents 
who created this earth to help us progress in a great plan of salvation 
means that there is great purpose and design to our experience here. 
But as far as the details of how that Creation was carried about, the 
Church has said it leaves that up to “scientific study.”24

Understanding What Genesis Is (and Is Not) Doing

In addition to modern apostolic statements, my understanding of evolu-
tion as a freshman was shaped by my interpretation of ancient scripture. 
I read the Creation account in Genesis and concluded that it was clearly 
opposed to the idea of organic evolution. God designed plants and ani-
mals to reproduce “after his” or “their kind” (Gen. 1:11–12, 21, 24–25), not 
to turn into other things. Before Adam, “there was not a man” (Gen. 2:5), 
whereas evolutionists claimed a long line of hominids. Adam was told if 
he ate the fruit he would “surely die” (Gen. 2:17), suggesting death was 
not a given.

However, having gone through thirteen more years of university 
study, most of it dedicated to studying the Old Testament, I have come 
to believe that the clarity I once saw in Genesis was an illusion. When 

23. Jeffrey R. Holland, “Where Justice, Love, and Mercy Meet,” Ensign 45, no. 5 (May 
2015): 106, emphasis added.

24. “What Does the Church Believe about Evolution?” 41. This position is not new. 
In 1931, the First Presidency wrote that “upon the fundamental doctrines of the Church 
we are all agreed. Our mission is to bear the message of the restored gospel to the world. 
Leave geology, biology, archaeology, and anthropology, no one of which has to do with 
the salvation of the souls of mankind, to scientific research.” First Presidency Minutes, 
April 7, 1931, quoted in William E. Evenson, “Evolution,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 
ed. Daniel H. Ludlow, 4 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 2:478.
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I read Genesis in a nicely printed English book, as in the image below 
(fig. 1), the text felt very modern, familiar, and accessible:

In the beginning God created the heaven 
and the earth.

2 And the earth was without form, and void; 
and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And 
the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the 
waters.

Figure 1. Genesis 1:1–2 text from the King James Bible.

By contrast, when I think of Genesis today, it is images like this (see 
fig. 2) that I think of first:

Figure 2. Genesis 1:1–2 as found on a Dead Sea Scrolls manuscript. “Dead Sea 
Scroll fragment 4Q7 with Genesis 1,” by KetefHinnomFan, https://commons.wiki​
media.org/wiki/File:Genesis_1_Dead_Sea_Scroll​.jpg, public domain.

This second image (fig. 2) is a snippet from 4QGeng, a copy of Genesis 
from the Dead Sea Scrolls. Unlike the first image (fig. 1), it comes from 
a Hebrew scroll, not an English book. It is handwritten, and although 
it displays Genesis 1:1–2 as in the first image, several words are missing 
from this fragment today due to its antiquity.

These two images are a visual metaphor for my changing perspective 
on the text of Genesis. Genesis is old. It was written by people who spoke 
and thought differently than I do. It comes from a culture far removed 
from my own. It has its own context and history. The handwritten man-
uscript also hints at the humanity involved in scriptural composition 
and preservation, something a cleanly printed modern book tends to 
obscure.

How does the foreignness of Genesis affect how we read it today? On 
a linguistic level, reading in English masks the complexity and richness 
of the Hebrew vocabulary. Words like God, created, heaven, earth, deep, 
Spirit, waters, day, or firmament all have their own history, nuances, and 
interpretive challenges, even in Hebrew. In English, it is deceptively easy 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Genesis_1_Dead_Sea_Scroll.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Genesis_1_Dead_Sea_Scroll.jpg
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to think that a word has a single, clear meaning without realizing how 
much is going on under the surface.

On a cultural level, the Creation account in Genesis both utilizes 
and reacts to cultural frameworks and cultural points of reference from 
Israelite society and the broader ancient Near Eastern “pop culture” 
that the Israelites participated in. By way of analogy, imagine someone 
giving a sacrament meeting talk today and saying, “Captain America 
may have beat the Nazis in World War II, but he’s no Captain Moroni.” 
That statement draws upon (1)  Latter-day Saint insider knowledge, 
(2) American pop culture, and (3) world history, but it makes sense 
to any American Latter-day Saint because of our shared cultural ref-
erences. Someone three thousand years from now, however, might 
not understand how these two captains are not alike when they share 
the same rank, and they might not appreciate that Captain America’s 
exploits are fiction even though the Nazi defeat in a world war is real 
history. In a similar way, there are numerous features of the Genesis 
Creation account that would have made perfect sense to an Israelite 
audience three thousand years ago but that are not clear to us now 
because we no longer share a common cultural frame of reference.

