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ven though the idea of holy envy was introduced in relation to the dedication of
one of the temples of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, I fully
acknowledge that some will  still  be uncomfortable with this phrase. Indeed, a

friend of mine has told me more than once that he “hates” the term. It just rubs him
wrong. He prefers the term “shared light,” which carries some of the same
connotations.32 However,  what holy  envy implies—which shared light  does not—is the
presumption that we should desire (or envy) that which is holy in other religions. Most
religions share certain bits of truth or light. And yet, many of us do not feel a desire to
embrace or be impacted by that which is true or uplifting in another religion. Thus, in
my estimation, holy envy captures something that the phrase shared light does not.

As a convert to the Church of Jesus Christ, I understand firsthand the discomfort
one  feels  when,  for  the  first  time,  one  encounters  something  totally  new  and  must
grapple  with  whether  to  believe  and  embrace  that  new  doctrine,  practice,  or
understanding of God’s plan. The newness of ideas, particularly religious ideas, is often
uncomfortable to people (as missionaries quickly discover), and those ideas don’t always
feel right until the person hearing them has sufficient background to see them in their
proper light and context.33 The Prophet Joseph Smith explained that it was difficult for
him to get new ideas into the heads of the people, including the Latter-day Saints, whom
he called “slow to understand.” According to Joseph, getting people to accept a new idea
was like trying to split a knot in a piece of wood using a pumpkin for a hammer and a
pancake as  a  wedge.34 Nearly  impossible!35 And yet,  the Prophet  kept  teaching “new”
truths, ordinances, and scripture, even if some struggled for a time with embracing
them.36

The challenge with the principle of holy envy is that, for members of the Church, it
sometimes feels  a bit  too “non-LDS.” If  one misunderstands the concept,  one might



erroneously assume that it  somehow downplays the importance of the Restoration or
implies that others “do religion” better than we do. Of course, that’s in no way what it
implies. But I understand the confusion because of the uniqueness or newness of the
phrase. Perhaps, if we cast this in Restoration terms, it will make more sense.

While  leaders  of  The  Church  of  Jesus  Christ  of  Latter-day  Saints  have  not
traditionally  employed  the  term  holy  envy,  a  significant  number  of  our  General
Authorities have actually expressed their fondness for something they have seen in, or
learned from, another religion. Many have shared how they have been introduced to a
teaching  or  practice  in  another  faith  tradition  and  felt  that  it  either  blessed  them
spiritually or set an example of how they could better live their religion. Note just a few
examples of this.

On  one  occasion,  Elder  Marlin  K.  Jensen  of  the  Presidency  of  the  Seventy
discussed the need to avoid seeking recognition for the good we’ve done. He said the
“greatest happiness” is found “in serving anonymously.” He then illustrated this principle
with something he admires in another religion:

In  this  regard,  we  can  perhaps  learn  a  lesson  from  our  Christian
brothers and sisters in the Amish communities of Pennsylvania. It is
reported that their writers frequently compose and publish poetry and
religious  literature  anonymously,  so  as  to  deflect  attention  from
themselves and ensure that only God receives the glory.

There is something particularly noble about the good works of
those who act . . . with no expectation of reward or recognition.37

Speaking of an Orthodox Jewish friend he had in law school, President Dallin H.
Oaks noted that they discussed the Sabbath and, from those discussions, President Oaks
was provoked to do some personal introspection:

As I have learned more about the Orthodox Jews’ observances of the
Sabbath day, I have concluded that their practices are in many respects
superior to my own and to those of many other Latter-day Saints.

We  certainly  have  fewer  rules  than  the  Orthodox  Jews,  but  I
wonder whether we match their excellence in faithfully carrying out the
positive purposes of the Sabbath day.38

Elder Parley P. Pratt of the Quorum of the Twelve expressed his holy envy for Islam
and the way it taught the law of chastity better than many Christians: “They have better
morals   .   .   .   than  many  Christian  nations”  and  “have  exceeded  in  righteousness  and
truthfulness of religion, the idolatrous and corrupt church that has borne the name of
Christianity.”39

Elder Mark A. Bragg, a General Authority Seventy, expressed his holy envy for an
aspect  of  Sikhism. Focusing on how they constantly  feed the poor and needy,  Elder
Bragg explained, “Our Sikh neighbors” have “set a high standard for providing meals to
those in need.”40 Elder Bragg saw this as instructive for our own people, including the
youth of the Church.

