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I

t has been almost a year since Brigham Young University suspended regular
classroom instruction in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Our teaching

continued, however, as did our research, committee work, and administrative

duties, usually under innovative arrangements that have required most of us
to experiment with new ways of doing things. We want to sincerely thank
everyone who has helped make these adjustments possible, and everyone who
has willingly adapted to the new arrangements. It hasn’t always been easy,
and we look forward to the day when we can teach, meet, and study in more
traditional settings, but the effort to continue the work of the university under
less-than-ideal circumstances has clearly been a success.
As much as I’m looking forward to a return to “normal,” I’m also hopeful
that the experience of the last year has made us better in important ways, and
that the “normal” we return to will bear the marks of the difficulties we’ve
experienced. Most of us, hopefully, will have a greater appreciation for things
we took for granted before—a warm handshake, a good laugh in the open air,
and the fun of interacting with students in classrooms and hallways. Hopefully,
too, our deprivations of the last year will put other things into perspective,
helping us be more charitable and understanding as we interact with others whose political, social,
and religious views may differ markedly from our own. In many ways, I know, the pandemic so far
seems to have only heightened those differences, but I’m hopeful that in the end the trial we’ve
endured together will lead to an overwhelming empathy for each other’s situation and perspective.
Again, thanks to all who have helped Religious Education and BYU meet the challenges of the
last year. May we continue to think, work, and talk together as we move forward into this new year.

Andy Hedges
Associate Dean, Religious Education
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editor’s note

visualizing the
restoration
SCOTT C. ESPLIN (scott_esplin@byu.edu) IS PUBLICATIONS DIRECTOR OF THE BYU RELIGIOUS STUDIES CENTER.

R

ecently, my siblings and I have

message of the Restoration in a

designed to help viewers “learn,

broad variety of ways. In the feature

understand, and feel more deeply the

graphs in celebration of my parents’

article, Professor Matthew Grey of

things of the mind and the feelings of

fiftieth wedding anniversary. I was

the Department of Ancient Scripture

the heart.” Professor Anthony Sweat

been assembling family photo-

struck by the scarcity of pictures from

discusses his research on films about

discusses the growth in popularity

earlier years, compared to the tens of

Jesus, offering insights on recent

of the Y Religion podcast, an audio

thousands of images, accompanied by

projects like The Christ Child and

effort to highlight current research

the thousands of videos, that clutter

The Chosen. In another article, Alex

produced by faculty within Religious

(overwhelm) my phone, computer,

Baugh, chair of the Department of

Education that has risen to become

and cloud drive. Today, I document

Church History and Doctrine, reflects

one of the top one hundred religion

every first step, first meal, first

on newly released videos about the

podcasts in America. Reflecting the

birthday, first tooth, first lost tooth,

history and doctrine of the Church

reach of BYUtv, Professors Gaye

first snowstorm, first spring flower,
first plane ride, and first visit to
the beach. My collection of visual
memories seems endless.
We live in a visually saturated
world. Video calls have replaced the
letters, and then the phone calls, we
used to use to keep in touch. Remote
instruction introduced millions to
the world of Zoom calls and video
conferencing, with all of their
attendant benefits and challenges.
Many of us are struggling to keep up
with these communication changes.
This issue of the BYU Religious
Education Review highlights efforts
made by many within Religious
Education to communicate the

2
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We live in a visually saturated world. Photo by Rebekah Baker, © 2020 BYU Photo.

Strathearn, Barbara Morgan Gardner,
Daniel Becerra, and many others take
their classroom skills to the small

Upcoming Events
Open to the campus community and the general public

screen through Roundtable Scripture
discussions and the popular show

BYU Easter Conference

Come Follow Up. Finally, we highlight

many different ways. A few nights ago,

Monday, March 29, 2021
The BYU Easter Conference will be a virtual event. The keynote speaker
is author Marie K. Hafen. Other speakers include Tyler J. Griffin, associate teaching professor of ancient scripture at BYU, and Jennifer Reeder,
historian and nineteenth-century women’s specialist at the Church History
Department. Each speaker will talk about various aspects of the Savior: his
life, his mission, his Atonement, and his influence in our lives today. For more
information, visit rsc.byu.edu/conferences/easter.

while listening to a radio broadcast

Sidney B. Sperry Symposium

student experiences as they continue
to deepen and share their spiritual
learning in spite of the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic.
We learn and communicate in

of a basketball game, I realized this
was a media format entirely foreign to
my children. I still enjoyed the game
without the accompanying video, just
as I enjoy curling up with a good book
when audiobooks abound. But I am
also grateful for all the many ways
visually, auditorily, and through the
printed word that I can celebrate
the good news of the gospel of Jesus
Christ.

Friday and Saturday, October 22–23, 2021
The theme for the 50th annual Sperry Symposium is “Covenant of
Compassion: Caring for the Marginalized and Disadvantaged in the Old
Testament.” In general conference, President Russell M. Nelson spoke
about poverty and other humanitarian concerns, declaring, “As members
of the Church, we feel a kinship to those who suffer in any way. . . . We heed
an Old Testament admonition: ‘Thou shalt open thine hand wide unto thy
brother, to thy poor, and to thy needy’ (Deuteronomy 15:11).” President
Nelson’s linking of Old Testament law with modern social concerns highlights the continued relevancy of the Old Testament for confronting modern
challenges, including poverty, ethnocentrism, and the world’s growing
refugee crisis. For more information, visit rsc.byu.edu/conferences/sperry.

Gratefully,

Scott C. Esplin
Publications Director
BYU Religious Studies Center

These events are free of charge, and registration is not
required. Some event details are subject to change. For more
details, please visit us online at rsc.byu.edu/conferences or
contact Devan Jensen at 801-422-9304.
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highlights

Faculty Highlight: Daniel Becerra
DANIEL BECERRA (daniel_becerra@byu.edu) IS AN ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF ANCIENT SCRIPTURE AT BYU.

D

aniel Becerra is a scholar of early Christianity. He holds

secondary specialties in New Testament studies and in Greco-Roman

philosophy. He received a PhD in religion (early Christianity) and an MA in

religious studies from Duke University, an MTS in New Testament/Early
Christianity from Harvard Divinity School, and a BA in ancient Near Eastern
studies from Brigham Young University. His primary research interests
concern moral formation in late antiquity (ca. 2nd–7th centuries CE), particularly within Christian ascetic contexts. He also researches topics relating to
theology and ethics in the Book of Mormon. He is the author of 3rd, 4th Nephi:
A Brief Theological Introduction (Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious
Scholarship, 2020) as well as several articles related to early Christian history
and literature.

Faculty Highlight: Jeffrey R. Chadwick
JEFFREY R. CHADWICK ( jrchadwick@byu.edu) IS JERUSALEM CENTER PROFESSOR OF ARCHAEOLOGY AND NEAR EASTERN
STUDIES AND A PROFESSOR OF CHURCH HISTORY AND DOCTRINE AT BYU.

J

eff Chadwick came to BYU Religious Education in 2001 after

serving for twenty years in Seminaries and Institutes. Before joining BYU

Religious Education, he had served repeatedly on the faculty of the BYU

Jerusalem Center program from 1982 to 2000. Since joining BYU Religious
Education, he has continued as one of the Jerusalem Center’s several regularly
rotating faculty, having taught in twenty-three different student programs
there. His teaching emphases in Religious Education have been New Testament,
Book of Mormon, Survey of Judaism, and Survey of Islam. Jeff received a PhD
in archaeology from the University of Utah Middle East Center, after earning
BA and MA degrees from Weber State and BYU, respectively. As an active field
archaeologist, he has excavated at several sites in Israel over nearly forty years
and has published widely in both archaeology and religion. He is currently
the senior field archaeologist and field director for the Tell es-Safi/Gath
Archaeological Project in Israel, uncovering the ancient Philistine capital of
Gath, the hometown of the warrior Goliath. He is also a senior research fellow
at the William F. Albright Institute of Archaeological Research in Jerusalem.
Jeff and his wife, Kim, a high school librarian, have six adult children and
twelve grandchildren.

4
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Staff Highlight: Connie Lankford Brace
CONNIE LANKFORD BRACE (connie_brace@byu.edu) IS THE SECRETARY FOR THE DEPARTMENT OF CHURCH HISTORY AND
DOCTRINE AT BYU.

C

onnie Lankford Brace was born in Liberal, Kansas (home to

Dorothy’s house and International Pancake Day). She lived in the area

for most of her growing-up years. After joining the Church, she attended Ricks

College (now BYU–Idaho) and then graduated from a Texas business college.
When she moved to Provo, she worked for LDS Social (Family) Services until
beginning her career in Religious Education. In 1993 Connie became the secretary for the Department of Ancient Scripture. While working, she completed a
bachelor’s degree in family history from BYU. In 2000 she had the opportunity
to move to the dean’s office, where she worked as the dean’s secretary until
2006. At that time, she left her full-time position to stay home with her young
son. Connie returned to full-time work in 2018, this time in the Department of
Church History and Doctrine. Connie is married to Andrew Brace, and they
are the parents of one great kiddo, Zach. She feels blessed to have met some of
her greatest friends and mentors here in Religious Education. She loves Kansas
sunsets, the English countryside, family, family history, reading, and traveling.