How do we go about recovering that lost context? To return to our 
hypothetical sacrament meeting statement, scholars in three thousand 
years who want to understand the differences between Captain Moroni 
and Captain America would have to read widely from Latter-day Saint 
scripture and engage with American pop culture—like maybe a few 
Marvel comics or movies. They would also need a good enough handle 
on twentieth-century history to recognize truth and fiction regarding 
World War II. That kind of wide reading would then let them go back 
to the sacrament meeting talk and figure out all the points of reference. 
Modern biblical scholars have followed this same procedure for Genesis. 
Not only have they studied Genesis and the rest of the Old Testament in 
the original Hebrew, but they also read widely from the surviving texts 
of Israel’s contemporary neighbors, like the Egyptians, Canaanites, and 
Babylonians. Reading all this comparative literature has revolutionized 
our understanding of Genesis because now a lot more of the assumed 
cultural references suddenly make sense.25

25. “If this [Genesis 1–11] were the only ancient text we had ever read, it would cer-
tainly strike us as quite unique. But for those familiar with other texts from the ancient 
world, our natural response is a déjà vu feeling that we’ve seen it all before.” James K. 
Hoffmeier, Gordon J. Wenham, and Kenton L. Sparks, Genesis: History, Fiction, or Nei-
ther? Three Views on the Bible’s Earliest Chapters, Counterpoints: Bible and Theology 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 2015), 117.
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What have we found from studying texts like Genesis 1 in context? 
There is not space here to get into much detail, but the super short ver-
sion is that Genesis is not primarily interested in revealing the physical 
processes by which the earth was formed and life came to be. The con-
cern, rather, is theological.26 The cultures around the Israelites believed 
many things about God and the world that Genesis considers to be false, 
and Genesis wants to explain how things really are. Here are paraphrases 
of some of the ideas being taught by the Israelites’ neighbors:

•	 “The gods don’t care about humans.”
•	 “Creation couldn’t happen until the creator god defeated the forces 

of chaos in a tremendous battle.”
•	 “Divine beings often quarrel among themselves.”
•	 “We are nothing like the gods.”
•	 “The greatest god is Marduk/Baal/Ra/etc.”
•	 “Who knows why the gods do what they do?”27

The revealed truths in Genesis 1 push back against these ideas. The 
God of Israel is the Creator, not Marduk or Baal or Ra. There is only 
one God who rules the cosmos, not many gods competing with each 
other for position. Creation was not the result of an epic divine battle, 
but rather God commanded, “Let there be!” and creation obeyed. 
Human beings are not an afterthought but the entire purpose of Cre-
ation. God created humans in his image and revealed himself to them 
from the beginning.28

26. See Steven L. McKenzie, How to Read the Bible: History, Prophecy, Literature—
Why Modern Readers Need to Know the Difference, and What It Means for Faith Today 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 31–36.

27. I am paraphrasing all these ideas, but for more information on the ancient Near 
Eastern context of Genesis, see Peter Enns, The Evolution of Adam: What the Bible Does 
and Doesn’t Say about Human Origins (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Brazos, 2012), 35–76; Peter 
Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the Problem of the Old Testament, 2nd 
ed. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2015), 13–60; Marc Zvi Brettler, How to Read the 
Bible (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2005), 37–47; and Mark S. Smith, The Priestly 
Vision of Genesis 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010). For a contextual analysis of Genesis 1 from 
a Latter-day Saint perspective, see Daniel L. Belnap, “In the Beginning: Genesis 1–3 and Its 
Significance to the Latter-day Saints,” in From Creation to Sinai: The Old Testament through 
the Lens of the Restoration, ed. Daniel L. Belnap and Aaron P. Schade (Provo, Utah: Religious 
Studies Center, Brigham Young University; Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2021), 1–41.

28. For a fictional, narrative depiction of how Genesis might have helped ancient 
Israelites respond to the polytheistic cultures around them, see Rachel Held Evans, 
Inspired: Slaying Giants, Walking on Water, and Loving the Bible Again (Nashville: Nelson, 
2018), 1–6.
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Genesis 1, then, is trying to answer questions about God and his rela-
tionship to human beings. It is not interested in answering my mod-
ern questions about the age of the earth or human evolution or tectonic 
plates—the Israelites would not have even understood those questions, 
let alone the answers, nor would they have found them to be important.

Using Genesis to learn about physical creation from a modern, scien-
tific point of view has other challenges. Perhaps none is greater than this: 
not only is Genesis 1 not interested in describing the physical universe 
from a modern, scientific point of view, but it deliberately utilizes ancient 
Near Eastern models of the universe that we know are inaccurate.

To explain what I mean, we need to think carefully about how revela-
tion works. The diagram below (see fig. 3) represents the way many people 
imagine the relationship between revealed knowledge and human culture. 
The dark gray area represents the human cultural environment surround-
ing us—the customs and beliefs and assumptions and practices of the world 
at large. Revealed truth, as represented by the white space in the middle, is 
completely separate from the philosophies of men and other cultural errors. 
The two sources of knowledge are completely distinct inasmuch as revealed 
truth comes from a God who knows all truth in its fulness and purity.

