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To OUR READERS 

Under the name o f the Foundation for Ancient Research and 

Mormon Studies ( I~ARMS), the Inst iwtc for the Study and Preser· 

varion of Ancient Religious " ex ts ( Institut e) suppo rts study and re

search on Ihe Book of Mormon, the Book of Abraham, thc Old Testa

ment, and the New Testament, studi es o f the early formative period 
of the Christian tradition, ancient temples, and other related subjects. 

Under th e PARMS imprint , the Institute publi shes and distributes 

titles in these areas for the benefit of scholars and interested Latter-day 

Saint rc:\di..' rs. Primary FARMS research interests include the history, 

language, literature. cult m e, gcognlp hy, politics, a nd law relevant to 

ancient sc ri p ture. Although such subjects arc of seconda ry impor

lance when compa red wi th the spiritual and eternal messages of sc ri p

ture, solid research and academic perspectives ca n su pply certain kim\s 

of usefu l information, evell if on ly tentatively, concerning many 

signifiC<1I1t and interestin g questions about sc ripture. 

The In stitu te makes interim and final reports about this research 

available widely, promptly. and economically. These publications a re 

pl'er reviewed to ensure that sc holar ly s tandards arc met. The pro

ceeds from the s;l \e of these ma terials are used to support further re

sea rch and publications. As a service to teachers and students of the 

scriptu res, research results arc distributed in both scholarly and pop

ular formats. 

It is hoped that thi s information will help all interested people to 

"come unto Christ" ( J.\Cob I :7) and to understand and appreciate more 

fully the scriptur<11 witnesses of the divine mission of Jesus Christ , the 

Son of God. 

The principal purpose of the PARMS Review of Books is to help 

serious readers make info rm ed choices and judgmen ts about books 
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published primari ly on th e Book of Mormon. The cv"l u:ll ions are in

tended to encourage rel iabl e sc holarship on the Book of Mormon. 

Rev iews <Ire written by invit:lI ion. Any person interested in writ 

ing a rev iew should fir st co nt,lCt the edi lor. Style guidelines will be 

sen l lo the reviewers. 

The opin ions ex pressed in these reviews arc those of the rev iew

ers. They do not necessarily rep rese nt the opinions of the Institu te 

for the Study and Preservation of Ancien t Religious Tex is, its ed itors, 

Brigham Young University, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints, or the reviewe rs' employers. No port ion of the reviews may be 

used in advert isi ng or for any Olher co mm erc ia l purpose wi thout the 

express written permission of the Institute. 

PARMS Review of Books is publi shed semiannu3l1y. 
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Edito r's Introduction 

HI STOR ICAL CONCRETENESS, 

OR SPECULATI VE ABST RACTION? 

The rema rks below were origina ll y prese nted on 17 November 

2001 at a debate o rga nized under the auspices of the Society of 
Evangelical Philosophers, who were gathered in Denver, Colorado, in 

conjunction with the joint annual national meeting of the America n 

Academy of Religi on ~l n d the Soc iety of Bibl ical Litenllure (the 

AA R1SBL ). O n the cV(l ngci ica l side were Fr(lncis J. Beckwit h (Trinit y 
Inte rnatio nal Unive rsity), Paul Copa n (Ravi Z.1charias International 

Ministries and Trini ty Intern ational Uni versit y), William Lane Crai g 
(Talbot Sc hool of Theology, Bio la University), Ca rl Mosser (Un iver

sity of S1. Andrews), and Paul Owen (Mont rea t Co llege). The Lalter

day Sai nI part ici pants wcrc David L. Pau lsen, Daniel C. Peterson, and 

Stephen D. Ricks ( Brigham Young Uni versit y), Blake T. Ost ler (Salt 

Lake City), and Holl is T. Jo hnso n (I nd iana Unive rsity). The modera 
to r of th e debate was Ri cha rd J. MOllW, president of Pull er Theo

logical Seminary, of Pasadena, Califo rn ia. The debate had been timed 
to coi ncide with the release of a new volume entitled rlre New Mor
mall ClwllclIge: Rcspollding to th e tmest DefclIScs of (I Fast-Growil/g 
Mowmellf.1 However, the book hold not actually appeared by the t ime 

of the meeting. 