Faculty Highlight: Robert T. Smith
ROBERT T. SMITH (robert_smith@byu.edu) IS AN INSTRUCTOR OF CHURCH HISTORY AND DOCTRINE AT BYU.

R

obert T. Smith joined the faculty of Religious Education in 1999

after serving as mission president in Argentina. Previously, Bob served ten

years as managing director of the International Center for Law and Religion
Studies at the J. Reuben Clark Law School. He managed conferences and
scholarship in Africa and the United States and lectured in numerous countries: Argentina, Australia, China, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Israel, Malaysia,

Namibia, Nepal, Russia, South Africa, Switzerland, Ukraine, and the United
States. Professor Smith is a coauthor of the four-volume treatise, Religious
Organizations and the Law, 2d ed. He has testified before Congress and has
represented Brigham Young University and members of the Utah Legislature
before the United States Supreme Court. He holds a JD from BYU and an MBA
from the University of Notre Dame. He is married to Kristine Scoville Smith.
They are the parents of eight children and have seven grandchildren.
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research updates

Shedding Light on Church
History: Repicturing the
Restoration
Cara L. P. Nickels
CARA L. P. NICKELS (caralein@gmail.com) IS A SENIOR AT BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY, MAJORING IN ENGLISH WITH
MINORS IN EDITING AND FAMILY LIFE.

O

f the many misconceptions that exist about the

around 1843–44.1 While

beliefs of Latter-day Saints, one that always managed

I first saw the painting

to fluster me was the accusation that Black people weren’t

in a classroom, it is now

allowed to receive the priesthood in the Church. As a

featured in Sweat’s

teenager, it seemed a weak defense to remind my skeptical

book along with detailed

friends that the accusation wasn’t true—anymore. Church

information on the event

history can sometimes seem fraught with confusing and

and its relevance to Church

even concerning events, but these can be rapidly brought

history and the priesthood

into the light with a little help. Although I wasn’t sure how

ban, all backed by primary sources,

to respond to my friends at the time, I found an answer

and is accompanied by a description of

several years later in a BYU classroom.

Sweat’s process for creating the artwork.

Anthony Sweat, a professor at Brigham Young

Many of these paintings may surprise

University, specializes in the early history of The Church

members and nonmembers alike as they

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and has made it his

depict little-known historical facts with the power to alter

mission to help shed light on historical issues of concern,

one’s perspective of certain early events in the Church. Yet,

such as the priesthood ban, in his new book, Repicturing

as Sweat discovered in his classroom over the years, the

the Restoration. And there is no better way to learn about

visual representations have proved extremely effective in

history than to see it. Being an artist as well as a teacher,

teaching about difficult Church history moments that have

Sweat began painting scenes from Church history, focus-

sometimes been glossed over or avoided by many teach-

ing on events that have been overlooked or misunderstood

ers in the Church. As another review of Repicturing the

over the years. These paintings depict things such as

Restoration points out, “It’s a model that many Latter-day

the methods Joseph Smith used to translate the Book

Saint educators would do well to remember: students want

of Mormon, the first baptism for the dead (which was

information given to them straight.”2

witnessed by a woman!), and the day Joseph Smith shared
the revelation concerning plural marriage with Emma.
One painting in particular shows the ordination of
Q. Walker Lewis, one of the first Black men to be ordained
to the priesthood in the latter days—an ordination that was
reportedly performed by Joseph Smith’s brother William

6
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Notes
1. Anthony Sweat, Repicturing the Restoration: New Art to Expand Our
Understanding (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young
University; Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2020), 198.
2. Joseph Stuart, “Review: Anthony Sweat, Repicturing the Restoration,”
Juvenile Instructor, December 8, 2020.

Dispersing the Darkness:
Joseph Smith and His
First Vision
Meghan Rollins Wilson
MEGHAN ROLLINS WILSON (editor.meghanwilson@gmail.com) IS A STUDENT EDITOR AT THE RELIGIOUS STUDIES CENTER
AND IS A SENIOR MAJORING IN EDITING AND PUBLISHING.

T

wo hundred years before the tumultuous events of

2020, darkness was dispersed by the “glorious light

Essays from the symposium’s keynote
speakers—Richard Lyman Bushman,

of the Restoration,” which commenced with Joseph

Sheri L. Dew, and President Dallin H.

Smith’s First Vision. To celebrate the bicentennial of

Oaks—detail Joseph’s prophetic mission,

this historic theophany, the Church History Symposium

his loneliness, and his legal cases, respec-

(CHS) committee planned the 2020 symposium’s theme to

tively, in the book’s first section.

1

“highlight various aspects” of Joseph’s vision so that “all . . .

In the next section, a few contributors consider the

could experience . . . spiritual conviction [for] and intel-

vision’s context by discussing the religious excitement

lectual enlightenment about [his vision].”2

prevalent during the Second Great Awakening.

In accordance with the symposium’s theme,

A contributor in the book’s third section examines the

Alexander L. Baugh, Steven C. Harper, Brent M. Rogers, and

place of the First Vision by investigating the history of the

Benjamin C. Pykles—CHS committee members and success-

Sacred Grove and its preservation.

ful gospel scholars—compiled fourteen enlightening essays
in Joseph Smith and His First Vision: Context, Place, and

In the final section of the book, contributors give
additional meaning to the vision by studying topics rang-

Meaning. Taken from myriad presentations, including those

ing from the powers of darkness that assailed Joseph to his

given at the 2020 symposium, these essays analyze a variety

vision’s many cinematic depictions.

of topics relating broadly and narrowly to the First Vision.

Just as the promise Joseph received from James 1:5
was “like a light shining forth in a dark place,”3 guiding
him to the Restoration of the gospel, each of this book’s
contributors sheds a light on various aspects of the First
Vision—aspects that will illuminate our minds and hearts
and help us to lift the darkness spread in 2020.

Notes
1. Russell M. Nelson, “Closing Remarks,” Ensign, November 2019, 122.
2. Alexander L. Baugh et al., eds., Joseph Smith and His First Vision:
Context, Place, and Meaning (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center,
Brigham Young University, 2021), vi–vii.
3. Appendix: Orson Pratt, A[n] Interesting Account of Several Remarkable
The First Vision. © 2001 Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

Visions, 1840, p. 4, josephsmithpapers.org.
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campus update

Students Grow and Thrive
despite Pandemic Challenges
Carmen Cole
CARMEN COLE (carmen@byu.edu) IS A DESIGNER AT THE RELIGIOUS STUDIES CENTER.

S

ix different BYU students. Six different perspectives.

reservations or call your friend or family member before

Yet all are united in the experience we call the

just showing up.”

COVID-19 pandemic.
Before the pandemic, students freely roamed BYU

Emily Warner would probably agree with that. A
junior from Tehachapi, California, studying biodiversity

campus, workplaces, social spots, businesses, and church

and conservation, Emily says, “It’s been hard staying

buildings. Now they are physically six feet apart. School,

inside and having to do school online, and it’s kind of sad

work, and church services have been limited in size or

sometimes when a lot of the activities are limited.”

moved to online formats. Wearing a mask to the bank is no
longer frowned on—it is required.

“Fortunately, I haven’t had any family members or
friends who have died or been seriously ill because of
COVID, so for me, life itself is still very much the same,”

Life Changes

says a married student who preferred to remain anony-

The pandemic has impacted some students’ lives more

mous. “But I recognize that life has become very different

than others and each in different ways. Jae Martinez, a

for many people. I get up every day, and I sleep every night.

sophomore from Mansfield, Texas, studying psychology,

My husband and I are still in school, and we still have our

and Carrie Greene, a sophomore from Orem studying

jobs and our health. Other than the minor inconveniences

elementary education, were both serving Latter-day Saint

of mask wearing and stores closing early, we haven’t been

missions when the pandemic hit.

too affected at all.”

“The pandemic came when I was halfway through
my mission,” Jae says. “I felt like the floor was pulled right
out from under my feet. I had to learn all over again, but in

“Prior to last February, I confidently made plans weeks and

a completely different way, how to be a missionary. Then

months in advance, purchasing tickets for flights, applying

upon coming home, I had to learn all over again—but in a

to study abroad programs, seeking jobs, et cetera,” she says.

completely different way—how to be a college student.”
Carrie also experienced changes as a missionary. “I

“Yet so much was canceled by the pandemic, and so much
continues to balance precariously on the verge of cancella-

was on my mission when the pandemic first broke out,

tion. It’s difficult to predict what will come next and how

and I was able to see how it greatly changed missionary

the pandemic may continue to affect our lives, and that has

work,” she says. “We weren’t able to go out and knock on

made it difficult to plan for the future.”

doors, and finding new people was tricky at first.” Now

8

One element of life that has changed for Cara Nickels,
a senior from St. George studying English, is certainty.

For Isaac Romer, a first-year student from Lorena,

that she’s home and back at school, “I miss being able

Texas, studying music education, “the most obvious

to do more spontaneous things; you often have to make

difference is found in my social life. I loved hanging out

BY U R EL IG IOU S EDU C AT IO N R E VIEW

Photo by Jaren Wilkey, © 2020 BYU Photo.