Although revelation is often assumed to work this way, I don’t think 
that illustration can explain everything we find in the scriptures, nor 
does it match how the scriptures describe their own nature. In modern 
revelation, the Lord explained, “Behold, I am God and have spoken it; 
these commandments are of me, and were given unto my servants in 
their weakness, after the manner of their language, that they might come 
to understanding” (D&C 1:24). In other words, God wants to be under-
stood, but with all his infinite power and wisdom, he cannot speak truth 
in its full perfection and expect us to be able to understand. Instead, 
he adapts the manner of his language to match our own and speaks to 
accommodate for our human weakness.29

In the modified diagram below (see fig. 4), the dark gray area still 
represents human culture, along with all of its assumptions and ideas, 
good or bad. But in this representation, I have separated revealed truth 
into two categories. In the middle is revelation that “confound[s] false 
doctrine” (2 Ne. 3:12) by pushing back against false human ideas. These 

29. For additional discussion of how revelation accommodates for human weakness, 
see Ben Spackman, “Truth, Scripture, and Interpretation: Some Precursors to Reading 
Genesis” (conference address, FairMormon Conference, August 2017), https://www.fair​
latter​daysaints.org/conference/august-2017/truth-scripture-and-interpretation.

https://www.fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/august-2017/truth-scripture-and-interpretation
https://www.fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/august-2017/truth-scripture-and-interpretation


Human culture Revealed truths found 
in the scriptures

Figure 3. One way to visualize the relationship between revealed knowledge and 
human culture is to see them as completely distinct.

Human culture
Revelation that pushes back against false 
cultural ideas to teach truth (while still 
using human language)

Revelation that accommodates and even utilizes false cultural 
ideas to communicate more important spiritual truths

Figure 4. Another way to visualize the relationship between revealed knowledge 
and human culture is to see God as utilizing human frameworks to communicate 
with us.
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revelatory truths contrast with the ideas of the world, but they are not 
completely separate from human thought either; at a minimum, such 
revelation must still conform to “the manner of their language” (D&C 
1:24), so I’ve left it slightly gray in the diagram.30 Next is a category of 
revelation I have depicted as light gray, representing an even greater 
accommodation of divine revelation to human perspectives. This man-
ner of revelation not only conforms to human language but also utilizes 
cultural models, assumptions, and ideas as vehicles for communica-
tion—including cultural models, assumptions, and ideas that may be 
wrong. Such revelation is adapted to human “weakness” (D&C 1:24), 
sacrificing some accuracy in order to convey more important spiritual 
truths. Thus, this modified diagram recognizes that there is no sharp 
division between human culture and divine revelation, for divine revela-
tion is filtered to some degree or another through the limited capacity of 
human understanding.

Here is how we might map this framework onto a scriptural text 
like Genesis 1, our classic account of Creation.31 As we discussed above, 
some aspects of Genesis 1 push back against incorrect cultural ideas (as 
in the mostly white space in fig. 4). In other ways, however, Genesis 1 
taught the Israelites not by contradicting the incorrect ideas of their cul-
tural environment, but by accommodating and using them (as in the light 
gray space). The revealed text utilizes an incorrect but then-common 
model of the physical universe (a “cosmology”) in order to teach spiri-
tual truths.

Here is a quick summary of that model: As depicted in the Old Tes-
tament, the earth is a flat disc, with its land resting on watery depths 
(“the great deep”; Gen. 7:11; see Gen. 1:2; 8:2). A solid hemisphere (the 

“firmament”) rests above it like an upside-down bowl (Gen. 1:6–8; Ex. 
24:10; Job 37:18; Ezek. 1:22), and above that is a watery environment (“the 
waters which were above”; Gen. 1:7), with the firmament keeping it from 

30. For additional discussion of how human interpretation is necessary to under-
stand revelation, see Ben Spackman, “A Paradoxical Preservation of Faith: LDS Creation 
Accounts and the Composite Nature of Revelation” (address, FAIRMormon confer-
ence, Provo, Utah, August 7–9, 2019), https://www.fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/
august-2019/a-paradoxical-preservation-of-faith. 