The major poin t of my remarks was to indi cate that , in my opi n

ion, the very choice of "theology'" as a focus of debate grant s to that 

l. hallcis J. Beckwith , C-t rl Moss..-r. ~Ild I'~ \l t Owen, .::ds., HII' New M<JrnlQII Chili 
t,,"se: R'·'f'U,u/;".1! fo ,t,,· I.,rlr$f ne/.·"s.·s of (I FIIsf -CfowillX MO,Wllellf (Grand Rapids. 

Mich.: 7.ondf rvan. 2002). 
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particu lar area of intellectual act ivity an importance that it docs Il o t 

and should no t enjoy among Latter-day Saint s, and that it did not 

enjoy among c<lrly Christ ia ns, and that doing so, moreover, both dis

torts th e bibl ic<ll message and undul y privileges the position of some 

of our more sophisticated crit ics. 

I have made on ly slight modifi ca tions for publication here, and 

have sought to retain the deliberately inform'll character of th<lt oral 

presentation. 

Carl Mosser's ch,lpter in The New Morlll OIl C/wl/ellge rem<lrks, 

not unfairly, that "no Latter-day Saints have yet d istinguished them

selves as world -class biblical schola rs, philosophers, or theologians."2 

O ne is templed to reply that, fo r a rdatively sma ll moveme nt that did 

not reach the milli on-member mark until 1953- prcocc upi ed for its 

first century with fl eeing persecu tion, establishing settlements through 

o ut th e West, and digging irrigation ca nals-we arc 110t doing too 

badl y. Or that , compared to the or iginal Ch ristian movement at A.D. 

171 , we have an acceptable number of tenured professo rs. 

But there is a mo re fundame ntal reason, and it needs to be stated 

here. 
I love philosophy. But philosophy is not a primary mode of rel i

gious reflection for taller-day Saints. Nor is syste m<lt ic th eology. Not 

even a secondary mode. Nor a tert iary one. 

We tell sto ries. "or man's fi rst d isobedience, and the fruit of that 

fo rbidden tree, whose mortal taste brought de.lth into the wo rld .".! Of 

Moses and the child ren of Israel and the mi gration of a sma ll group 

of Hebrews to the New Wo rld . Of the incarnation and atoning sac ri 

fi ce of the Son of God. Of the visit of Jesus Christ to a sha ttt'red but 

expectant people in the Americas . Of th e appea ran ce of th e Father 

and the SO il to Joseph Smith. Of the pioneers, the modern Camp of 

2. Carl Mosser, '"And the S;' ;IlB Go MarchinI: On: The New 1\lorl11on Chalkng" for 

World Missiolls,Al'ologctics. ~nd Thi:olngy.~ in 'J'I1t· Nt·w M,mmm Ciw/lnls,·.1I4. 

3_ lohn Mihon, I'amdis.·/.o;r.lincs J-J. 
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Israel under a Latter-day Moses, fl ee ing persec ut ion and co lonizi ng 

the Great Basi n. 

And at the first of each month , fasting-as well as many times in 

between- we tell one another of o ll r own experiences with the grace 

of Cod and Oll r faith in Jesus Christ. 

Our chief int ell ectual accomplis hme nts, as a religio lls cu lture, 

have come in the writ ing of history-journals, famil y and local histo

ries, academic historiography. 

The Bible, for LIS, is not a poorly organized systemat ic theology. It 

is a book of stories, a collect ion of testimonies. 

There is ,I tangible quality to the witness of th e Bible th at is ut 

terl y different from the on tological specula tions of th e Hellenes and 

thei r imit;l tors amon g the Chr istians. The authors of the New Testa

ment did not offer syllogisms and metaphysics. They test ified of "That 
wh ich was from the beginn ing, which we have hea rd, which we have 

seen with our eyes, which we have looked upo n, an d our hands h'lVe 

ha ndled, of the Word of life" ( I John I: I). 