“Every single human being on the planet right now has at least one shared experience.
That gives absolutely everyone something to connect with.”
—Jae
with my friends in my classes, but now that almost never

really had to prioritize spending time together. Dating and

happens. It’s been an entire semester and a half, and my

friendships seem less casual and more meaningful and

social interactions are mostly with my roommates, my

purposeful.”

family home evening group, my ministers, and my siblings
that live on campus.”
“The pandemic has certainly tested my self-reliance

With the switch to online instruction, Cara “was able
to take classes remotely while spending time with family.
Instead of returning to my parents’ home, however, I went

at times,” Isaac continues. “I think of the devotional that

and lived with my oldest sister for nearly half a semester.

President Worthen gave before the start of school at the

Living with her and her kids was a real blessing, and I feel

end of the summer [2020] where he said, ‘If we emerge

lucky to have a fairly big part in the lives of her children in

from the pandemic unscathed but unchanged, we will

particular as they grow up.”

have missed out on the full benefit of this unique experi-

Jae adds, “While people are now more physically

ence.’ Luckily now I have some really awesome roommates

distant, it seems that everyone is emotionally more

that have this same mindset, so being with them more

connected. This may be due to the fact that every single

often has only helped me.”

human being on the planet right now has at least one

For most of the students interviewed, the people they

shared experience. That gives absolutely everyone some-

are able to associate with during the pandemic have been a

thing to connect with. I definitely miss hugs, and people

blessing, bringing deeper and better relationships.

being less physically guarded.”

Carrie says, “The upside is that those who I do socialize with have become some of my closest friends; we have

WINTE R 2 02 1
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God Is in the Details

genuine in my prayers about my challenges and frustra-

Along with the adjustments in social life, education, and

tions, but also about my victories and joys, and then listen

physical distancing, we wanted to know how students

for help and answers from God,” she says. “I also have

are faring spiritually. Many students mentioned how

taken more time to ponder my testimony and then express

these trials have helped them grow. They listed prayer,

it through poetry, art, and journaling. I know those things

testimony, journaling, scripture study, devotionals, religion

will be a really valuable reminder to me in the future when

classes, serving others, and having the proper mindset as

I’m experiencing other trials.”

resources that have helped.
The dramatic changes in Jae’s missionary and

Emily has also found herself journaling more since
the pandemic hit. “I think probably the biggest change

subsequent college life were very humbling for her. “The

is that I’ve started writing in my journal more about the

pandemic has impacted my religious life drastically, in all

things I’m grateful for, and reading my scriptures, and

ways for the better,” Jae says. “These [experiences] have

trying to reach out to others where I can. I’m trying to do

humbled me because I saw how in life we can become

more service and recognize that we’re all in this together,

comfortable and stagnant. We tend to cling to routines and

so it’s good to help one another.”

what is constant. However, the only constant is the gospel.
If the pandemic has taught me anything, it’s that. Life as
you know it could change in an instant. This inspired me
to change the way I study that gospel. I started not only
looking for what I need now, but truly tried to seek revelation from Heavenly Father on what I need for the future. I
have learned the value of being prepared.”

“The pandemic has brought so many
disappointments and worst-case
scenarios, but I’ve also lived through
them, and that’s not nothing.” —Cara

Prayer and scripture study have helped Jae the most.
She comments, “All the crazy things that have happened
in the scriptures in the past don’t seem so crazy anymore.

Cara mentioned the trials associated with online

I am more willing to seek comfort and guidance. The

church but has been grateful for personal study and reli-

constant reminder that God fulfills his promises gives me

gion classes to supplement the Sunday meeting changes.

peace. No matter how turbulent times may be, we can
count on him.”
Carrie has appreciated the power of prayer during
this time. “One thing that has helped me spiritually is to be

Photos by Nate Edwards and Tyler Richardson, © 2020 BYU Photo.
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“It was really difficult not being able to attend church in
person for so long,” she says. “Sundays began to feel like
just another Saturday, and it became harder to keep the
Sabbath. My religion classes did help with that, since being

the year has been more exhausting mentally and emotionally,” says an anonymous student. But “I think all of
the political/social unrest has brought me closer to my
Heavenly Parents because I’ve had to rethink and ponder
some of my religious beliefs. I know that my Heavenly
Parents love us and want the best for us, so I accept that
for many questions, I must continue to wait in patience
until I can know the answers (even if that waiting only
ends after this life).”

“The pandemic has been like a mission
companion: after living with it for a while
you start to realize where your weaknesses
are.”
—Isaac
In-person and virtual classes. Photo by Nate Edwards, © 2020 BYU Photo.

assigned conference talks and religious readings each

Emily says these experiences have helped her to not

week filled part of the gap left by not having church. There

take things for granted, and she recognizes the hand of

has been a greater emphasis on personal study and an

God more in her life. For example, “Sometimes I’ll get

outpouring of resources that have been very useful.”

lonely or have a bad day, and I’ve had friends that have

For Better or Worse

needed it.”

texted me at the right moment or called me just when I
Most of the students think the pandemic has changed

The pandemic has changed Jae “absolutely” for the

them overall for the better. An introvert, Cara said, “Now

better. “I feel like my view of the gospel, and of humanity,

that I don’t have social events forcing me to go out and

has been expanded,” she says. “I understand the value of

socialize, the circle of people I talk to has grown smaller

stillness, which is hard to learn in a very busy and chaotic

and smaller. Yet it’s also made me miss such socialization,

society. I have spent a lot of time with my thoughts, which

so maybe once pandemic conditions lighten, I’ll be brave

has allowed me to take inventory on them and change the

enough to be a little more extroverted as I try to recover

things I don’t like or [that] aren’t right.”

my social life. I do also think the pandemic has made me

Isaac perhaps said it best. “The pandemic has been

more resilient in some ways. It brought so many disap-

like a mission companion: after living with it for a while

pointments and worst-case scenarios, but I’ve also lived

you start to realize where your weaknesses are. The

through them, and that’s not nothing.”

pandemic has shown me that I am not as social as I

The pandemic has helped Carrie become more

thought I once was, because now I have to make a special

compassionate. “The pandemic has helped me to see the

effort if I want social interaction.” But “the pandemic has

sufferings of others with more empathy; I want to help

changed me for the better.”

them where I can and comfort them,” she says. “The
pandemic has also helped me to feel that yearning to hear
from our living prophet and apostles.”
“Because of the politics that were forced into the
pandemic (and because of all the social unrest of 2020),

Despites the many challenges and changes, it’s good
to see ways in the lives of these students in which the
“tender mercies of the Lord are over all” (1 Nephi 1:20).
Even during a pandemic, BYU students are fighting back—
choosing faith over fear—and thriving.
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FROM SCRIPTURE
TO SCREEN

FILMS DEPICTING JESUS AND THE WORLD OF THE NEW TESTAMENT
Matthew J. Grey and Scott C. Esplin
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FROM AN INTERVIEW BY SCOTT C. ESPLIN, PUBLICATIONS DIRECTOR FOR THE BYU RELIGIOUS STUDIES CENTER,
WITH MATTHEW J. GREY, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF ANCIENT SCRIPTURE AT BYU.
Above: photo by Matt Reier. Courtesy of Intellectual Reserve, Inc. Previous page: photo by Cody Bell. Courtesy of Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

E

splin: How did you get interested in the genre of

which they are produced, and it has been fascinating to

biblical cinema and, specifically, films depicting

explore how, over the last hundred years, certain cinematic

Jesus?

Grey: My professional interest in Jesus films began

when I started teaching courses on the New Testament

themes and images have helped shape public perception
of Jesus in particular. For example, beginning with the
silent films of the early twentieth century and continuing

at BYU. In doing so, I quickly found that a careful and

through the Hollywood epics of the 1960s and ’70s, Jesus

historically contextualized reading of the Gospels often

was typically depicted in ways that closely parallel the

challenged the preconceived notions many students have

European artistic tradition with which religious audiences

about Jesus, including his appearance, demeanor, and

have long been familiar. In these depictions, Jesus is most

relationship to early Judaism, as well as the cultural world

often portrayed as a middle-aged northern-European

in which he lived. As I would ask students what informed

who is well groomed, wears long white robes, has a

their previous assumptions, the most common response

beatific countenance, teaches in opposition to his Jewish

indicated that they were influenced by the ways in which

contemporaries, functions in a highly sanitized world, and

Jesus is depicted in art or in the movies. This prompted a

is extremely limited in his emotions, all of which reflects

feeling of professional obligation to become more familiar

traditional notions of Jesus’s divinity but distances him

with Jesus films and how they contribute to students’

both from his first-century Jewish context and from his

understanding of the New Testament so I could better

human surroundings. As a result, such depictions—adver-

mediate between their preconceptions and what we find in

tently or inadvertently—have often made it difficult for

the scriptural text.

film audiences to connect with Jesus since in the portrait

Esplin: What have you learned about the ways Jesus
has been depicted in film?
Grey: Biblical films have always both reflected and
influenced the religious sensitivities of the generations in

14

BY U R EL IG IOUS EDU C AT IO N R E VIEW

of him they are used to seeing he doesn’t seem to get dirty
on the roads of first-century Galilee, be at home in his
Jewish environment, or even interact with others on a
human level.

