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“In the fall of 1987, I was asked to teach a family relations class to groups of young married couples. The lesson manual that I used applied the three degrees of glory in the life hereafter, as explained in Section 76 of the Doctrine and Covenants, to customary behaviors in everyday family life. The insights that came from these scriptures had a lasting impact on the quality of my family interactions and I observed noticeable improvements in the marital relationships of many of the couples I taught. Following these simple gospel principles dramatically improved the way couples treated each other and led to greater happiness within their families.

After we die and are resurrected, we will be assigned to one of three degrees of glory—Telestial, Terrestrial, or Celestial—depending on how we lived here. The Apostle Paul equated these three degrees of glory to the glory of the stars, moon, and sun (1 Corinthians 15:40-42).

Telestial behaviors

“Telestial behaviors are very selfish behaviors characteristic of “liars, and sorcerers, and adulterers, and whoremongers, and whosoever loves and makes a lie” (D&C 76:103). At this lowest level of family life, people are motivated by what is fun and pleasurable; they ask such questions as “What’s in it for me?” and “What do I get out of this?”

Terrestrial behaviors 

“Terrestrial behaviors are just and fair, consistent with the norm of reciprocity. At this level, people want to be good citizens and they are willing to participate in relationships that are perceived as fair and equal; they are honorable people who want to make and abide by laws that maintain a stable social order. Terrestrial people are described as not being “valiant in the testimony of Jesus” (D&C 76:79).

President Spencer W. Kimball commented on this verse: “I wish our Latter-day Saints could become more valiant. As I read the seventy-sixth section of the Doctrine and Covenants, the great vision given to the Prophet Joseph Smith, I remember that the Lord says to that Terrestrial degree of glory may go those who are not valiant in the testimony, which means that many of us who have received baptism by proper authority, many who have received other ordinances, even temple blessings, will not reach the Celestial kingdom of glory unless we live the commandments and are valiant” (Conference Reports, April 1951, pp. 104-105).

Celestial behaviors 

“Celestial behaviors are focused on serving and blessing the lives of others. Rather than focusing on themselves, people who display Celestial behaviors esteem others as much as themselves; they treat others as they would like to be treated. These people accept and live the gospel and are true and faithful in all things. “They see as they are seen and know as they are known” (D&C 76:94). Being valiant in the testimony of Jesus requires us to live as He taught us to live. In the Sermon on the Mount, for example, Jesus taught his followers to turn the other cheek, go the second mile, love their enemies, avoid angry feelings, and shun lustful thoughts or desires.”
Family Home Evening Lesson

“Since I planned to teach this lesson to multiple groups, I created a handout that explained the principles on the front side, while the back side described family situations to which the principles could be applied in a class discussion. I thought the episodes I created were quite entertaining and would make an excellent family home evening lesson. One Monday evening as we were finishing our dinner, I told my family we needed to quickly clean the kitchen so we could have a lesson. David, my oldest son, said, “Dad, it has to be really short because I have a lot of homework.” Jennifer said she had so much to do that she didn’t have any time for a lesson.

I told my family that in spite of what my previous record might suggest, tonight I was well prepared. I even pulled my handout off the shelf behind me and said I was prepared to lead them in a stimulating 90-minute discussion.

Jennifer took the handout from me and read the front page aloud in what I thought was a very dramatic tone of voice. Nathan then read the back side in a way that seemed to combine sarcasm and theatrics. I listened to their renditions with growing resentment and finally decided to share my disappointment with them. I explained how I thought these were valuable principles that would greatly bless our family if we learned to apply them. They said they had learned the principles and did not need any more discussion. I decided to quiz them. To my surprise, they answered all my questions correctly, and I felt even more irritated.”
Family Experience

“I thought my efforts to teach my family had been a colossal failure. However, when the children began to label each other’s behaviors, I realized that my teaching was not all in vain. For instance, one day after school one of my sons ate the remainder of a cake and his sister told him, “That was certainly very Telestial of you to eat the rest of the cake all by yourself.” He replied, “Well, it is certainly very Terrestrial of you to point it out to the rest of the family.”

We had a dishwashing routine in our home where I did the dishes on Monday nights and the four children were assigned the other four days of the week. This routine seemed to be working quite well, and everyone completed their assignments and accepted it as fair. But one of the children noted that even though it required a certain degree of personal sacrifice and commitment from all of us, it was still only a Terrestrial behavior.

Realizing that she was right, I decided to offer to help. After dinner each night I would announce to the child responsible for cleaning the kitchen “I’m willing to help you if you’d like. It’s your job, but I’m willing to do whatever you ask me to do.” I was almost always asked to wash the pots and pans and for a long time. I thought I would spend the rest of my life with my hands in dishwater. I think all of my family would agree that for a period of time I did an enormous amount of dishwashing. But I also think my helping contributed to a tremendous improvement in our family. We treated each other better and there was much more happiness and harmony in our home.