The fi rs t few pages of the Clemelltillc l?ecogllitiolls, an ea rly third

ce ntury Christi an tex t, o ffer us a gli mpse of a clash between Helle

nized philosoph ica l cuhllre and a Ch ristian witness that had not yet 

succumbed to its att ractions. The first-perso n narrator, who identi

fies himsel f as Clement o f Ro me, tell s of his you thful anxie ty about 

th e im morta lit y of the huma n soul and his desperate sea rch for proof 

of it. Clement joined lhe ph ilosophical schools of hi s nati ve city, but 

he was very di sappo inted and dep ressed to find no lruly convincing 
argumen ts and to sec that his teachers and fellow students were more 

interested in demonstra tin g thei r cleverness than in atta ining to the 

truth. So despe rate did he become that he eve n, for a time, consid

ered taking lip spiritualism. 
But th en rumo rs began 10 reach Rome of a great and powerful 

wo rker of mi racles in the distan t land of Palestine. And one day, 

while he was wa lki ng in the city, Clement encou ntered a Jewish Ch ris

tia n named Barnabas, who was proclaiming the comi ng of Christ to 
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the passe rsby. "When I heard these things," recalls Clcmrllt, "1 bega n, 

wit h the frst of the multitude, to follow hi m, and to hear what he 

had to say. Trul y I perceived that there was nothing of dialectic art i

fice in thr man, but that he expounded with simplicity, and wit hout 

any craft of speech, such things as he had heard from the Son of God, 

or had seen. For he did not confi rm his asse rtions by the force of ar

guments, but produced, from the peo ple who stood found abou t 

him, many wit nesses of the sayings and marvels wh ich hr related ." 

Impressed, a number of those in the crowd began to give cre

dence 10 wha t Ba rnabas and his fellow witnesses related. But the n a 

group of philosoph ically minded onlookers challenged Barnabas . 

They "began to laugh at the man, and to flou t hi m, ;mcl to throw out 

fo r him the grapp ling-hooks of syllogisms, like strong arms." They 

asked him, Why do tiny gnats have six legs and a pa ir of wings, while 

the much larger elephant has onl y four lrgs and no wings at all? But 

Barnabas decl ined to enter in to their frivolo us objections. "We have 

it in charge," he sa id, "to declare to yOLi the wo rds and the wondrous 

works of Hi m who hath sent LIS, a nd to confir m the truth of what we 

speak, not by artfu ll y devised argu men ts, but by wit nesses produced 

frOIll amongst you rsclves ."~ 

1 find thaI saille spirit or se nsibility in the modern Chu rch of 

Jesus Christ of Latte r-day Saints . He re is Hyrum Smith, one of the 

Eight Witnesses to the Book of Mormon, wr it ing in December 1839 

of his recent sufferings in Misso uri , where he had come face to face 

with the prospect of marty rdo m: " I had been ab used and thrust into 

a dungeon . . . on account of my fa ith .... However, J thank God that 

I felt a de termination to die, rather th an deny the things which my 

eyes had seen, which my han ds had handled, and which 1 had horne 

test imony to, wherever my lot had been cast; an d J can assure my 

4. Th~ 3((oun1 O<'(llrS al C/clllcmill<' I?rco,~ni'il"''< I.I - IJ. Hugh Nihlcy summarizl's il 

in Til,' W",/,/ lind a,r I'rophrl5. l·d. John W. Wekh. (;ary 1'. Gillum. and Don E. Norton 
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FA RMS, 1987). 34-311. I usc the translation of Thom,IS 

Smilh. as fea1ured in Tile Am,··Niauc I'lI/hl'fS. ed. Akx.lnd~r Rotwrls and ].1111('5 

Donaldson (18115; r{"print. \'{"abody. Mas,;.: Hendrid::.oon. 1':194). 11:77- 79. 



I NTII.ODUCTlON • xv 

beloved bre thren that I was e nabkd to bea r as stro ng a test imo ny, 

when nothin g but death prese nt ed itself, <IS eve r I did in my li fe."5 

Fo ur and a half years lat er, Hyru m Smi th , wit h h is bro the r Joseph , 

d id go will ingly to his de,l th as a mart yr, a witness. (The Greek word 

IJItlrtyros, of co urse, means "wi tness.") 