In  teaching  the  principle  of  forgiveness,  President  James  E.  Faust  of  the  First
Presidency noted that, on October 2, 2006, a lone gunman (who worked as the local
milkman) entered a one-room schoolhouse in Bart Township, Pennsylvania, and opened



fire on the young students. He shot ten girls, killing six of them. Of this horrific event,
President Faust said,

This shocking violence caused great anguish among the Amish but no
anger. There was hurt but no hate. Their forgiveness was immediate.
Collectively they began to reach out to the milkman’s suffering family.
As  the  milkman’s  family  gathered  in  his  home  the  day  after  the
shootings, an Amish neighbor came over, wrapped his arms around the
father of  the dead gunman, and said,  “We will  forgive you.” Amish
leaders  visited  the  milkman’s  wife  and  children  to  extend  their
sympathy, their forgiveness, their help, and their love. About half of the
mourners at the milkman’s funeral were Amish. . . . A remarkable peace
settled on the Amish as their faith sustained them during this crisis. . . . 

It  was  an  amazing  outpouring  of  their  complete  faith  in  the
Lord’s teachings in the Sermon on the Mount: “Do good to them that
hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you.” . . . 

How could the whole Amish group manifest such an expression
of forgiveness? It was because of their faith in God and trust in His
word,  which  is  part  of  their  inner  beings.  They  see  themselves  as
disciples of Christ and want to follow His example.

Hearing of this tragedy, many people sent money to the Amish to
pay for  the health care  of  the five  surviving girls  and for  the burial
expenses of the five who were killed. As a further demonstration of their
discipleship, the Amish decided to share some of the money with the
widow of the milkman and her three children because they too were
victims of this terrible tragedy.41

The  aforementioned  are  but  a  small  sampling  of  the  many times  General
Authorities  of  The  Church  of  Jesus  Christ  of  Latter-day  Saints  have  highlighted
something  good  or  admiral  about  another  religion.  In  the  Church’s  instructions  to
members regarding “interfaith efforts,” leaders have encouraged us to seek out “elements
in  other  faiths  to  emulate”  in  our  own  lives—which  is  exactly  what  each  of  these
previously  quoted  general  authorities  were  encouraging.42 As  BYU’s  Dr.  Spencer  J.
Palmer explained, “By looking at gospel truths from the vantage-point of” other religions
and  cultures,  “we  should  gain  new  insights  into  God’s  [dealings]  with  others,  and
hopefully, we shall also gain greater appreciation of the completeness of the gospel which
we have received. Our study of” other religions “should enhance our understanding of
our own faith.”43 The presiding Brethren have expressed no harm in our ability to find
truth and spiritual upliftment in other religions. Indeed, President Russell M. Nelson has
reminded us that “all truth is compatible because it all emanates from God.”44 Similarly,
President Gordon B. Hinckley reminded members of the Church:

We want to be good neighbors. We want to be good friends. We feel
we can differ theologically with people without being disagreeable in
any sense. We hope they feel that same way toward us. We have many
friends and many associations with people who are not of our faith,
with whom we deal constantly and we have a wonderful relationship. It
disturbs me when I hear of any antagonisms. . . . I don’t think they are



necessary. I hope that we can overcome them. . . . 
Be understanding. Be tolerant.  Be considerate.  Be respectful  of

the opinions and feelings of other people. Recognize their virtues; don’t
look for their faults. Look for their strengths and their virtues, and you will
find strength and virtues which will be helpful in your own life.45

President Hinckley not only counseled us to look for the virtuous, the lovely, and
the  praiseworthy  in  other  religions  (see  the  thirteenth  article  of  faith),  but  he  also
promised that as we do so, we will “find strength” in what we discover, and we will be
“helped”  in  our  personal  lives  by  what  we learn from other  faiths  and their  people.
Similarly, President Hugh B. Brown (of the First Presidency) explained:

Let us not think because we feel and know we have the truth that we
have  all the  truth  for  there  is  truth  yet  to  be  revealed.  Let  not  our
knowledge that we have the truth stifle our search for more truth. Let us
build into our characters the kind of faith that will  accept the truth
when it  comes and, by its  coming, perhaps modify  some of  our ideas
about the truth.46

President Brown then added:

In  this  divided   and  imperiled  world  of  chaos  and  confusion  it  is
incumbent  upon the various  and differing churches  to  seek a  better
understanding of  one  another.  Frank and friendly  discussion should
increase  our  sympathetic  appreciation  of  the  religious  beliefs  and
practices of our neighbors and cause us to review and clarify our own.
We might perchance  find  kernels  of  truth in  what  we  considered  to  be
nothing but chaff.47

Time and again, the leaders of the Church have encouraged us to look for the good
and  the  true  in  other  religious  traditions;  to  not  just  be  tolerant  but  to  seek
understanding  and  even  engage  with  those  of  other  faith  traditions  in  positive
conversations and celebrations of faith. Elder Quentin L. Cook of the Quorum of the
Twelve Apostles noted,

My wife  and I,  and two of  my colleagues  and their  wives,  recently
participated in a Jewish Shabbat (Sabbath) at the invitation of a dear
friend. . . . It began by blessing the family and singing a Sabbath hymn.
We joined  in  the  ceremonial  washing  of  hands,  the  blessing  of  the
bread,  the  prayers,  the  kosher  meal,  the  recitation  of  scripture,  and
singing Sabbath songs in a celebratory mood.48

Similarly, Elder Ulisses Soares of the Quorum of the Twelve visited a Shinto shrine
in  Tokyo,  along with  Elder  Terrence  Vinson of  the  Presidency  of  the  Seventy.  The
shrine’s priest, Moriyasu Ito, taught them about the Shinto washing rite (associated with
their shrines or temples). Then, “upon entering the courtyard, the contingent was led to
the first sanctuary, where after washing their hands,” as part of the previously explained
rite, the “Shinto priest purified the guests by shaking a bough.”49



What I found instructive about Elder Cook’s and Elder Soares’s experiences was
that they each, accompanied by other General  Authorities,  “joined in the ceremonial
washing” and, in the case of Elders Soares and Vinson, received a blessing from a priest of
another faith tradition. What a message this sends. As Latter-day Saints, we can engage
with  our  sisters  and  brothers  in  other  religions  in  many  ways.  While  we  do  not
participate in what we might call salvific ordinances or rites which have an associated
covenant as part of the ritual, we can partake of many other aspects of religiosity and do
so (as Elder Cook and Elder Soares have suggested) with complete propriety.50 Just as
three members of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles could attend a Jewish Shabbat
dinner and participate in the associated rites, and just as another Apostle and Seventy
could willingly participate in a washing and blessing ritual associated with Shinto—and
each come away inspired—you and I can engage with our sisters and brothers of other
faith traditions and find those “kernels of truth”51 that will “be helpful to us in our own
lives.”52 We can have holy envy for the good and godly in their lives and ways of worship.

The Lord has commanded His Saints to be seekers of all kinds of truth. In one of
the most  recognizable  passages  of  the Doctrine and Covenants,  He says  through the
Prophet  Joseph,  “I  give  unto  you  a  commandment,”  and  then  explains  what  that
mandate is:

Be instructed more perfectly in theory, in principle, in doctrine, in the
law of the gospel, in all things that pertain unto the kingdom of God,
that are expedient for you to understand;

Of things both in heaven and in the earth, and under the earth;
things which have been, things which are, things which must shortly
come to pass; things which are at home, things which are abroad; the
wars and the perplexities of the nations, and the judgments which are
on the land; and a knowledge also of countries and of kingdoms—

That ye may be prepared in all things when I shall send you again
to magnify the calling whereunto I have called you, and the mission
with which I have commissioned you. (D&C 88:78–80)