31. Latter-day Saints have additional accounts of Creation beyond Genesis 1, includ-
ing the accounts in the book of Moses, the book of Abraham, and the temple endowment. 
However, in their own way, each of these accounts are inspired revisions and expansions 
of Genesis, so they share many of the characteristics of Genesis, including a theological 
focus on the nature of God and his relationship to humanity over any interest in describ-
ing physical creation in scientific terms.

https://www.fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/august-2019/a-paradoxical-preservation-of-faith
https://www.fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/august-2019/a-paradoxical-preservation-of-faith
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crashing down on earth (Ps. 148:4–6). However, gaps can open up in the 
firmament (“the windows of heaven” Gen. 7:11; 8:2; 2 Kgs. 7:2; Mal. 3:10; 
see also Isa. 24:18), which allow water to come through in the form of 
rain. The sun, moon, and stars move “in the firmament,” or underneath 
the solid dome, to provide light to the dry land below (Gen. 1:14–18).32

Why would God choose to accommodate the Israelites’ inaccurate 
model of the universe instead of correct it? My honest answer is that 
I don’t know. If I had to guess, however, I would start by asking what 
good that would have done. Most ancient Israelites were simple farm-
ers or shepherds. They worked hard from sunup till sundown. Many 
would never have traveled very far from where they were born. They 
never looked in a telescope or a microscope. If God had tried to explain 
solar systems and black holes and nuclear fusion, could they possibly 
have understood it? And what would have been gained for the effort? 
I imagine that God had much more important things he wanted them to 
understand (such as their place in Creation and its goodness), and their 
existing cosmology, inaccurate as it may have been, worked just fine as 
a vehicle through which to teach those more important spiritual truths.

Here is a personal story by way of analogy. In my high school science 
classes, I was taught that atoms look something like figure 5:

Figure 5. The Bohr model of the atom. “Stylised atom with three 
Bohr model orbits and stylised nucleus,” by Indolences, modified by 
Rainer Klute, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Styl​ised​_
atom_with_three_Bohr_model_orbits_and_stylised​_nu​cleus​.svg, 
licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 
Unported license.

This is called the Bohr model of the atom, and the basic idea is that 
you have the nucleus in the middle with electrons orbiting like plan-
ets do around the sun. I remember being taught how to use this model 
to calculate, for example, which atoms would come together to form 
molecules.

Then I got to BYU and took Chemistry 105. There I learned that the 
Bohr model is inaccurate and in fact was obsolete as early as the 1920s. 

32. For more detail on this biblical model of the universe, see Kyle Greenwood, Scrip-
ture and Cosmology: Reading the Bible between the Ancient World and Modern Science 
(Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic, 2015), particularly chapter 3, “Cosmology in Scrip-
ture,” 71–102; and John H. Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology 
and the Origins Debate (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic, 2009).

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Stylised_atom_with_three_Bohr_model_orbits_and_stylised_nucleus.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Stylised_atom_with_three_Bohr_model_orbits_and_stylised_nucleus.svg
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Instead of orbits, electrons actually move unpredictably through sets of 
probability clouds, like in figure 6:

Figure 6. The valence shell model of the atom. “Neon orbitals,” by Rakudaniku, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Neon_orbitals.png, public domain.

I remember feeling really confused. Why had my high school teacher 
taught me a model that was wrong? Our class teaching assistant had 
an answer: despite its limitations, the Bohr model is (1) easier for high 
school students to quickly grasp and (2) is actually quite useful for mak-
ing a number of basic predictions. It reaches a point where it stops being 
useful (thus we now have quantum physics), but it gets the job done 
for beginners. As one high school chemistry teacher explained, “Even 
[information] that is somewhat wrong can be enormously useful.”33

The cosmology in Genesis 1 is wrong, but I think that for the ancient 
Israelites it was still useful. It allowed God to teach them about himself 
and his purposes for Creation in a way that made sense to them. It is an 
example of revelation “given unto [God’s] servants in their weakness, after 
the manner of their language, that they might come to understanding” 
(D&C 1:24). So when we ask if Genesis 1 is “wrong,” we have to be careful 
to define what we mean by wrong. If we are speaking in terms of modern, 
scientific principles of planetary formation, then yes, it is wrong. But that 
is not what Genesis 1 is even trying to do. If its primary purpose was to 
teach the ancient Israelites who God was and what their relationship was 
to him, then Genesis 1 succeeds beautifully.

Let’s bring this all together now. I began by saying that as a freshman I 
read Genesis and thought it clearly spoke against evolution. Now I think 
it is very problematic to use Genesis that way. Genesis was not written to 
answer my modern questions about the age of the earth, or dinosaurs, or 
Adam’s relationship to other hominids. The ancient Israelites would not 
have even understood those questions. Rather than a scientific treatise 

33. Jason Dyke, quoted in Sam Anderson, “Why It’s Okay to Teach Wrong Ideas in 
Physics,” May 31, 2016, Scientific American, https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest​

-blog/why-it-s-okay-to-teach-wrong-ideas-in-physics/.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Neon_orbitals.png
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/why-it-s-okay-to-teach-wrong-ideas-in-physics/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/why-it-s-okay-to-teach-wrong-ideas-in-physics/
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in the modern sense, Genesis is a revelatory text answering the ancient 
Israelites’ spiritual questions, and we risk misusing it if we try to make 
the text do something it was not designed to do. The fact that it chooses 
to adopt an inaccurate ancient Near Eastern cosmology is even more 
reason to be cautious about trying to read it as a modern textbook on 
geology or biology.