And what do we fi nd in the Bible? Ma rk Sm ith's new book, The 

Origins of Biblical Monotheism, surveys the t rait s of dei t ies in both 

Uga ritic and Is rael itt' texts .l nd iden tifies im po rtant co mm onalit ies: 

1. Strength 

2. I~ody and gende r 

3. Ho li ness 

4. Immortality/' 

Latter-day Sa int s affi rm all of these attri bu tes. \l!/e are, however, 

uncomfortabk with att ributes that we do 1101 see d early taught in the 

Bible or delivered via modern revelat ion. Robert Wilken remarks that 

it was only with the second-century apo logists, who "began to offe r a 

reaso ned ,l nd phi losophical presentatio n of Christia ni ty to pagan in

tellectuals," that Chr isti.m thin ke r.~ began to claim th at 

they worsh ipped the sa me God ho no red by the Greeks and 

Romans, in oth l'r words, the dei ty adored by o ther reasonable 

men and wome n. Indeed , Christians adopted precisely the 

sa me language to describe God as d id paga n intellectuals. The 

Chri stia n apologist Theoph ilus o f Antioch desc ribed God as 

" ineffable . . . inexpressible .. . uncontainable ... incomprehen

sible . .. inconceivilble .. . incomparable .. . unteachable . . . im

mu table ... inexpressible ... without beginning bcCilUsc he was 

uncreated, im mutable becausc he is immortal." ... Thi s view, 

tha t God was an imm ate rial, t imeless, a nd im passible d ivine 

bei ng, who is kn ow n thro ugh th e m ind alone, became a 

5. Ci!,'d "t tti ..:h ,lr(1 Llnyd I\ndnson, /""rsligtlti"g tile /l()ok of MorttWII Witll,'sses 

(S,,1t 1 .;lk~C i[)·: lk';er,' 1 Book, 1<)11 1). 148. 

6. : ... lJrk S. Smith. TIi .. ()rigim of HiMi..,,1 '''f<!lwlli('islII: /smd's I'u/ylll<'islic /lllckgrmmri 

Imil II,.. Ug<lrili( '/"xl> (N,'w YOlk, N.Y.: Oxfurd University I',,'ss, 2001), 8J-l 02. 
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keystone of Chri stian apologeti cs, for it se rved to establish ,I 

decisive link to the Greek spiritual and intcliectualtradition .7 

That link has no particular appeal lor us . ~ 

The great church fathers Clement and O rigen fought against 
"persistent anthropomorphic tendencies in early Christianity."~ We 

see no cause to jo in them. 
We do not need God to be an actus purlls, with all th e negat ive 

baggage thai carries for hi s role as an object of petiti onary prayer. 
("The God of th e philosophers," Alfred Nort h Whi tehe,ld once ob
served, "is not avai lable for religious purposcs." )1U 

We are not obliged to insist on the absolute transcenden ce of a 

God of whom Pau l says that we all- including th e apostl e's unregen
erate, pagan, Athe nian audience-arc of hi s gel/os (Acts 17:28-29), 

hi s " famil y," his "gen us." God , in th e view of th e Latter-da y Saint s, is 

nOI ga llz (lllders. 

We do not need to co nstruct (In Iwc expl:lI1alions-periodi c ma

te riali zations, for exa mple-for the thcophanies recorded in sll ch 

plainl y anthropomo rph ic deta il through ou t th e Bible. We can la ke 
the " image" and "likeness" of Genesis 1 at face val ue. 

This del ivers us from some kn ott y problems. For exa mple: Marcel 
Sa rot refers to th e dilemma that faced 51. Thomas Aqui nas: "The de 

nial of cillotion in God secms to go against thc \\'itncss of Scripture , 
whereas the affirmation of emotion in God St.' CIll S to bc incompatible 
with the divi ne incorporeality."11 Accordingly, observes Profcssor Sarat , 

Thomas opted for a dcnial of di vine emotion. 