Here, the Lord commands members of the Church to seek instruction about nearly
everything: astronomy (“things in heaven”), agronomy (“things in the earth”), geology
(things “under the earth”), history (“things which have been”), current events (“things
which are”), prophecies (“things which must shortly come to pass”), domestic politics
and issues (“things which are at home”), international confrontations (“things which are
abroad”  and  the  “perplexities  of  nations”),  and  customs  and  cultures  (“a
knowledge . . . of countries and of kingdoms”). And He requires this of us for the stated
purpose that you and I will be “prepared in all things” when He sends us to magnify the
calling to which He has called or foreordained us. Of course, the Lord is not speaking of
our  eighteen  or  twenty-four-month  mission.  Rather,  He  is  speaking  about  the  life-
mission of Joseph, and of you and me. For us to be used by God in the ways He needs to
use  us,  we need to know as  much as  we possibly  can so that  He can draw on that
training,  that  knowledge-base,  that  understanding  which  we  have  developed through
seeking diligently to learn all that is “expedient for [us] to understand” (D&C 88:78). In
many ways, President Gordon B. Hinckley exemplified this approach to learning and
understanding:



“President  Hinckley   .   .   .   prefers  to  be  treated  as  though  he  is  an
ordinary  worker,”  said  Elder  [Russell  M.]  Nelson.  “But  he  isn’t
ordinary in any respect. He is a multifaceted genius. He understands
anatomy and physiology better than any non-physician I have worked
with. He talks with builders about finials and mullions and speaks the
language unique to their  profession.  When questions arise  that  have
legal ramifications, he typically says, ‘I’m no lawyer, but it seems to me
that . . .’ and then renders an opinion that my lawyer colleagues insist
would  be  a  credit  to  any  lawyer.  Whether  it  is  medicine  or  law,
education or  plumbing,  it  doesn’t  seem to matter.  He grasps  things
quickly, has an amazing breadth of knowledge, and can apply what he
knows.”

A  man  with  an  insatiable   appetite   for  learning,  President
Hinckley not only read widely but found other ways to increase his
knowledge  and  understanding  of  specialized  areas  of  expertise.   .   .   .
Bishop  Robert  D.  Hales  [then  serving  in  the  Presiding  Bishopric]
added:  “I  have  never  met  an  individual  who  can  become  so  well
informed through reading and through contact with people. When he
spends  an  evening  at  dinner  with  someone,  he  leaves  knowing
something about that individual’s expertise.”53

What was here said of President Hinckley can also be said of President Russell M.
Nelson. Clearly, the Lord expects us to learn and to know; and that applies as much to
religion  as  it  does  to  other  things.  You  cannot  understand  another  human  being
(including an atheist) if you do not understand his or her views on religion and God.54

We have been commanded, “Seek ye diligently . . . ; yea, seek ye out of the best books
words  of  wisdom;  seek  learning,  even  by  study  and  also  by  faith”  (D&C  88:118).
Commenting on this very verse, Noel B. Reynolds explains:

To understand the Mormon commitment to education, however, one
must see that for us it is a sacred charge. In the revelations received by
Joseph Smith, the Latter-day Saints were instructed to “seek learning,
even by study and also by faith,” to “seek . . . out of the best books
words of wisdom,” and to study all peoples and nations, both near and
far (D&C 88:79, 118). Furthermore, we have been taught in our own
scriptures to look for the inspired teachings of God that have come to
men in all nations; “For behold, the Lord doth grant unto all nations,
of their own nation and tongue, to teach his word, yea, in wisdom, all
that he seeth fit that they should have” (Alma 29:8), and in the words
of  Joseph  Smith  himself,  “We should  gather  all  the  good  and  true
principles in the world and treasure them up, or we shall not come out
true ‘Mormons.’”55

If we are commanded to “seek out of the best books”—and we willingly include
some of the greatest works of literature and philosophy in that collection of “best
books”56—then we have to ask, is the content of Shakespeare more important or inspired
than the content of the holy books of Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Sikhism, Taoism,



or Islam?57 In other words, can we argue with a straight face that these books about God
(that teach us to be moral, honest, obedient, and holy in our personal lives) are not part
of the “best books,” particularly when fictional pieces of literature often end up on the
LDS list of “best books”? It seems counterintuitive to suggest that the scriptures of the
world’s  great  religions  wouldn’t  be  among  the  “best  books,”  above  and  beyond  the
various “great works” of literature.58

Of course, “meaningful encounters” with those who are not of our same faith “are a
two-way process.”59 We both must be open to learning. My biggest regret regarding my
full-time mission is that I was inclined to argue with those who believed differently than
I, and I was not as teachable as I should have been.60 While that aspect of my personality
and approach to religion has entirely changed, I regret the mistake I made as a young man
in not being more open to learning from those who believed differently than I do.61 I
could have built bridges, but I occasionally set fire to a few by my closedmindedness.