Ambiguity, Complexity, and Unresolved Questions

While I was too quick to conclude that the doctrine of the Church and the 
scriptures are unambiguously opposed to evolution, that does not mean 
that making sense of evolution has ever been simple. I still have so many 
questions and have not yet figured everything out. But in comparison with 
my freshman self, today I am much more comfortable living with ambigu-
ity, complexity, and unresolved questions. When I wrestled with evolution 
as a freshman, I could not see how the scriptural and prophetic teachings 
on Adam and Eve could be reconciled with the idea that life has been grad-
ually developed over billions of years. Because I could not see any way 
to harmonize those ideas, that was evidence for me that either the scrip-
tures were wrong or that the scientists were wrong. (Given that choice, 
I chose to believe the scriptures.) Today, trying to reconcile these ideas 
still leads to a lot of unanswered questions. I have had people ask me, “If, 
theoretically speaking, God did create life on earth through a process of 
evolution, how does that work with the doctrine of the Fall?” My answer 
would be that, in all honesty, I have no idea. But unlike my freshman 
self, I no longer take my inability to explain how this would work as sure 
evidence it couldn’t work.

I am big on analogies, so here is another—take a look at these two 
maps below (figs. 7 and 8):

Figure 7. A map showing state borders. “Blank US Map (states only) 2,” by 
Jamesy0627144, modified by Szmenderowiecki, cropped, https://commons.wiki​
media.org/wiki/File:Blank_US_Map_(states_only)_2.svg, licensed under the Cre-
ative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Blank_US_Map_(states_only)_2.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Blank_US_Map_(states_only)_2.svg
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Figure 8. A map showing the physical landscape. “Topographical map of the United 
States of America,” by demis.nl, cropped, https://commons​.wiki​media​.org/wiki/File​
:Topographic_map_of_the_USA.png, public domain.

These two maps use state borders and topography respectively to 
represent the exact same area inside the United States. But because they 
are answering different questions (“Where are the divisions between 
states?” versus “What physical features are present?”), the answers each 
map provides do not appear to be aligned. In fact, the maps may look 
completely incompatible, like they are not representing the same area 
at all. In a similar way, it is at least possible that evolution as described 
by scientists and the Fall as described in the scriptures both accurately 
describe how humans got started, but the answers they provide look 
different because they are responding to different questions. Reconcil-
ing these different questions and answers may not be possible given our 
current limited knowledge about either scientific evidence or God’s 
revelations, but that does not mean that they cannot be reconciled 
someday.34

As I have come to realize, there are actually many fundamental gos-
pel doctrines I cannot explain in scientific terms. I believe in the reality 
of the Resurrection, but I do not know how the physical components 
that make up my body will be brought together and perfected. I have 
experience receiving answers to prayer, but I cannot explain how God is 
able to speak to my mind and heart. And despite the fact that I believe 
in him, teach about him, and have felt his power on many occasions, 
I really have no idea how the Atonement of Jesus Christ works. The 
scriptures testify of the reality of the Savior’s sacrifice, and they teach 

34. For a thoughtful exploration of some theological possibilities, see Jamie L. Jensen 
and Seth M. Bybee, Let’s Talk about Science and Religion (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 
2023), 48–64.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Topographic_map_of_the_USA.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Topographic_map_of_the_USA.png
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how I can draw upon his healing and saving power, so I am not particu-
larly concerned that I cannot comprehend the metaphysics of it all.35

These kinds of limitations are a natural part of our mortal experi-
ence where we cannot “comprehend all the things which the Lord can 
comprehend” (Mosiah 4:9). Even with all that we know, I have come to 
appreciate Elder Ballard’s counsel that sometimes it is “perfectly all right 
to say, ‘I do not know.’”36

Conclusion

Speaking of not knowing, I still don’t know how exactly God created 
the earth; introduced plant and animal life; and sent his spirit chil-
dren, Adam and Eve, to live here. On these questions, I am still a seeker. 
But since my freshman year, I have learned that the Church does not 
consider evolution to be a doctrinal matter and has said that this is a 
matter for science to answer. Given that, I am inclined to let the many 
intelligent men and women who work in those fields help me better 
understand what evidence has been left in the earth for us to find. I am 
aware that some Church leaders in the past have said that evolution is 
incompatible with the doctrine of the Fall, but although I take their con-
cerns very seriously, I also recognize that their opinions do not repre-
sent the united voice of the current First Presidency and the Quorum 
of the Twelve. My own study of the Old Testament has also led me to 