As I analyzed my conduct I decided that in my better days my behaviors typically reached only a Terrestrial level; I frequently fell short in my goal to act celestially. But, as I tried to show more Celestial behaviors, I saw a noticeable improvement in our home.

One memorable Thursday night when we were in the middle of dinner, Jennifer stood up and began bustling about in the kitchen. Jill, who was only 13 years old at the time, sensed Jen’s anxiety and knew that Jen was anxious to leave to play a volleyball game. Jill turned to Jen and said, “Jen, I know you don’t want to be late for your volleyball game. So, why don’t I do your dishes tonight and you can do mine tomorrow night?” Jennifer turned to Jill and said in a rather dramatic voice, “Thank you, thank you, Jill. That is so Celestial of you.”

After Jen left, there was a brief, quiet pause and then Jill said, “That wasn’t really Celestial of me after all.” My wife, Marilyn, asked Jill to explain her comment and Jill said, “If I was really celestial, I would have offered to do her dishes tonight without asking her to do mine tomorrow.” I was impressed that a 13 year-old would have the sensitivity to understand these principles and apply them. The quality of family life in our home has been a living testimony to the truths of these simple doctrines from Section 76: Telestial behaviors create unhappiness and misery, while Celestial behaviors create joy, peace, and happy family interactions.
The attributes of Celestial, Terrestrial, and Telestial people are suggested in Section 76 and amplified elsewhere in the scriptures. In the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) Jesus explains the principles of Celestial living and commands us to live them rather than the Terrestrial-level Law of Moses. Jesus probably taught these central doctrines week after week as He visited the various synagogues in Galilee as well as when He visited the people in America after his resurrection (3 Nephi 12-14). Clearly, this life is the time for us to develop Celestial behaviors (Alma 34:34). Other scriptures (e.g., D&C 88:28-32) explain that the degree of glory to which we will eventually be resurrected will depend on the kind of character we acquire here; if we desire a Celestial glory in the next life, we need to acquire celestial habits in this life.

The principles of Celestial living are not limited to just family interactions. It is interesting to examine the differences between Celestial, Terrestrial, and Telestial behaviors and apply them to other aspects of living, such as leadership, communication, group dynamics, and sexual intimacy. These great insights have produced valuable consequences – delicious fruit – in both organizational and family settings.

I have witnessed great blessings that have come from living other commandments also. I know that the “windows of heaven” (Malachi 3:10) have been opened to my family as a result of paying tithing. I know that living the word of wisdom has helped me “run and not be weary and walk and not faint” (D&C 89:20). As I have counseled youth, I have seen how living a chaste and virtuous life creates happiness, self-confidence, and trust. I know why we are told to “stand in holy places” (D&C 87:8) and “shake at the very appearance of sin” (2 Nephi 4:31).

I have a testimony from my own experience about the importance of knowing and obeying God’s commandments. Long before we stand before the judgment bar of God, we will experience the consequences of living God’s commandments. Righteousness brings joy and happiness, while the “bondage of sin” produces pain and misery.

Hearing the Voice of God

Some people have heard the voice of God telling them what to do. On three occasions during the last few months of my father’s life, he told me about his experience of hearing the voice of God. This event is recorded in his life history; but I think he wanted me to remember it. It occurred in 1938 while he was serving as a missionary in the Central States Mission. As a district president, he was travelling on a bus to visit the missionaries in Bellville, Illinois, when he had a strong impression to visit the elders in Hannibal, Missouri. He read the weekly letters of the Hannibal missionaries and concluded that there was no reason to change his travel plans.

When he was waiting to board another bus in St. Louis, however, he heard a voice tell him, “Elder Cherrington, go to Hannibal.” He told me that the voice he heard was just as audible and clear to him as was my voice as we were visiting. Consequently, he exchanged his bus ticket for a train ticket to Hannibal, and during the three-hour train ride he wondered why he was being sent to Hannibal and what he would do when he arrived.

When he interviewed the Hannibal missionaries, he learned about a serious problem with one of the missionaries. By intervening in this problem, my father protected the reputation of the missionary program in a state where many people still harboured ill-will toward the church and where an earlier extermination order had not been rescinded.

I believe in inspired dreams. Most of my dreams would be described as fleeting thoughts or brief fantasies, but on one occasion I had what I believe was an inspired dream that protected me from harm. I dreamed that I was approaching an intersection in our neighbourhood in Champaign, Illinois, and my brakes failed to stop my car. I was awakened at the point of impact when I was struck by another car. The dream was so vivid that it took me a while to go back to sleep. In my dream, the intersection looked somewhat familiar, but a little unusual; and there was a light snow falling.