Someone who sees things from another perspective than yours can often inspire
you  to  see  what  you  already  believe  from  a  different  and  even  more  enlightened
viewpoint. As an illustration, one Episcopal priest shared a story of how she lost her dog
on her more than one-hundred-acre farm. Chasing the puppy through brush, streams,
fences,  and multiple  fields  and hills,  she eventually  became quite  disoriented.  As she
crested a barn-capped hill, she assumed she had reached the farm of one of her neighbors
since she didn’t recognize the barn or the hill. Then, suddenly, she realized that this was
her barn, but because she was seeing it from an unfamiliar angle, she hadn’t recognized it.
It was as though she was seeing it for the first time. She explained, “It is a great thing to
see something familiar from an unfamiliar angle for the first time, even if it is because
you have been worried and lost for longer that you would have liked.”62

Holy envy can show us what we’ve already known, but from an angle that is so
unfamiliar that we see the thing we knew in a different, and deeper, way, a perspective-
changing way, an inspiring way. Holy envy helps us to reimagine our beliefs in a way that
inspires us to live them better, more fully, more faithfully—because it enables us to see
them  from  a  different  perspective  than  the  old,  tired  one  that  has  made  our  faith
somewhat mundane, routine, and, as a result, uninspiring to us.63 In the book Finding
God at BYU, Rabbi David Rosen wrote:

God is more than any of us can grasp. If God relates to his children in
all their diversity, then there must be diverse ways of being able to relate
to him. Above all,  it  is  obvious to me that   .   .   .  encountering other
people  created  in  the  divine  image,  one  is  in  fact  encountering  the
divine presence, God’s presence . . . , which must be greater than simply
any one tradition in itself.  .   .   .  Therefore, for me the encounter with
people of faith . . . is an immensely rich experience. Each experience
and  encounter  with  people  of  faith  is  for  me,  therefore,  a  religious
experience.64

I think that’s beautiful. As I have opened my heart and mind to learning from those
who believe differently than I do, I have been inspired by the ways I have seen the face of
God in my brothers and sisters of other religions.65 I’ve been moved, humbled, and even
hallowed by the experience. It has helped me to live my own religion better, but it has
also helped me to see people who are different from me in ways that are more loving and
Christlike;  in ways that  are more accurate and authentic.66 Christ  doesn’t  want us to



separate ourselves from everyone who thinks or believes differently than we do.67 Thus, to
get along, to interact, to understand, and to love them as Jesus loves them, we need to
understand them—because you simply cannot understand another human being if you
do not understand their religious beliefs.

Professor Hugh Nibley once noted, “An old maxim of Mormonism states that all
religions have some truth that we share with them.”68 Nibley was right. However, one of
the challenges is  to recognize in ourselves  what President Hugh B. Brown cautioned
about: We often assume something to be “chaff” when it is actually a “kernel of truth.”69

In  other  words,  because  of  personal  prejudices  about  other  religions,  because  of
misunderstandings  or  misperceptions  we  might  have  about  that  religion,  or  because
things are packaged differently than we’re used to, we might assume the teachings of
another faith are wrong, simply because of our own ignorance.70

An example of this would be the well-known golden rule, which teaches that we
should treat others the way we would want to be treated.71 While this will sound familiar
to Christians since Jesus Himself taught the principle (Matthew 7:12), most don’t realize
this  is  a  universal  truth.  Many  of  the  world’s  great  religions  have  taught  this  exact
doctrine. While each religion words it differently, the truth is essentially the same. The
packaging varies, but the message is consistent.