35. Elder Bruce R. McConkie taught, “We do not know, we cannot tell, no mortal 
mind can conceive, the full import of what Christ did. . . . We know that in some way, 
incomprehensible to us, his suffering satisfied the demands of justice, ransomed peni-
tent souls from the pains and penalties of sin, and made mercy available to those who 
believe in his holy name. . . . Then, in a way incomprehensible to us, he took up that body 
which had not yet seen corruption and arose in that glorious immortality which made 
him like his resurrected Father. . . . Again, in some way incomprehensible to us, the 
effects of his resurrection pass upon all men so that all shall rise from the grave. . . . The 
atonement of Christ is the most basic and fundamental doctrine of the gospel, and it is 
the least understood.” McConkie, “The Purifying Power of Gethsemane,” Ensign 15, no. 5 
(May 1985): 9–10.

36. Ballard, “By Study and by Faith,” 27. Elder Paul V. Johnson, serving as the Church’s 
Commissioner of Education, told teachers, “Many of us have a difficult time dealing with 
ambiguity, especially in issues concerning the Church. In fact, we may be drawn to use 
quotes in our teaching that are definitive because they seem to dispel the ambiguity. But 
some quotes are definitive on issues where there is no official answer. People who are 
more tentative on a subject that hasn’t been revealed or resolved don’t get quoted as 
much but may be more in line with where our current knowledge is.” Paul V. Johnson, 

“A Pattern for Learning Spiritual Things,” Religious Educator 14, no. 3 (2013): 19.
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appreciate the ancient context in which Genesis was created and its lim-
itations for answering my questions in modern, scientific terms. As I 
continue to study these issues, I strive to seek wisdom “by study and also 
by faith” (D&C 88:118), ignoring neither the best books nor the voice 
of the Spirit. Rather than feel frustrated at what I still don’t know, I feel 
incredibly thankful for the Restoration of the gospel of Jesus Christ, 
which has richly blessed me with knowledge of my heavenly parents and 
their great plan of happiness. However the world was created, I know 
who my Creator is, and however God’s children got here, I know we can 
all return home someday.

Joshua M. Sears is assistant professor of ancient scripture at Brigham Young University. 
He received a BA in ancient Near Eastern studies from BYU, where he taught at the 
Missionary Training Center and volunteered as an EMT. He received an MA from The 
Ohio State University and a PhD in Hebrew Bible at the University of Texas at Austin. 
His research interests include Israelite prophecy, marriage and families in the ancient 
world, and the publication history of Latter-day Saint scripture. He has presented at 
regional and national meetings of the Society of Biblical Literature, BYU Education 
Week, the Sidney B. Sperry Symposium, and the Leonardo Museum Conference on 
the Dead Sea Scrolls. His wife, Alice, is from Hong Kong and plays in Bells at Temple 
Square; they live in Lindon, Utah, with their five children.
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Appendix: Organic Evolution

[From “Organic Evolution,” Church History Topics, The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/
history/topics/organic-​evolution?lang=eng.]

The modern science of evolution can be traced back to the work of 
Charles Darwin and Gregor Mendel in the mid-1800s.1 Based on his 
study of animal species, Darwin noted that environmental conditions 
favor some individuals within a population better than others. Members 
of a species that developed certain traits were better suited to survive 
and reproduce across generations. Over generations, he argued, this 
process of “natural selection” could give rise to new species.2 Meanwhile, 
Mendel tracked variations in plant reproduction and argued that some 
of their traits are transmitted through genes.

As scientists debated Darwin’s and Mendel’s theories over the follow-
ing decades, people of faith grappled with the implications of organic evo-
lution for human origins, the Creation of the earth, and the meaning of 
scripture.3 In the early 20th century, public controversy about evolution 
centered on “Darwinism,” or Darwin’s explanation of natural selection 
through random mutation. Theologians were divided over whether the 
findings of scientists attested to God’s creative power or denied His role 
in the Creation.4

Leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints at the time 
did not take an official stance on the theory of evolution, but they did take 
steps to clarify the Church’s teachings related to human origins. In 1909, 

1. Martinez Hewlett, “Evolution: The Controversy with Creationism,” in Lind-
say Jones, ed., Encyclopedia of Religion, 2nd ed., 14 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 2005), 
5:2908–9; Phillip Sloan, “Darwin: From Origin of Species to Descent of Man,” in Edward N. 
Zalta, ed., The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Winter 2019 ed., https://plato.stanford​
.edu/entries/origin-descent.

2. Sloan, “Darwin.” Although concepts of natural changes to species dated to ancient 
philosophers, Darwin argued that random mutations within a species’ population could 
lead to new, more complex forms of life. See Phillip Sloan, “Evolutionary Thought before 
Darwin,” in Edward N. Zalta, ed., The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Winter 2019 
ed., https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/evolution-before-darwin.