However, in a careful and historically contextualized

believe that these shifts are a fascinating reflection of the

reading of the New Testament Gospels we see a Jesus who

changing spiritual and entertainment needs of audiences

physically does not stand out from his contemporaries

in the early twenty-first century. Unlike their moviegoing

(but who instead was eastern Mediterranean in his

parents and grandparents (who embraced more traditional

ethnicity, complexion, and appearance), would have worn

forms of biblical storytelling and the image of an emotion-

the common clothing of Roman Palestine (a short tunic

ally distant deity), viewers of the current generation seem

and mantle, rather than a long white robe), operates fully

to resonate more with a depiction of Jesus they can relate

within his early Jewish context (rather than in opposition

to, whose human experience contributes to his divine

to it), and expresses a wide range of human emotions that

attributes, and who extends compassion to those who are

make him a much more compelling and dynamic personal-

broken, marginalized, or longing for a sense of purpose

ity than audiences are used to seeing.

(all of which has gradually begun to appear in more recent

I have enjoyed trying to help students navigate these
differences between biblical cinema and the scriptural

Jesus films).
Also, within the last twenty years, films have started

text—not in a way that dismisses the artistic qualities of

to depict Jesus in more ethnically appropriate ways (by

Jesus films (which often contain beautiful images, convey

casting non-European actors to play the role), to show

inspiring emotions, and should be appreciated in their

more of the grittiness of first-century life (by recreating

own right), but in a way that allows students to become

the poverty of Galilean villages), and to highlight ways in

more aware of the influence films have on popular percep-

which Jesus operated within his early Jewish religious

tions, deepens students’ scriptural literacy, and increases
their historical awareness. I have found that by placing
Jesus films into conversation with the New Testament
and other historical sources, students can have a much
richer experience both reading the Gospels and watching
scripture-based media.

PLACING JESUS FILMS INTO CONVERSATION WITH THE NEW TESTAMENT AND OTHER
HISTORICAL SOURCES, STUDENTS CAN HAVE A MUCH RICHER EXPERIENCE BOTH
READING THE GOSPELS AND WATCHING SCRIPTURE-BASED MEDIA.

Esplin: How have Jesus films changed or developed
in recent decades?

Photo by Cody Bell. Courtesy of Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

Grey: Beginning around the turn of the millennium,
there have been a number of subtle but important shifts in
the way Jesus has been depicted on screen. For example, in

setting (by having him say Jewish prayers, wear Jewish

films of the last twenty years we have begun to see hints of

religious items, and observe Jewish holy days). These

Jesus’s humanity that go beyond the more pious portrayals

developments have not only made important strides

of their cinematic predecessors, such as allowing him

toward reflecting a greater historical accuracy in Jesus

to smile or laugh, showing him dance or banter with his

films, but have attempted to speak to the spiritual needs of

disciples, or showing him experience emotions of pain,

modern viewers, many of whom want to see Jesus working

frustration, and annoyance along with feelings of happi-

in a more realistic setting and yearn to engage with a more

ness, understanding, and sympathy for those around him. I

relatable style of biblical storytelling.

WINTER 2 02 1
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Esplin: In your view, how do these depictions impact
Latter-day Saints?

called the Lamb of God which, as hoped, inspired many
students, missionaries, and families by showing scenes

Grey: Like other religious viewers, Latter-day Saints

from the ministry, suffering, and resurrection of Christ

are heavily influenced by the images and messages of the

from a Latter-day Saint perspective. It is interesting to

films they watch. Historically, the more traditional Jesus

note, however, that when the Church began producing

films seem to have had a significant impact on Latter-day

its own material, its depiction of Jesus and its approach

Saint perceptions of Jesus and the world in which he oper-

to scripture followed the most conservative trends of tradi-

ated. This can have a lot of spiritual benefits (especially

tional Jesus films. For example, in the Lamb of God Jesus

as many of these films have provided valuable inspiration

has only a few lines (all of which are reverently spoken in

and faith-informing perspectives), but it can also have its

King James English), the orchestral musical score carries

disadvantages. For example, if Latter-day Saint viewers are

most of the film’s emotional weight, and it takes great care

accustomed to imagining Jesus as an emotionally distant

to not diverge from the biblical text, all of which reflects

divine being that is fundamentally different from his

a respectfully cautious treatment of the scriptural content

human surroundings (as seen in traditional film depic-

but at the same time limits the film’s ability to tell a

tions), that is going to have an impact on their religious

compelling story (as good cinema is meant to do).

experience, including ways they view God and their relationship to him. On the other hand, as Latter-day Saints

This challenging tension between scriptural cautiousness and cinematic appeal continued into the early 2000s

interact with films that try to bridge the gap between

when the Church produced its next major Jesus film, The

Jesus’s divinity and humanity (as many are beginning to

Testaments. While mostly a Book of Mormon film, it occa-

do), that can have an effect on their spiritual experience

sionally depicts scenes from Jesus’s New Testament ministry.

as well; only now, they can start relating to Jesus on a

These scenes mostly attempted to recreate traditional pieces

human level—fully appreciating his divine qualities, but

of art (such as the well-known Carl Bloch paintings), and

also seeing visually that Jesus knows what it’s like to walk

thus offered a more familiar portrait of Jesus rather than

on a dirty street, laugh at a dinner table with his friends, be

one that challenged viewers to think about him in new

disappointed when something doesn’t go quite right, and

ways. These approaches to depicting Jesus continued in

experience complex relationships.

the Life of Jesus Christ Bible videos (2011–13), for which the

Also, now that Latter-day Saint audiences are begin-

Church built an elaborate Jerusalem set in Goshen, Utah,

ning to see films in which Jesus more fully engages with

to film over a hundred Gospel scenes, all shown with strict

his Jewish surroundings and appreciates the richness of

adherence to the King James text of the New Testament.

his Jewish heritage, it can refine the way they view Jesus’s

The most recent and innovative development among

teachings and their perception of other faith communities.

Church-produced Jesus films was The Christ Child—a

This can help inspire them to experience holy envy and

twenty-minute film about the birth of Jesus for the

to see the beauty in other faith traditions (such as early

Church’s 2019 Light the World campaign. This produc-

Judaism) while still recognizing the distinction of their

tion represented an important step forward for biblical

own. These are all ways in which the powerful medium

storytelling in Church media in several ways. First, in The

of film can affect our scriptural literacy, our historical

Christ Child we begin to see more of the complexity of

awareness, our religious experience, and our approach to

scriptural characters, such as Mary and Joseph who laugh

Christian discipleship.
Esplin: What can you share with us about Church
efforts to produce films about Jesus?
Grey: For many years, Latter-day Saints mostly relied

and smile at one another and who clearly connect to each
other on an emotional level. There’s also some fictional
dialogue, which is very rare in Latter-day Saint Bible films;
this dialogue is in Aramaic, but it’s inspiring to see, hear,

on “outside” productions for their biblical media. In the

and feel aspects of the story’s first-century setting. Finally,

early 1990s, though, the Church began to produce its own

The Christ Child made an unprecedented effort to present

Jesus films for use in seminary classes, missionary efforts,

a historically informed portrayal of the Christmas story by

and home instruction. The first of these was a short video

incorporating several refinements to the traditional story
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coming to Bethlehem and finding that there was no room
in the family house (which is a more historically plausible
scenario than traditional depictions of this scene), as well
as the experience of the shepherds with their witness of
the newborn Jesus. In the second half, the film shifts to
the story in Matthew 2 by showing the wise men follow
the star until they come to the house in Bethlehem where
Joseph, Mary, and “the young child” Jesus are living

AS THE FILM MOVED ON TO PRODUCTION, I WAS ALSO ABLE TO BE ON SET, INTERACT
WITH THE ACTORS, AND HAVE SOME RICH CONVERSATIONS WITH THE PRODUCTION
TEAM ABOUT VARIOUS HISTORICAL AND SCRIPTURAL ISSUES THE FILM COULD ADDRESS.

based on historical or archaeological research. All of these
facets of The Christ Child contributed to the success and
enthusiastic reception of the film, both within and outside
of the Latter-day Saint community.
Esplin: What role do scholars like yourself play in
these productions? How have you and others been personally involved?
Grey: Scholars are often involved at various levels in

Matthew Grey with Brooklyn McDaris (the actress who played Mary) on
the film set for The Christ Child. Photos courtesy of Matthew Grey.

these films, typically to offer scriptural or historical advice
to the directors, screenwriters, set designers, or actors. For
instance, I was honored to be invited as one of the histori-

(details from Matthew’s account that do not often appear

cal consultants on The Christ Child, along with colleagues

in film). In these ways, we were able to feature some

such as Richard Holzapfel (a former BYU professor who

interesting scriptural perspectives and try to make the film

provided valuable guidance throughout the production

more historically informed in terms of the family situation,

process), David Calabro (an ancient language expert who

travel dynamics, and even the different ages of Jesus, while

wrote the Aramaic dialogue), and Jason Combs (an ancient

at the same time telling an emotionally compelling story.