 
The Bahá’í Faith—“Choose for others that which you desire for yourself.”72

Buddhism—“Hurt not others with what pains yourself.”73

Christianity—“Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do
to you, do ye even so to them.”74

Confucianism—“What  you  do  not  wish  for  yourself,  do  not  impose  on
others.”75

Hinduism—“One should not do to others what would be disagreeable if done
to oneself.”76

Islam—“None of you truly believes until he wishes for his brother what he
wishes for himself.”77

Jainism—One  should  “treat  all  beings  as  he  himself  would  [like  to]  be
treated.”78

Judaism—“What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor.”79

Taoism—“Regard your neighbor’s gain as your own gain, and your neighbor’s
loss as your own loss.”80

Zoroastrianism—“Nature  only  is  good when it  shall  not  do  unto  another
whatever is not good for its own self.”81

 
Despite  dramatic  differences  in  phrasing,  the  essence  of  the  golden  rule—empathy,
compassion, and mutual respect—is an ethical foundation in most major religions. And
this tends to be the case with many other practices and doctrines. For example, most
religions have washing rites, sacred garments or clothing, sacred spaces, and some form of
sacrifice,  which  could  be  through the  offering  (to  God)  of  time,  talents,  money,  or
something else. Similarly, almost every faith tradition believes in a divine being or force,
commandments that should be obeyed, a concept of an afterlife, and sacred books from
which believers draw their history, doctrine, or practices. In each case, these practices and
beliefs are unique, but they are, at their core, the same principle, practice, or teaching—
often  with  very  similar  symbolic  meanings.  Because  the  packaging  is  different,  we



sometimes miss the core similarities. This may not matter, but it certainly risks creating
prejudices based on misperceptions rather than on reality.82

I once read that the ideal approach to religion is having allophilia, a love for all that
is true and good in other faiths and other people.83 I’m not preaching relativism. On the
contrary, I’m only saying that all truth should be embraced—if it is indeed true. Too
often, people who are deeply religious and committed to their faith suffer from
allophobia, or a strong fear of “the other”—that which is different from their faith. When
we have the truth and have a strong testimony of the teachings and practices of our
religion, we have no need to fear that which is different.84 We should be able to notice
that which is good, beautiful, or true in other people’s beliefs or practices and not feel
threatened by it but inspired by it.85 One Jewish commentator wrote:

Interfaith dialogue does not mean that one sacrifices the particularities
of one’s tradition on the altar of intrafaith sensitivity. I don’t enter into
dialogue  with  a  Christian  or  a  Muslim,  a  Buddhist  or  an  Atheist,
presuming that I’m going to convert that person to my view. Now, if
that happened, that would be fabulous, but it’s unlikely and that’s not
my goal. My goal is rather to understand how my neighbor understands
his or her own scripture, his or her own tradition, beliefs and practices,
and then also to help my neighbor understand what I am doing, and if
in that  conversation I  learn a  little  bit  more about myself,  which is
usually what happens, I think that’s all to the good. Interfaith dialogue,
when  it  works,  should  prompt  what  the  great  Lutheran  theologian,
Krister Stendahl, called Holy Envy; the ability to see a glimmer of truth
or insight or beauty in a tradition that is not one’s own. So that I [as a
Jew] can walk into a cathedral or go to a mass, or read the theology of a
Christian colleague and think, “You know, there’s something there that
speaks  to  me,”  sometimes  aesthetically,  sometimes  intellectually,
sometimes spiritually, and I get a glimmer of the divine.86

Having worked for  many years  as  a  professor  of  world religions,  I  have seen a
number of practices and beliefs in the religions I teach that, to me, are truly moving and,
in many cases, entirely harmonious with the faith I live and love. I have traveled the
world and been to some of the most sacred sites on the face of this earth. My experiences
have caused me to agree with Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor, who, having done
the  same,  wrote,  “I  have  found  something  to  envy every  place  I  have  been.”87 I  can
honestly make that same claim.

What follows in this book are but snippets of my own holy envy for other traditions.
This book is not exhaustive. There are so many other things I could share that I have been
moved by.88 However, I think the few that I have selected will be sufficient to make the
point that our Father in Heaven has spoken to, and taught truths through, individuals
who were not members of the restored gospel, which has only been on the earth for
about  two  hundred  years.  So  many  inspired  things  in  this  world  evidence  God’s
fingerprints on the lives and religions of His various children. It is my sincere hope that
as you read the pages that follow, you will find these snippets of inspiration fascinating
and moving, and that you will be inspired to be more committed to your covenants,
more devoted in your discipleship, and more consecrated in your Christianity. And I
hope you will see that God’s prophets have encouraged us to manifest holy envy for all the
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