Later that afternoon, I had to do an errand on my way home from work which caused me to take a different route into our neighborhood. As I entered our neighborhood there was a brief snow storm, which I thought was unusual for that early in the fall. The falling snow reminded me of my dream and as I looked ahead, I recognized the intersection I had seen in my dream. Immediately, I decided to check my brakes and was surprised to discover that I had no brakes even though they worked well two minutes before. By shifting into lower gears and using the curb to slow my progress I was able to avoid a string of cars that passed through the intersection. I offered a prayer of thanks for what I have always believed was an inspired warning.

I believe that my life has been blessed by inspired thoughts and feelings that have helped me in my responsibilities as a father in the home, in church assignments, and also in my professional work. I am grateful for the inspiration that helped me know that my son was becoming a diabetic even though he had not yet manifested any symptoms. For a couple of days I was troubled by a dark feeling that something was wrong but I didn’t know what. Finally, I asked my wife to take our oldest son to be checked and learned that he was in the early stages of diabetes. I am grateful for the inspiration I received while counseling ward members as a bishop. I remember times when I was totally unsure what to say; I pleaded for help and received divine inspiration.”
Positives and Negative Aspects of Commandments of God

By emphasizing and living positive commandments there is no need to worry as much about the negative or Thou Shalt Not commandments. Honest for example is a positive commandment. 
Positive Commandment-to be Honest

D&C 51:9: “And let every man deal honestly, and be alike among this people, and receive alike, that ye may be one, even as I have commanded you.”

A of F: 13: “We believe in being Honest…..”

Alma 27:27: “the people of Ammon….. were among the people of Nephi, and also numbered among the people who were of the church of God. And they were also distinguished for their zeal towards God, and also towards men; for they were perfectly honest and upright in all things; and they were firm in the faith of Christ, even unto the end.”

When an individual is striving to be honest in all things he has no need to be concerned about all the negative commandments about being dishonest. 

Negative Commandments connected to being Honest

Dishonesty comprises lying, deceiving, bearing false witness, stealing, cheating, defrauding, bribery and embezzlement.  

There is no need to emphasize the following commandments if a person is Honest

Thou shalt not lie

Thou shalt not steal

Thou shalt not bear false witness

By keeping the positive commandments the negative ones are taken care of. 

When a person is we honest they can be trusted. But commandments have to be learnt. Sometimes through hard experience. 

Recently a grandson of mine only 7 years old and who lives in a fairly remote place called 999. The fire engine and police turned up at the house unexpectedly to the surprise of the family. By process of elimination it became clear who it was who made the call. But he denied it and does to this day. The same grandson came to stay with us over the summer holidays and we played lots of games. I noticed that 9 often became 8 or 10 if it was to his advantage in the game (if I wasn’t looking). He still needs to learn the principle of honesty. 

Sometimes being honest is not convenient. At one job I got the sack, because I refused to be dishonest. (Increasing the price of goods already being advertised.) I received compensation for my dismissal. I left another job because others above me were being dishonest in actions that affected my clients. 

Additional Examples

Positive commandment:

Genesis 3:19: “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken, for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” 

Negative Commandment: 
D&C 42:42: “Thou shalt not be idle; for he that is idle shall not eat the bread nor wear the garments of the laborer.”
Positive Commandment

D&C 59:6: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself”

John 15:12: “This is my commandment, ‘That ye love one another, as I have loved you’.”
John 15:17: “These things I command you that ye love one another.”
Negative Commandment

Now if we love our neighbour we don’t have to worry about the following negatives: 

D&C 42:18: “Behold, I speak unto the church. Thou shalt not kill; and he that kills shall not have forgiveness in this world, nor in the world to come” “nor do anything like unto it”

D&C 42:27: “Thou shalt not speak evil of thy neighbor”

D&C 88:124: “Cease to find fault one with another.”

D&C 136:23: “Cease to contend one with another, cease to speak evil one with another.”

Mosiah 4: 13: “And ye will not have a mind to injure one another, but to live peaceably.”
Positive Commandment
D&C 12:8: “And no one can assist in this work except he shall be humble and full of love, having faith, hope and charity, being temperate in all things whatsoever shall be entrusted to his care.” 

D&C 19:41: “Or canst thou be humble and meek, and conduct thyself wisely before me? Yea, come unto me thy Saviour. Amen  
Negative Commandment

There is no need to worry about pride and envy if a person has leant to be humble

D&C 25:14: “Continue in the spirit of meekness, and beware of pride….” 

D&C 88:121: “Therefore, cease from all your light speeches, from all laughter, from all your lustful desires, from all your pride and light-mindedness, and from all your wicked doings.”

The Positive Commandment
D&C 42:22: “Thou shalt love thy wife with all thy heart and shalt cleave unto her and none else.”
The Negative Commandment

D&C 42:24-26: Thou shalt not commit adultery; and he that committeth adultery, and repenteth not, shall be cast out.
It is important to stress the living of the positive commandments. 
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