scripture professor who offered insightful “behind the

As the film moved on to production, I was also able

scenes” commentary). For me, involvement in The Christ

to be on set, interact with the actors, and have some rich

Child began in the scriptwriting phase when I was asked to

conversations with the production team about various

review an early draft and offer feedback. It was gratifying

historical and scriptural issues the film could address. For

to help with some of the scriptural and historical aspects

example, in between scenes I was talking with Brooklyn

of the script, such as maintaining the film’s scriptural

McDaris (the actress who played Mary) and, when I found

integrity by separating Luke’s account of Jesus’s birth

out that she was a professional singer, shared with her the

from Matthew’s account. As a result, the first half of the

story from Luke 1 of Mary singing a scripturally informed

film shows the story from Luke 2 of Mary and Joseph

hymn (the “Magnificat”) in response to her miraculous
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conception; even though that particular story was not a

is ultimately an artistic medium. Like other forms of art,

part of the script, both Brooklyn and John Foss (the film’s

film excels at being able to provide emotional resonance,

director) became excited about the scriptural possibility

symbolic reflection, and creative beauty for its viewers (all

it opened up and spontaneously added a beautiful scene

of which should be fully appreciated in its own right), but

in which Mary sings a Hebrew lullaby to the baby Jesus

film is not typically meant to be a historical documentary

as a nod to her expression of praise in Luke 1. This type of

that presents the most current research on its subject (that

interaction between filmmakers and historians can result

is the work of trained historians). As a result, I would hope

in powerful media that is both historically informed and

that—along with enjoying the various artistic aspects of

emotionally compelling, thus representing the best of both

what they are watching—viewers allow Jesus films to point

worlds.
Esplin: What do you hope viewers learn from these
productions?
Grey: One of the great strengths of cinema is its ability

them toward the most reliable scriptural sources and biblical scholarship for a more robust, informed, and nuanced
understanding of the story. Learning to appreciate these
various layers of film can deeply enrich the viewing

to bring a topic to life for its audiences. In the case of

experience and help facilitate a deeper level of scriptural

Jesus films, such productions have a remarkable potential

literacy.

to connect modern viewers with ancient scripture in an

Esplin: There has been great interest in a recent

emotional and visual way that sometimes the biblical

television show called The Chosen. What can you share

text can’t do alone. Along with recognizing this great

with our readers about this most recent attempt to depict

strength of biblical cinema, however, I would also hope

the life of Jesus?

that students or viewers of these films recognize that film

Grey: The Chosen is the first multiseason television
drama (by evangelical filmmaker Dallas Jenkins) that
seeks to tell the story of Jesus “through the eyes of those
who knew him.” The series is an inspiring attempt to
imagine in fictional ways the backstories of Jesus’s earliest
disciples, their complex personalities and relationships,
and their transformative encounters with Jesus. In the

I WOULD HOPE THAT . . . VIEWERS ALLOW JESUS FILMS TO POINT THEM TOWARD
THE MOST RELIABLE SCRIPTURAL SOURCES AND BIBLICAL SCHOLARSHIP FOR A
MORE ROBUST, INFORMED, AND NUANCED UNDERSTANDING OF THE STORY.
Filming The Chosen
television series. ©
2020 VidAngel. All
rights reserved.
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process, it offers a portrayal of scriptural characters with

archaeological, and biblical research, and it would be fun

their strengths, weaknesses, triumphs, and struggles that

to see more of this scholarship being incorporated in Jesus

allows viewers to see themselves on the challenging but

films—both as a way to show a respect for the Jesus story

joyful path of discipleship. It also explores the human-

by getting it right and to better contextualize Jesus’s teach-

ness of Jesus in a relatable way that goes beyond more

ings for audiences by showing their originally intended

traditional depictions by allowing him to feel joy in his

significance.

miracles, wrestle with God in knowing how to fulfill his

Also, now that Jesus films are starting to move past

mission, laugh, joke, sing, and dance with his disciples, and

some of the pageantry of previous generations, I would

extend compassion to those who are broken, marginalized,

hope that future projects continue to boldly explore

or longing for a sense of purpose, all while maintaining a

aspects of Jesus’s personality, ministry, and teachings

deep respect for Jesus’s divine identity and mission.

that we have not often seen on screen. For example, very

This compelling portrayal of Jesus and the disciples in

few films have attempted to reflect Jesus’s apocalyptic

The Chosen definitely belongs in the category of “scriptural

worldview, have fully engaged his more challenging social

fiction” (it takes several liberties with the Gospel texts)

commentary, or have shown him immersed in first-century

and struggles to accurately depict various historical

Jewish religious debate. These are all aspects of Jesus’s

matters (such as the nature of early Judaism, daily life in

life and message that are prominent in the New Testament

first-century Galilee, and the extent of Roman military

Gospels but that have, for the most part, yet to be explored

occupation in the region), but its relatable style of biblical

in film. Incorporating them into the more familiar

storytelling offers many viewers their first opportunity to

cinematic portraits could be a powerful way for future

connect deeply with the characters and world of the New

films to help modern audiences more fully appreciate,

Testament on screen; as such, The Chosen represents an

understand, and relate to Jesus.

important step forward in faith-based biblical cinema. It
has also been interesting to watch this series become one
of the rare “outside” scriptural media projects embraced

Esplin: As we conclude, how has your study of films
about Jesus helped you come closer to the Savior?
Grey: For me, placing Jesus films, the New Testament

within the Latter-day Saint community in recent decades,

text, and historical sources into thoughtful conversation

as reflected in its sponsorship by VidAngel (a streaming

has prompted valuable questions that I might not other-

service owned by Latter-day Saints), its now-regular

wise have asked about a wide range of issues, including

appearances on BYUtv, and the official invitation by the

Jesus’s appearance, personality, teachings, and ongoing

Church to film its second season at the Jerusalem set in

social relevance, as well as the nature of scriptural

Goshen.

writings. Often these questions come as I find myself

Esplin: As one who studies the context, history, and
life of Jesus, what do you hope to see in future films
depicting him?
Grey: As a historian of early Judaism and an archae-

wondering why film directors made certain decisions, how
I might have presented things differently as a believing
historian, and what the implications of those decisions
might be for the spiritual experience of the viewers. I often

ologist who focuses on Roman Palestine, it has been great

find that asking those type of questions facilitates richer

to see the increasing interest by filmmakers in depicting

inspiration as a teacher, academic insights as a scholar, and

Jesus in ethnically appropriate ways, showing more

spiritual experiences as a believer, all of which have been

realistic recreations of daily life in first-century Galilee,

a great blessing in my personal efforts to get to know Jesus

and placing Jesus within his Jewish context. I would

better, to help increase the faith and scriptural literacy of

hope that, going forward, future films build on these

my students, and to strengthen my own discipleship.

trends and that we continue to see even higher levels of
historical accuracy in terms of casting, costuming, sets and
props, and the social, political, and religious setting of the
Jesus story. These are all aspects of the New Testament
world we continue to learn more about through historical,
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historian’s corner

Multimedia Resources
Tell Restoration Story
By Carmen Cole
CARMEN COLE (carmen@byu.edu) IS A DESIGNER AT THE RELIGIOUS STUDIES CENTER.

L

ights! Camera! Action! Exciting
things are happening in the

world of Religious Education
multimedia. From TV programs that

be a powerful component to help

they learned from the video, what

students learn and feel.

was new, and what they understand

“The nature of our learning is
so different today,” he says. “I think

now that they didn’t know before.
Baugh reads all of the students’

discuss the gospel in a talk show-type

students expect a visual experience.

responses. “I think it’s a great aide for

atmosphere to informative podcasts

It’s what they enjoy and how many of

teaching,” he adds. The videos help

and scholarly online videos, Religious

them like to learn.”

Education faculty are “preparing
the way of the Lord” (Doctrine and

Religious Education received a
generous endowment to make various

Covenants 34:6) through multiple

types of multimedia for teaching

multimedia resources. Here is just a

purposes, and Baugh moved forward

sampling of good things to come.

students “learn, understand, and feel
more deeply the things of the mind
and the feelings of the heart.”
The best part about the videos?
“While they are meant for our

by creating a list of video topics that

students, we’re glad to share them

would supplement the Foundations

with everybody,” Baugh said. He is

of the Restoration class curriculum.

convinced that we will “flood the

Foundations of the
Restoration Videos

The videos are filmed and produced

earth,” as Church President Ezra Taft

When Religious Education changed

three at a time and feature three or

Benson (1899–1994) foresaw, not

its core curriculum a few years ago,

four faculty in each. Twenty-five

Alex Baugh, professor and chair of

videos are planned, each to be about

Department of Church History and

twenty minutes long. Sixteen have

Doctrine, saw the need for more and

been completed and are available for

newer multimedia resources. Baugh

anyone to view online through the

has been heading production since

RSC website.

last year on Church history videos

“When I started teaching at BYU

to supplement in or out of class

we didn’t have any of this kind of

instruction for the Foundations of

media,” Baugh says. “There was very

the Restoration religion class (REC C

little media that could supplement

225). Foundations of the Restoration

teaching.” Now, students are able to

is a required religion course for all

watch a particular video in advance

BYU students, and Baugh wants

of class to prepare for the upcoming

students to have the best learning

class lecture and presentation. In

experience possible, and media can

his class, Professor Baugh has his
students summarize in writing what
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Glenn Rawson and Dennis Lyman, video producers
for Foundations of the Restoration video production.
Courtesy of History of the Saints, Inc.

only through printing and publishing
the Book of Mormon and preaching
the restored gospel, but through the
use of online media. “Somebody in
the Netherlands, or Australia, or
anywhere else in the world who
is interested in learning about the
Restoration can access the videos
because they are on the RSC website.
Gospel doctrine teachers can view
them to help them prepare for their
Come, Follow Me lessons. Seminary
and Institute instructors are free to

Left to right: Stephanie Dibb Sorensen, Daniel Becerra, and Barbara Morgan Gardner on the set of
Come Follow Up.

use them in their classes. We hope
that church members, or anyone else
for that matter, will watch them as
well. We’re more than happy to share,”
he says. The episode titled “What
Makes a Revelation? The History

Becerra says the best part about being a moderator
is “learning from our guests, and not just the weekly
‘specialists.’”

of the Doctrine and Covenants” is
scheduled to air on KSL-TV at
9:30 a.m. before general conference

“Initially I participated in some
of the early discussions on the Old

exclusively on KBYUtv but are now
available online at rsc.byu.edu/media.

on Saturday, April 3, 2021. The

and New Testaments and the Book

Foundations of the Restoration videos

of Mormon,” Strathearn says. “When

are available online at rsc.byu.edu/

Religious Education decided to do

media under the link titled “Doctrine

some episodes on the new corner-

and Covenants/Church History

stone classes, we decided to start with

Videos.”