7. I{ohert L. Wilken, TIl<' Chr;sti,IIIs II>' II", RVIIWH.< S'IW Tlu'm (Nl'W i - I J\'~n: Y,de 

UnivCfsity Press. 1984).151. 

fl. Nor. 1 hope and bclie\'e, for.1 5m,11\ hut srnwing numh"r "I' l'mtest.1Il[ 111<'010' 

gi:l1ls. A ~pa rkli[1g rl~t'nl ~x,\mp l ~ of Wh'lt I r"sard as:l hC'lllhy 1 "'nd i~ (:la rk H. l'in11<_"-"k. 
/11",1 Mo""d Mover; A Tlu'olo!:}' o[God's Op .. mws.< {I.on.ion: 1':,lt;rnustcr. ZOO I J. 

9 . Morris S. Sc.t lc. Muslim Tlu'"I,,!:},: A Simi}, "fOr;.~;IIS will, II'l" mlf"/'! III<' Chur.-h 
FllIilcrs (London: Luz,\(. 1',J/'>'1).1I-9. 

10. Alfred Nonh Whitehead, .~(inl<"'· awl III<' ""'",/em lI'"rld (N,'w Yor1..: M.KllliIlJn. 

1927),249. 
II. Mar(el Sarut, "Goo, Emotion. nnd Curp .... l·"lily." Tire Tlw",;':1 51\11 ( 1<)<)·11: 77. 
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Sarot agrees. contend ing th at the concep t of bodiless emotion is 
mellning[ess. I:o r th is reaso n, he says, advoc;lI cs o f divine emotion 

mllst accept an em bodied deity- or el se, if they arc unwilling to do 
so, they must (orego divine emot ion: "withou t co rporeality, no emo

tio n."'! Si nce, for Sarot, th is disjull ction constitutes a devastating re
ductio ad (/b5llrtiulII, the choice is obvious beyond di spute: Because 

God obviollsly has no body, he just as obviously cannot have emo

tions. Ni.:holas Wo lterstorff and Alfred Freddoso have taken simi lar 
posit ions. I .. 

Latter-day Sai nt s accept the Bible's witness to both God's form 
an d God's eillo tions. 

We accept, indeed devou tly affirm, the oneness, the inexp ressibly 
rich unit y, of 1~.lIher. Son, and Holy Spir il. We could even, [ suppose, 

em ploy the words Trillilyand trinitariallislll-as Elder James E. Tal

mage's hu gel y inOuent i.d 1899 work on Tile Art icles of Faith in fac t 

does- though we typ ically do not.l~ The Bible testifies to this impor

ta nt truth ; and so, even more exp lici tl y, do the pecu liarly L'l lt er-day 

Sai nt sc riptures. We do 1101 (borrowing a descrip tion of polythe ism 

th at Paul Owen cites) "post ulate different gods to account fo r differ
ent kinds of evc nts."lS We sim ply feel no need to endorse th e doctrine 

of ontological unity worked out, most prom inently, at Nicea. 

L1tter-day Saint s know not hing of an ontological "substance" to 
"divide"; \Ve resolutely decline to "confound" the "perso ns." We affirm 

that the Fath er and th e Son arc distinct personages of flesh and bone. 
The preinca rnate Jesus was n:vculed to ancient Israel as the Yahweh of 

12, Ibid .• 1'12. s< ..... hi~ ,·mire ,Irlick, (, 1- <,12. ("r ,1 vcry .sc r iUlI~ argumcm <lg.liml UlWlll 

oOlli,·d I'J.-ihil il y. 
13. For a "mn;:wh,1I kn~lhkr Irl·,!lm,'111 .. f Illis i~,ue, SI.'i: now Ihnid C. l'eh:r..ul\. "On 

Ihe Motif of the Wn·p in!: (;<)(1 in Muses 7," in N,·"eim;OII. Remon. IIIld "'"ir/r: US/lys ill 

H(lIw, ,,[Trummr (;. M",ls..", ,.0.1. DonJld w. I'arr)'. Daniel C. 1\·lerson. and Stephen I). 