3. Robert C. Fuller, “Religious Responses to Modern Science, 1865–1945,” chapter 24 
in Stephen J. Stein, ed., The Cambridge History of Religions in America, 3 vols. (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 2:523–44; see also Ronald L. Numbers, Dar-
winism Comes to America (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998).

4. Fuller, “Religious Responses,” 2:526–28.

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/history/topics/organic-evolution?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/history/topics/organic-evolution?lang=eng
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/origin-descent
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/origin-descent
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/evolution-before-darwin
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President Joseph F. Smith and his counselors in the First Presidency pub-
lished an official declaration entitled “The Origin of Man.” Drafted by Elder 
Orson F. Whitney, the declaration affirmed our divine nature as children of 
God.5 The next year, President Smith urged Church leaders not to under-
take “to say how much of evolution is true, or how much is false.”6

In 1925, a high school science instructor named John Scopes stood 
trial in the southern United States for teaching human evolution in 
violation of a Tennessee state law prohibiting the promotion of “any 
theory that denies the story of the Divine Creation of man as taught in 
the Bible.”7 During this trial, courtroom arguments over science and 
scriptural interpretation attracted widespread attention, amplifying the 
debate about the Bible’s account of human origins.8

As international interest in the trial grew, several prominent newspa-
pers asked Church leaders for the position of Latter-day Saints on evolu-
tion. The First Presidency issued a condensed version of “The Origin of 
Man” in 1925 that reiterated, “All men and women are in the similitude 
of the universal Father and Mother, and are literally sons and daugh-
ters of Deity.” Both versions of this statement affirmed the doctrine of 
human divinity, as supported by ancient and modern scripture, and used 
the term “evolve” in a positive sense, pointing forward to the “ages and 
eons” of the eternities in which human beings could continue to progress 
toward godhood themselves.9

In the wake of the Scopes trial, Christians in the United States became 
increasingly divided over the question of human origins. “Modernist” 
Christians embraced scientific discovery and reasoning and were open 
to many approaches to biblical interpretation. Christians who opposed 
modernism, often labeled “fundamentalists,” regarded the idea that 

5. Joseph F. Smith, John R. Winder, and Anthon H. Lund, “The Origin of Man,” Improve-
ment Era, vol. 8, no. 1 (Nov. 1909), 75–81; “What Does the Church Believe about Evolution?,” 
New Era, Oct. 2016, https://churchofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/2016/10/to​-the​-point/
what-does-the-church-believe-about-evolution.

6. Joseph F. Smith, “Philosophy and the Church Schools,” The Juvenile Instructor, 
vol. 46, no. 4 (Apr. 1911), 208–9.

7. Numbers, Darwinism Comes to America, 77–78.
8. Edward J. Larson, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and America’s Continuing 

Debate over Science and Religion (New York: Basic Books, 1997); Stefaan Blancke, Hans 
Henrik Hjermitslev, and Peter C. Kjærgaard, eds., Creationism in Europe (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 3, 9–13, 229; Numbers, Darwinism Comes to Amer-
ica, 4–23, 88; Fuller, “Religious Responses,” 2:541–43.

9. “‘Mormon’ View of Evolution,” Deseret News, July 18, 1925, section 3, 5.

https://churchofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/2016/10/to-the-point/what-does-the-church-believe-about-evolution
https://churchofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/2016/10/to-the-point/what-does-the-church-believe-about-evolution
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humankind evolved from other species as blasphemous.10 Latter-day 
Saints and their leaders found themselves on both sides of this issue. 
James E. Talmage and John A. Widtsoe, two professional scientists who 
became Apostles, regarded scientific discovery of truth as evidence of 
God’s use of natural laws to govern the universe.11 Meanwhile, Apostle 
and future Church President Joseph Fielding Smith believed that the Bib-
lical account of the Creation did not allow for the long spans required 
for species to multiply through evolution.12 Addressing these differing 
opinions, Church President Heber J. Grant and his counselors in the First 
Presidency urged leaders not to take sides on the issue, requesting in 1931 
that they “leave Geology, Biology, Archaeology and Anthropology, no one 
of which has to do with the salvation of the souls of mankind, to scientific 
research, while we magnify our calling in the realm of the Church.”13

As time went on, faithful Latter-day Saints continued to hold diverse 
views on the topic of evolution.14 Joseph Fielding Smith in his influential 

10. George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2006), 3–4, 234.

11. James E. Talmage, The Articles of Faith: A Series of Lectures on the Principal Doc-
trines of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 
1899), 3, 30–34; John A. Widtsoe, Joseph Smith as Scientist: A Contribution to Mormon 
Philosophy (Salt Lake City: Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Associations General 
Board, 1908), 1–2, 103–14; John A. Widtsoe, “Evidences and Reconciliations: To What 
Extent Should the Doctrine of Evolution Be Accepted?,” Improvement Era, vol. 42, no. 7 
(Jul. 1939), 417, 444–45, 447.