Roundtable Scripture
Discussions
“Roundtable Scripture discussions

These videos used to air

Y Religion Podcast
“The Y Religion Podcast is a podcast
that brings some of the published

the Teachings and Doctrines of the

research and writing of the BYU

Book of Mormon [class]. I was the

Religion faculty to the everyday

associate department chair and was

Saint,” says Anthony Sweat, executive

asked to take responsibility for the

producer of the Y Religion podcast

new episodes. We used some of the

and associate teaching professor of

usually consist of four Religious

topics taught in the class as the basis

Church history and doctrine. “Each

Education faculty members discuss-

for our discussions. I invited faculty

year, BYU religion professors publish

ing various scriptural passages from

who were interested in participating

hundreds of studies that deal with

a specific book of scripture: Book

to sign up for the topics that they

subjects related to the Church, but

of Mormon, Pearl of Great Price,

would like to discuss, and then I tried

many students and Church members

Doctrine and Covenants, [or] Old

to find combinations of faculty who

never learn from them as these are

and New Testament,” says Gaye

had different strengths and interests

published in a variety of journals and

Strathearn, professor of ancient scrip-

that would complement each other.”

presses and venues. This podcast

ture. The faculty sit together around a

Strathearn also found artwork to

brings this research into one place to

table to discuss the topics—a common

enhance each video episode and

enlighten the everyday seeker of truth.

method for academic discussion—and

reviewed each episode “many times

In each episode we discuss why the

the practice hence offers the series its

for accuracy.”

study was done, why it matters, and

name, Roundtables.

why the professor chooses faith.”
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has unique training or life experience

“[The Y Religion Podcast] is engaging. It is enlightening.
And it is edifying. The work of my colleagues in BYU
Religious Education is top-notch and fabulous, and
this is a free, easy, accessible way for you to enjoy their
research and insights.”
—Anthony Sweat

relevant to what we plan to discuss.”
“The program is unique in that
it offers a platform for a diversity
of voices (both in the studio and at
home) to participate in gospel teaching and learning,” he adds. “The show
is founded upon the assumption we
all have something to contribute to

Sweat, a regular podcast user,

home, drive, or even exercise! I think

help [one] another come unto Christ.”

realized a few years ago that podcasts,

this podcast is the very definition of

Becerra initially balked at the

with their “engaging format,” could

seeking learning by study and also

idea of being a moderator on the

also be utilized to share the religious

faith. You won’t be disappointed.”

show—he isn’t, after all, an actor. But

scholarship of BYU faculty with

The Y Religion podcast is available on

BYUtv assured him that they wanted

the world. He created a few demos,

all major podcast platforms, includ-

normal people who could talk authen-

submitted a proposal, and received

ing Apple, Spotify, Google, Pandora,

tically about the gospel. “Normal I can

the “backing and green light to move

and Stitcher. You can also play it

do,” he says. “Also, I am committed

forward and form a committee.” The

directly from the web. Just Google “Y

to the notion that discipleship can

faculty members on the commit-

Religion Podcast,” go to yreligion.byu

look different, so a project which

tee—Ryan Sharp, Casey Griffiths, and

.edu, or visit rsc.byu.edu/media.

recognized the value of diverse voices

Brad Wilcox—conduct the interviews

for gospel learning appealed to me.”

for the podcasts. Sweat acts as host

Come Follow Up

for each podcast, and BYU students

When BYUtv wanted to create a

opportunity to work both with his

record, edit, and mix the audio. About

weekly TV show to “help viewers

co-moderator Gardner and the guests

Becerra appreciates the

the podcast, Sweats admits, “I love it.

engage more deeply and meaning-

on the show, and recognizes how

I am a teacher and one who likes to

fully with the scripture readings in

much he learns from them. He says

use any medium to reach and teach

the Come, Follow Me curriculum,”

the best part about being a moderator

learners, and this is a fun and growing

they didn’t need to look any further

is “learning from our guests, and not

medium to do so.”

than the faculty in BYU Religious

just the weekly ‘specialists.’ I have

Education. Barbara Morgan Gardner,

been surprised at how consistently

ing in both popularity and number

associate professor of Church

our youngest members of the audi-

of listeners. “More and more people

history, and Daniel Becerra, assistant

ence (sometimes as young as seven

listen all the time, into the tens of

professor of ancient scripture, are

or eight) have such wise insights. I

thousands monthly,” Sweat says. “The

the moderators on BYUtv’s Come

also love hearing the testimonies of

podcast has even charted in the top

Follow Up.

The Y Religion podcast is grow-

persons from such diverse walks of

twenty religion podcasts in America a

“Each week on the show our

few times. It is engaging. It is enlight-

discussion centers on the [Come,

ening. And it is edifying. The work

Follow Me] scripture block for that

Sunday at 1 pm ET/10 a.m. PT on

of my colleagues in BYU Religious

week,” says Becerra. “The idea is that

BYUtv. You can also stream past

Education is top-notch and fabulous,

we come together to ‘follow up’ on

episodes anytime on the BYUtv app or

and this is a free, easy, accessible way

what we have learned and to discuss

on the BYUtv website, byutv.org.

for you to enjoy their research and

the questions that we have. We also

insights as you work around your

have a special guest each week who
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life.”
Come Follow Up airs every

student focus

“reward excellence”

a brief history of the byu religious
education student symposium
by Casey Paul Griffiths
CASEY PAUL GRIFFITHS (casey_ griffiths@byu.edu) IS AN ASSISTANT TEACHING PROFESSOR OF CHURCH HISTORY AND
DOCTRINE AT BYU.

I

n the spring of 1998, Richard E. Bennett attended a

for college students, and he felt the time was right to

new faculty seminar where Henry B. Eyring, then

bring a similar forum to the students at BYU.2 He soon

the Commissioner of the Church Educational System,

secured the support of Robert L. Millet, the dean of

challenged the teachers at BYU to find ways to help

Religious Education, and his department chair, Raymond S.

their undergraduate students publish their own work.

Wright, and was appointed the first chair of the Student

President Eyring felt more opportunities to publish

Symposium. A planning committee consisting of Todd

might “help them gain admission to graduate school

Parker, John Livingstone, Cynthia Doxey Green, Patty

and also help them prepare for future careers.”1 While

Smith, and a student named Jeremy Wells was appointed

teaching at the University of Manitoba a few years earlier,

to put together the first symposium. With a budget of four

Dr. Bennett had organized a history-focused symposium

thousand dollars to pay for promotion, publication, and a
luncheon for the students, the team set to work.
As they worked together, the committee labored to
formulate the purpose and aims of the symposium. Dr.
Bennett recalled designing the symposium to “improve
student writing and research skills; to foster a climate of
student scholarship in Church History (soon afterward
the symposium was opened to include Ancient Scripture);
to reward excellence by providing prizes and awards; and
to improve the academic profile of Religious Education.”
One goal stood out above the rest, “to provide the rising
generation of Latter-day Saint students a forum in which
they could express their views and interpretations of
Church History at a time when technological advances
were exposing more youth to questions about our past.”3
The first Student Symposium was held April 1–2, 1999,

Left: Student giving presentation at Student Symposium. Right: Richard
Bennett, founder and the first chair of the Student Symposium, wanted
to improve student writing and research skills, foster a climate of student
scholarship, and improve the academic profile of Religious Education.
Photos by Richard B. Crookston.

at the Harman Building on BYU campus. The committee chose forty-eight presenters out of ninety-nine who
submitted papers to the symposium. Over the years the
symposium was simplified to a one-day event, typically
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Student presenters handling questions and answers at the 2020 Student Symposium. Photo by Richard B. Crookston.

held in February. Students present in several sessions held

top prize was awarded to a paper titled “From Animosity

in the Wilkinson Center, followed by a banquet attended

to Acceptance: How Early Latter-day Saint Suffragists

by representatives from several prominent academic orga-

Redefined America’s View of Latter-day Saints.” Brady

nizations including the Mormon History Association, the

Earley, the author of this award-winning paper, remarked,

Maxwell Institute, Book of Mormon Central, the Ensign

“During a year in which we celebrated the centennial of the

Peak Foundation, the Interpreter Foundation, and others.