1{1(k" ( !'rom, Utah: MItMS.ZOOZ), 2I'1S- 317. 
I,!. ,"or .. xamplt-, tho: )Cc<1I1d ch:lp tl·' of Tire !\rrir/'>s (If f-i,i,h is l'll lilled ~(;od and th .. 

H<lly Trinity." Eldl'r '1:,1111.'1:\" \ w"rk h;.s ucel1 pll uli~hl·d in mlmcrous edilion~. 

IS, 1';lul Owen, ··MUIl<llh"ism. Mornwni.m, 'Hld the New T..sI'Il11,·nl Will1<.'!>lo,'· in T/r,· 
/I.',·w "'ort/hm ( ;'"d/mgt·. 2711. 



XVIII · FARMS REV IEW OF HOOK S 1411-2 (2002) 

th e Hebrew Bible. Many biblical scho la rs now recognize th at EI (or EI 
Elyol1, " the Highest") il nd Y'lhweh were originally dist incl. lh Even 

such mainstream reference works as Ihe £(,,.(1111(1115 Dictiol1nry of the 

Bible and the HarperCollill5 Bible DiCliomlrY (sponsored by the SBL) 

speak of the original d istinct ion between Yahweh il1ld EI. It is striking 

Ih at, in the New Testament, Jeslls is "the Son of the Highest" (as, for 

example. at Luke 1:32). 

The question is the nature of the needed oneness. Even in the fa

mous Shell/ll of Deuteronomy 6:4. the mailer is unclear. 17 Moreover. 

in view of "the post -biblical importan ce of mon ot heism. the relative 

rari ty of it s ex pression in the Bible is q llil l~ st r ikin g."I~ Was early Is
rael monotheistic in the sense under discussion bere? Probabl y notYJ 

Exodus IS:I I ("Who is like Ullto thee. 0 Lord I Yahweh ], a mong the 

gods?") seems to entail the existence of o ther gods, as do Psalm 82 and 

man)' o lher passages. Ztl On th e other ha nd. did even the indisputably 

polythe istic Ugari tic pan lheon ex hibit a real oneness? Mark Smith 

argues convinci ngly th at il did, through familial relationships and the 

concep t o f the d ivine councip l And the Mcsopot.ullian pantheon 

may have been co nceived almost as an ontologicalmonothcislll.11 

Early bibliC:ll mon otheism, if we choose to US(' the term , includes 

a divine cou ncil of godsY [t is on ly just prior to the ex ile tha t explic it 

monotheistic rhetoric in so mething like Ihe modern sense appears in 

[ sraeI. 2~ (Later, as we all know, the seve nt y d ivine sons of EI and 
Ashera h become. in Jewish tra di t ion, the :lI1gels of the seventy na-

16. So.-..:. fur eX;}"lpl,., ~t11 ilh . Ori.~illS uf /1,/.I,(ill M,,",,'/J,·;$III. 140-47. 
17. xc ibid., 153. 

18. Ibid .. 154. 

19. Secihid .• 11 ,9 1, 149. 

20. On this. S<..~ P,mid C. P,·I<'rson. "'Y,' "r,' Gods': I'sJ lm 112 ,!Ill! John IU,,~ Wilncs:\<:s 

10 Ihe L>i";nc N;}lur~ of Hutn"llkil1d .~ in Ti,,, I ';s";pl,' "s ;>,dlUlur: bS/l)'s ,JII S.r;plur.> "",/ 

II,e l\"ci/'1I1 W,Ir/ll i" Ilmrvr of Rir/"",II.luy" A"drrs.>II. ,.'.1. S".'pl1l'n I). ltkks. 1)"nJld W. 

I'Jrry, ;md Andrew I L Hcdg"$ (Provo. UtJh: !'ARMS. 2(00). 47 1-5<)4. 

21. Smith. Origlll$ "I IIib/ie,,1 M",,,,,hrism. II. 52-55. 6(,. 711- 79. 

22. ~ ibid., 95. 

23 . .se... ibid .• 149-SO, 151.155. 

24. ~ ibid .• 151. 154.11'13. 
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tions.F~ Elohilll, of co urse, is plural in form. An d, sometimes, it is 

cl earl y plura l in me<lni ng. But even when it refers to a single divine 

pcrson, it impli es pili mli ty. 