12. Erich Robert Paul, Science, Religion, and Mormon Cosmology (Urbana: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 1992), 179; see also Joseph Fielding Smith, “Faith Leads to a Ful-
ness of Truth and Righteousness,” The Utah Genealogical and Historical Magazine, vol. 21, 
no. 4 (Oct. 1930), 145–158; Joseph Fielding Smith, Man: His Origin and Destiny (Salt Lake 
City: Deseret Book, 1954).

13. First Presidency, Memorandum to the Council of the Twelve, First Council of 
the Seventy, and Presiding Bishopric, 5 April 1931, Document C, in William E. Evenson 
and Duane E. Jeffery, Mormonism and Evolution: The Authoritative LDS Statements (Salt 
Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2005), 54–67.

14. Compare Paul R. Green, comp., Science and Your Faith in God: A Selected Com-
pilation of Writings and Talks by Prominent Latter-day Saints Scientists on the Subjects of 
Science and Religion (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1958); Marion G. Romney, in Conference 
Report, Apr. 1959, 10; Marion G. Romney, “Records of Great Worth,” Ensign, Sept. 1980, 
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1980/09/records-of-great-worth; 
Russell M. Nelson, “The Magnificence of Man” (Brigham Young University devotional, 
Mar. 29, 1987), https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/russell-m-nelson/magnificence-man; Wil-
liam S. Bradshaw, Andrea J. Phillips, Seth M. Bybee, Richard A. Gill, Steven L. Peck, and 
Jamie L. Jensen, “A Longitudinal Study of Attitudes toward Evolution among Undergrad-
uates Who Are Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,” PLoS One, 
vol. 13, no. 11 (Nov. 7, 2018), https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6221276.

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1980/09/records-of-great-worth
https://speeches.byu.edu/talks/russell-m-nelson/magnificence-man
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6221276
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writings maintained the reliability of scripture as a guide to the Cre-
ation timeline. Henry Eyring, a prominent scientist and Sunday School 
general board member, welcomed evidence of evolutionary change and 
reiterated the teachings of Brigham Young, who taught that the gospel 
encompassed all truth, scientific or otherwise.15 In 1965, Church Presi-
dent David O. McKay worked with Bertrand F. Harrison, a botany pro-
fessor at Brigham Young University, to foster greater understanding 
between Saints with differing viewpoints on evolution.16

In the late 20th century, Church-sponsored schools expanded their 
educational offerings in the sciences. In 1992, the First Presidency and 
board of trustees at Brigham Young University approved a packet of 
reading material for use in science classes that presented the official 1909 
and 1925 statements and other statements from members of the First 
Presidency on the faithful application of scientific truth.17 The packet 
also included an entry from the 1992 publication The Encyclopedia of 
Mormonism, produced with Church leader approval, which explained 
that “the scriptures tell why man was created, but they do not tell how.”18 
In 2016, the Church’s youth magazine published articles on the pursuit of 
scientific truth. These articles reiterated that “the Church has no official 
position on the theory of evolution” and characterized it as a “matter for 
scientific study.” Echoing countless statements of Church leaders, the 
articles once again affirmed God’s role in creation and our relationship 
to our Heavenly Father as His children.19

15. See Henry J. Eyring, Mormon Scientist: The Life and Faith of Henry Eyring (Salt 
Lake City: Deseret Book, 2007), 60–70; Henry Eyring, The Faith of a Scientist (Salt Lake 
City: Bookcraft, 1967); Joseph Fielding Smith, Man: His Origin and Destiny; Joseph Field-
ing Smith, “Evolution,” chapter 9 in Doctrines of Salvation: Sermons and Writings of Joseph 
Fielding Smith, 3 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1954), 1:139–51. See also “The Gospel 
Defined,” chapter 2 in Teachings of Presidents of the Church: Brigham Young, https://www​
.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/teachings-brigham-young/chapter-2.

16. Bertrand F. Harrison, “The Relatedness of Living Things,” The Instructor, Jul. 1965, 
272–76, https://archive.org/details/instructor1007dese/page/n17/mode/2up.

17. William E. Evenson, “Evolution Packet Defined,” The Daily Universe, Nov. 12, 
1992, 3, in Evolution Packet, Collection on Brigham Young University Evolution Packet, 
Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University.

18. William E. Evenson, “Evolution,” in Daniel H. Ludlow, ed., The Encyclopedia of 
Mormonism (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 478.

19. Alicia K. Stanton, “Science and Our Search for Truth,” New Era, July 2016, https://
www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/2016/07/science-and-our-search​-for​

-truth; “What Does the Church Believe about Evolution?,” New Era, Oct. 2016, https://
church​ofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/2016/10/to-the-point/what-does-the​-church​

-believe​-about-evolution.
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