passage of the 19th amendment to the U.S. Constitution, I

Students who submit excellent papers receive prizes rang-

could think of no better group to highlight than those early

ing from the grand prize of two thousand dollars down to

Latter-day Saint women.”4

five hundred dollars. Prize-winning papers are published

For some students, the symposium shifted their

in a volume prepared by the RSC and student authors are

academic trajectory. Brooke LeFevre was considering

often recruited by attendees to publish their papers in

changing her major from psychology to history when

academic journals. After twenty years of the symposium,

she first submitted her work to the symposium. “I didn’t

thousands of students have had the opportunity to present,

know if I love history enough to pursue it as a career, so I

and thousands more have attended.

decided to write a research paper on a woman who caught

Papers for the symposium cover a wide variety
of topics, ranging from Church history to scriptural

my attention, Mary Elizabeth Rollins Lightner,” Brooke
later remembered. “I visited archives, and as I tried to

studies to social issues. Titles of papers from just the

piece together the life of this wonderful witness of the

last few years include “Reconnecting with the Divine

Restoration, I fell in love with not only learning history but

Feminine” (2020), “Helping Eating Disorders through

the historical process. I was hooked, and I was shocked

the Gospel” (2016), “Understanding the Disciple’s Path

when that paper won second place in the 2018 symposium.”

with Game Theoretic Mathematics” (2017), “Disease or

Brooke is now working on a PhD in history.5

Devils: Exploring Mental Illness in the New Testament”

The symposium provided an opportunity for gradu-

(2018), and “‘Princes Also Shall Worship:’ The History

ate students to submit papers as well. Quinten Barney

and Conversion of a Tongan Prince” (2018). In 2020 the

submitted a paper titled “The Symbolic and Liminal
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student focus
Function of the Number Three in the Book of Mormon.”

to me. In this sense, it gave me a glimpse of what the

He later remembered, “I compared my findings with how

marriage of ‘study’ and ‘faith’ can look like (Doctrine and

the number is used in the Bible and argued that both texts

Covenants 88:118). I learned how fulfilling it was to teach

use the number three in much the same way. I was fairly

and learn about the gospel using all of the intellectual

confident my research was original, interesting, and made

and spiritual tools available to me.”10 J. B. Haws, now an

a significant contribution to Book of Mormon stud-

associate dean of Religious Education, looks back on his

ies.” Quinten was surprised and delighted when he was

symposium experience with fond memories. “The Student

awarded a thousand-dollar prize from Book of Mormon

Symposium was really, for me, the first chance to think

Central for his paper.6 Tyler Beagley, another graduate

about and to talk about religious and historical topics

student, submitted a paper comparing King Benjamin’s

in this kind of setting. It opened my mind to new possibilities and ways of thinking. I had a great lunch, great
opportunity to interact with the BYU faculty, and a great

For some students, the symposium shifted
their academic trajectory.

opportunity to think seriously about important things.”11
Symposium alumni now mentor other new students
and sharpen their research, writing, and presenting skills.
Building on a foundation of twenty years of excellence in
student scholarship, the future is bright for the Student

sermon with Matthew 25. “It was a fantastic experience

Symposium. The symposium marks a bittersweet mile-

submitting the paper, getting notified of its acceptance and

stone in 2021 with the departure of Richard Bennett, the

working further to improve it, and then presenting at the

founder of the symposium, who retired from Religious

symposium,” Tyler later recalled.7

Education this year to serve as the director of the Mormon

Over the years a number of future faculty members

Trail Center in Omaha, Nebraska. But Dr. Bennett leaves

tested the waters of academia as undergraduates through

behind a rich legacy of mentorship, scholarship, and

the means of the Student Symposium. Julie Frederick, now

success. From a spark of inspiration in a faculty meeting

an adjunct instructor in Religious Education, remembered,
“I presented with another classics student (Jon Rainey)

to a program that has blessed the lives of thousands
in the Church, the Student Symposium has become a

papers that included analyses using our study of the

modern school of the prophets, a place to “study and learn,

Greek language to better understand the New Testament.

and become acquainted with all good books, and with

I remember being flattered that Frank Judd, who was

languages, tongues, and people” (Doctrine and Covenants

faculty moderator, praised our engagement with the

90:15).

original language, and our use of it for exegesis.”8 Josh
Sears, now a faculty member in Ancient Scripture, submit-

Notes

ted a paper he wrote in a class taught by Jeffrey Marsh. “I

1. Richard E. Bennett, “The Religious Education Student Symposium: A

had always enjoyed learning about the scriptures,” he
remembered, “but his was the first hint that maybe I could

Short History” (unpublished, 2021).
2. Mark D. Ogletree, “The Religious Education Student Symposium,” BYU
Religious Education Review, Fall 2014, 24.

do something more serious with what I learned—that

3. Bennett, 1.

encouragement stayed with me after my mission and

4. Brady Early, email to author, January 13, 2021.

impacted what courses I took and what career decisions I

5. Brooke LeFevre, email to author, January 15, 2021.

made.”

9

Daniel Becerra, another faculty member in Ancient

6. Quinten Z. Barney, email to author, January 13, 2021.
7. Tyler Beagley, email to author, January 13, 2021.
8. Julie Frederick, email to author, January 11, 2021.

Scripture, recalled that “it provided me an opportunity to

9. Joshua Sears, email to author, January 19, 2021.

apply the skills of academic inquiry that I had cultivated to

10. Daniel Becerra, email to author, January 19, 2021.

explore questions about the gospel that were meaningful

11. J. B. Haws, email to author, January 12, 2021.
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faculty and staff
AWARDS

Religious Studies Center, Brigham

Steven C. Harper received the John

Young University; Salt Lake City:

Whitmer Historical Association’s
Smith-Pettit Best Book Award for

———. “South Carolinian Samuel

Press, 2020.
———. “‘For Their Salvation Is
Necessary and Essential to Our

First Vision: Memory and Mormon

Wragg Ferguson’s Utah Expedition

Salvation’: Joseph Smith and

Origins.

and Civil War Adventures.”

the Practice of Baptism and

Proceedings of the South Carolina

Confirmation for the Dead.” In

Historical Association (2020), 1–13.

Esplin, Raising the Standard of

The John Whitmer Historical
Association’s Whittemore Best
Documentary History Book Award

Alford, Kenneth L., and Anthony

went to the Joseph Smith Papers

Sweat. “Creative Course Design

Project team that produced and

(Yes, You Can!),” in Planning and

Truth, 253–70.
Becerra, Daniel. “Exegesis, Askesis,
and Identity: Narsai’s Mēmrā on

edited Documents, Volume 8:

Designing Your College Course,

the Parable of the Ten Virgins.” In

February–November 1841, which

edited by Deepti Bansal, 9–11.

Narsai: Rethinking His Work and

included editor Gerrit Dirkmaat,

Madison, WI: Magna Publishing,

His World, edited by Aaron M.

and Documents, Volume 9:
December 1841–April 1842.
Michael A. Goodman, W. Justin

2020.
Alford, Kenneth L., and Craig K.

Butts, Kristian S. Heal, and Robert A.
Kitchen, 9–23. Studies and Texts

Manscill. “Hyrum Smith’s Liberty

in Antiquity and Christianity.

Dyer, Mikel Cressman, Anjelica

Jail Letters.” In Esplin, Raising the

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020.

Jerez, Kelsey Johnson, Emily

Standard of Truth, 231–50.

Purtschert, and Joseph Sheen

See copublications under Barbara

received the Religion, Spirituality &
Family Section Outstanding Paper

Morgan Gardner and Anthony Sweat.
Ball, Terry B., and Kerry Muhlestein.

———. “Messenger.” In Encyclopedia of
the Bible and Its Reception, vol. 18,
837–38. Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter,
2020.

Award at the 2020 National Council
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Introduction. Provo, UT: Neal A.
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FACULTY PUBLICATIONS
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the Jaredite Records. Provo, UT:

306–12. Harvard Egyptological

Religious Studies Center, Brigham

Studies 7. Leiden: Brill, 2019.

Young University; Salt Lake City:

Baugh, Alexander L. “Alexander W.

Deseret Book, 2020.

Saints at War: The Gulf War,

Doniphan on National Television:

———. “‘They Are of Ancient Date’:

Afghanistan, and Iraq.” BYU

The NBC Nationwide Telecast of

Jaredite Traditions and the

Religious Education Review, Fall

Profiles in Courage.” In The Will

Politics of Gadianton’s Dissent.” In

2020, 18–21.
———. Saints at War: The Gulf War,
Afghanistan, and Iraq. Provo, UT:
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Deseret Book, 2020.

185–201. Kansas City: Woodneath
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of Missouri: The Life, Times, and
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Influence of Alexander William
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Kingdom of Nauvoo: The Rise and

Testament 105. Münster: Zaphon,
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IN MEMORIAM
Guy L. Dorius (Church history
and doctrine) passed away on
October 13.
George W. Pace (ancient scripture)
passed away on November 7.
Joy Smith (former controller and
assistant to the dean) passed away
on March 6.

A TRIBUTE TO GUY L. DORIUS
are the parents of seven children and

spiritually, emotionally, and mentally.

have five grandchildren, with three

He helped me return to Christ again

more arriving this year.

and come to know him. I’m forever

Guy was an incredible husband,
dedicated father, a gifted teacher,
and a generous associate. Upon
learning of his passing, numerous

R

to announce the passing of

Professor Guy L. Dorius on October

Our love and prayers continue to
be with Guy’s sweetheart, Vicki, with

students, colleagues, and friends

the Dorius family, and with all who
were blessed by him. With them, we

lives. Mary Jane Woodger, a longtime

look forward to what the Prophet

colleague and friend, summarized,

Joseph Smith called a “sociality” in
the life after this one, “coupled

Religious Education and certainly

with eternal glory” (Doctrine and

indispensable in my career and life.