Elohim includes all gods; the fulness of deity is comprehended 

in him. Th us the word is equivalent to "deity" o r "Godhead." In 

thi s sense it is used in the priestly acco un t of Creation: "Then 

Elohi m sa id , 'Le t LI S make man in o ur image, after our like

ness'" (Gell . I :26). The passage presupposes the conception of 

the heave nl y council .. . ruled ove r by God .... Despite th is 

court image ry, th e pri es tly vic\'/ is cl ea rl y monothe istic, fo r 

Elohim embraces the d ivi ne plurality in unity, and elsewhere in 

the pr iestly accou nt [though not he rel the divine name is ac

companied by verbs in the si ngLllar.2~ 

While oneness is demanded by the wit ncss of the sc riptures, the 

Nicene for mulat ion is 1101. (Social trinitarianism seems a much more 

promis ing approach to many of us.) "To put it simpl y." Professor 

Owen writes. "Christians believe that God is one, wh ereas the Latter

day Soli nts beli eve that God is more than one."H But that distin ction 

is far too si mple, I ca n accept it no marc easil y than I ca n accept the 

impl ied dichotomy between "Ch risti'l1ls" and "Latter-day Sai nts." 

We affirm thaI God is tht: c rea tor. In readin g Tile New MOrl/IOtI 

Clwl/ellge, I have seen more clea rly why cremio ex lIihilo matlers so 

much to Ollr cri tics. I have still seen no rcason to bel ieve it. 

He is, however. the sovereign of the uni verse. 

From the ve ry start , we have affirmed the deity of jcSllS Ch ri st. 

The title page of the Book of Mormo n declares that it s purpose is 

"the cO lw incing of th e Jew and Gen til e that Jes us is the C hri st, the 

Eternal God.""Behold," the Ncphite king Benja min to ld his people in 

the la te second centur y before Christ, " the ti me co met h, and is not 

25. SC~, ihid .. 55. l .l~ . 

! 6. "God. names of," in Till· /"It'fproa $ J)il"li<l1l<1ry of I /le IJillk ed. George A. 
Buttr ick e! .11. (Nt'W Vork: Ahingdoll, 1962 ).2:41 }. 

27. OW<'n, " Monolhci ~m , Mormonism, and lh,' New ' ICSliltnl"ll1 Witness," 272. 
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far distant , that with power, th e Lord Omnipoten t who reigneth, who 

was, and is frOlll all (' ternit y to a ll eternity, sh'1 11 co me down from 

heaven amo ng the ch il dren of men, and sha ll dwell in a tabernacl e of 

clay .. .. And .. . th ere shal l be no o ther !la lll e givl'!l !lor any other 

way nor means whereby sa lvation ca n co me unto the children of 

men, only in ;md th rough the name of Chr ist, the Lord Omnipo\(.'nt" 

(Mosiah 3:5, 17) . 

T he history of ph ilosophy and philosophical th eology is strew n 

with apodictic reaso ning, wi th "demonstrat ive" argull1ents~what 

the Arab scholastics ca lled bur/U1all-t hat no longer moy(' LIS, that 

hold onl y a ntiquarian in terest. Know ing th is, Wi llilUll James re

marked thai 

as a malter of history I philosophy] fails to prove its pretension 

to be "objectively" co nvincing . . . . 11 docs not banish d iffer

ences; it founds schools and sects just as fee ling docs. The logi

cal reason of man operates, in short, in this field of di vinity ex

actl y as it has always operated in love, or in patrio tism, or in 

politics, or in any other of the wider affairs of life, in which Ollr 

passions or our mystica l intuitions fix our beli efs beforehand. 

It finds arguments for our convict ion, for indeed it lUIS to find 

them. It amplifies and defi nes o ur faith , and di gnifies it and 

lends it words and plausib ility. It hardly eve r enge nders it; it 

ca nnot now secure i1. 2~ 

Jose ph Smith said that a man cou ld learn more. "Could you gaze 

into heave n fo r fi ve minutes," he sa id , "you would know more than 

you would by reading all that was ever writte n on the subject."l,) 

Jacques Maritai n tells a sto ry about 51. Thomas Aquinas, greatest 

of all systema tic th eo logians: "One d:'l)" December 6, 1273, while he 

was celeb rating Mass in the chapel of Saint Nicholas, a great chan ge 

came over him. From that moment he ceased writing and dicta ting." 