Covenants 130:2).

He was adored by his students and
one of those teachers who would
affect a lifetime, leaving a legacy

13, 2020, at the age of sixty-one.

for generations.” Robert Freeman,

Professor Dorius joined the faculty of

another cherished associate, observed,

Religious Education in 1994, where

“Over the long years I knew and loved

he taught Doctrine and Covenants

Guy, I found his Christ-centered life

and Eternal Family courses to tens

to be focused first and foremost on

of thousands of students for nearly

his family and on his students. It was

three decades. Before teaching at BYU,

really always just that simple.”

he taught seminary in the Church

Dorius].”

commented on his impact on their

“He was indispensable to BYU’s

eligious Education is sad

grateful to have gotten to know [Guy

On a message board, one

Educational System and later received

student represented the feelings of

a PhD in family studies from BYU. He

many, “This man was more than just

and his wife, Vicki Johnson Dorius,

a teacher to me, he helped me grow
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new publications
Repicturing the Restoration: New Art to Expand Our Understanding
Anthony Sweat
While existing artwork that portrays the Restoration is rich and beautiful, until
now many key events in Latter-day Saint history have surprisingly never been
depicted to accurately represent important events of the historical record. The
purpose of this volume is to produce paintings of some of the underrepresented
events in order to expand our understanding of the Restoration. Each image
includes a richly researched historical background, some artistic insights into
the painting’s composition, an application section providing one way this
history may inform our present faith, and an analysis section offering potent
questions that can be considered for further discussion. Through these new
paintings, artist, author, and professor Anthony Sweat takes readers through a
timeline history of pivotal events and revelations of the early Restoration. This
book is not just a wonderful art book, it is also a pedagogical book using art as a
launching pad to learn, evaluate, apply, and discuss important aspects of Latterday Saint history and doctrine as readers repicture the Restoration.
US $29.99

recent and upcoming
publications
To purchase any of the following publications, please visit www.byustore.com and search by book
title or call the BYU Store toll-free at 1-800-253-2578.

Latter-day
Saints in
Washington,
DC: History,
People, and
Places
Edited by
Kenneth L. Alford,
Lloyd D. Newell, and Alexander L. Baugh
This volume takes a fresh look

Smith’s earliest interactions with the
federal government in the 1830s, the

Church’s history, people, and places in

How and What
You Worship:
Christology and
Praxis in the
Revelations of
Joseph Smith

the nation’s capital. It also chronicles

Edited by Rachel

many of the Saints and statesmen

Cope, Carter

Church’s progress has been shaped
by leaders and members interacting
in Washington. This volume is filled
with essays on many topics about the

who have worked to bring the Church

Charles and Jordan T. Watkins
Section 93 of the Doctrine and

at the history, people, and places in

out of obscurity and onto a national

Washington, DC, that have affected

and international stage.

Covenants deals with concepts

the Church. Beginning with Joseph

US $31.99

that scholars term Christology and
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praxis. Christology has to do with

odd English but are perfectly sound

the study of Christ’s nature, while

Biblical Hebrew.

praxis involves religious practice.

US $19.99

1820: Dawning
of the
Restoration

That this revelation should insist on

analyze this relationship. This volume

Understanding
Covenants and
Communities:
Jews and
Latter-day
Saints in
Dialogue

focuses on both the person of Christ

Edited by Mark S.

both the “how” and the “what” of
worship indicates that knowledge
and practice are inseparable. As
this volume demonstrates, Joseph
Smith’s revelations and teachings
constitute a unique textual setting to

and the practice of worshipping
him as outlined in the revelations of

Diamond and Andrew C. Reed
This volume is the first collabora-

Richard E. Bennett
Far more
than a mere
chronicling of
important events
of the year 1820, Richard E. Bennett’s
encyclopedic world history is a study
of the spirit of the age through the
lives of those who made it so. Each of
its thirteen carefully crafted chapters

Joseph Smith. More specifically, this

tion between a Jewish university

presents a fascinating biography

volume seeks to understand Christ as

press and a Latter-day Saint univer-

of a prominent figure from various

revealed in the revelations and clarify

sity press. Interfaith dialogues

walks of life. These include Napoléon

the practices required of those who

are valuable both for challenging

Bonaparte, who was undoubtedly the

worship a being who grew “from

individuals to carefully articulate

towering image of the time; Ludwig

grace to grace.”

their beliefs and practices and for

van Beethoven from the field of

US $29.99

deepening connections between

music; William Wilberforce, who

people of different faiths. The Jewish

almost singlehandedly abolished slav-

and Latter-day Saint communities

ery throughout the British Empire;

share significant historical and

and Henry Clay, who epitomized the

Preserved in
Translation:
Hebrew and
Other Ancient
Literary Forms
in the Book of
Mormon
Donald W. Parry

communal bonds that are brought to

spirit of compromise in American

light through sincere efforts to under-

politics in the early nineteenth

stand one another. Understanding

century. Each figure’s life is presented

Covenants and Communities comes

in such a way as to capture the main

out of the Jewish–Latter-day Saint

currents of thought and development

Academic Dialogue Project, a

in their own sphere of influence.

It should

groundbreaking interfaith encounter

Woven together, this fascinating

come as no surprise that the Book

between these two communities. The

study interconnects the interests of

of Mormon reads like an ancient

fruit of five conferences, the volume

politics, war, economics, the arts, and

Hebrew book. After all, its story

addresses such themes as theological

the sciences in a seamless, satisfying

begins in the world of the Old

foundations, sacred scriptures, lived

manner.

Testament and its chroniclers were

experience and worship, and culture

US $31.99

literate in some form of Hebrew.

and politics. Readers will emerge with

What is surprising is that there are

a deeper understanding of the Jewish

so many Hebraisms in the book—and

and Latter-day Saint traditions and

that they have survived translation

how the two faith communities can

into English! Many of these remnants

engage in meaningful dialogue.

that persist in the text make for

US $24.99
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efore Meghan Rollins Wilson had finished
elementary school, her parents had already
taught her that by working hard and getting good
grades, she could qualify for a scholarship. It
didn’t mean much to her then. But over time the
idea grew until she internalized it.
“That became a major motivation for me to
work hard in junior high and high school, to keep
my grades up, and to get a good score on the
ACT,” Wilson says.
The hard work paid off, and Wilson has been
able to get scholarships every year. Those donorfunded scholarships have lifted a great burden for
her and her husband.
“It takes away a lot of financial stress knowing
that we are able to rely on these scholarships,”
she says. “I know that it is both a blessing and a
privilege to apply for and to receive a scholarship.”
Growing up in West Jordan, Utah, Meghan
participated in sports, learned to play the piano,
and enjoyed hiking and camping with her family.
Most of all she loved to read and, in time,
became interested in astronomy and geology.
When it came time to apply for college, she
found she could study earth and space science
education at BYU. It sounded just right for her

at the time, and by adding a minor in editing,
she felt she was on a great trajectory.
“Except I discovered that I wasn’t super
excited about teaching,” says Wilson. “I didn’t
hate it. It’s just that public speaking wasn’t my
favorite activity.” About that time, BYU had
created a new major in editing and publishing.
“I realized that I really loved my editing courses.”
So she switched. Editing became her major,
and geology and astronomy became her minors.
Following this shift in direction, donors would
have another impact on her education in the form
of a donor-funded job at the Religious Studies
Center. She jumped at the chance, and it turned
out to be a great blessing.
“It has made me a better editor. I get to read
so much, and I learn so much by reading. I love
to learn,” she says. “I graduate in April, and I’m
really sad that I’ll have to go find another job.”
Wilson says she feels blessed to have been
able to work on some high-quality material from
religious leaders and scholars such as President
Dallin H. Oaks and Sheri Dew.
She and her husband will be debt free when
she graduates, and she knows that donors played
a part in making her degree possible. “I am grateful,” she says. “I hope my husband and I will be
in a position to help others one day.”

SUPPORT INSPIRING LEARNING EXPERIENCES AT give.byu.edu/religion.
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Meg

H
RA I S I N G T H E

STANDARD
OF TRUTH

This volume explores events and teachings
of the early years of the restoration of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. It is designed as a companion to
personal and family study of the Doctrine
and Covenants and Church history. Chapters explore Joseph Smith’s accounts of
his First Vision, the translation of the Book
of Mormon, and the restoration of priesthood power, as well as other doctrinal
teachings and the harrowing experiences
of the early Saints.
These books are available in the BYU Store or
wherever Latter-day Saint books are sold.

ACC E SS OVER 4,000 AR TIC LE S FROM R SC BOOKS,
JOURNA LS, AND MAGA ZINE S ONLINE AT R SC. BYU.EDU

You will love the conferences sponsored by the Religious Studies Center. They
feature popular speakers discussing outstanding gospel topics. And they are free!

Don’t miss out!

Make time for these upcoming Religious Education events.

BYU Easter Conference  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  Monday, March 29, 2021
Sidney B. Sperry Symposium  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . Friday and Saturday, October 22–23, 2021
See page 3 for more information.