28. Wi)liam lames. 1'1r1' Vtlrirlics <.[ RI'/ig;pus Exp .. ,i,·"",: A Slll<iy i" HI/mu" /I.',lIIm' 

(C;.mhridgc: H~rvJ rd Universi ty Press, 19115), ) ""--45. 

29. Joseph Fielding Smith, cd .. 1i·,,(hi".~s IIf Ilu' I'mph," }t.s .. pl, Smuil (Sail Lake' Cit),: 

I)l."serl."t Book, 1972),314. 
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When his com pililion, Reginald of Piperno, complained that there re

mai ned much work to be done , Thomas rep lied , " I can do no more." 

St ill th e oth er ma n insisted. "Regi nal d," Thomas answered yet again, 

" I can do no more; sllch th in gs havc been revealed to me tha t all tha t 

I have written seems to me so much straw." He d ied a few mo nt hs 
lat er.3u 

Th is is the Thomas Aquinas from whom my yo ungest son takes 

his middle name. 

Postscript: Minirec 

"Newspea k was th e offi cia l lan guage of Ocean ia."31 

Ju st hours before press time, the inimitable Robert Durocher, of 

sout hern C;lliforni a, ca lled my attcn tio n to the fa ll 2002 newsletter of 

an operat ion in Mission Viejo. Cal ifornia , that call s it self "Concerned 

Ch ristian s & Fo rmer Mormo ns: A Mini stry of Reconci liation." The 

co ntents of thi s newslette r seem to me relevan t to issues ra ised by 

David Paulsen in his response to Tile New MOn/1011 Cllal/ellge, which 

is publ ished in the prese nt iss ue of the Uel,jew. Pl'. 99~111: What 

kind of "respec tflll d ialogue" can we realistically ex pect to have with 

our eva ngel ical and fllnd,II1l<.' nt,l lis t fe llow Ch ri st ians? How is The 

New Morlllot! Challellge be in g used by them, and what, perhaps, was 

it s rea l intent? The answers suggested by th e newsletter in question 

are no t encouraging. 

On the front page of the newsletter, a large head line reads: "The 

New Mormon Cha llenge: Conference on Cults and New Religions

Ja nuary 24-25, 2003." A relatively lengthy art icle follows, tell ing o( a 

co nference to be held on those dates at Biola University, in La Mirada, 

C lli forn ia, under the jo in t sponsorship of Biola, Co ncerned Chris

tians & Former Mormons (CC FM), Standi ng "'ogether, and anoth er 

o rganization called Eva ngelical Min istries to New Religions (EM NR) . 

.\0. Ja« lucs l\iaritain, .~r. T/ro/J/tIS "'lui/iris. trans. Joseph W. Evans and Pe ter O'Reilly 
(CkwiJnd: World I' ublishing, 1958 ), 54, SO. 

31. {;eorgl' Orwdl. "The l'rin .. ipk s of Nl'wsl1£ak," was writ len in 194/\ and is often 

indudl-d as an 'lPpClldi~ to Nirr.'(",·n F.ig/uy· l't>ur. 
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The keynote speaker o f the conference will be the professiona l 

an ti -Mormon Sand ra Tanner of the Utah Lighthouse Ministry in Salt 

Lake City. Three o ther main speakers are hi ghlighted: Luke Wi lso n, 

of th e Inst itute for Religious Resea rch (formerly Gospel Truths 

Mi nistries) in Grand Rapids, Mich igan, th e publi sher of va rious 
books and newsletters critical of the Church of ]cSlLS Christ of Latter

day Sai nt s and , most recentl y. produce r of a slick an d sli ckly mar
keted video attacking the Book of Abra ham , will also address the 

gro up. So, too, wilt Craig Blomberg, of Denve r Semina ry. Professor 
Blomberg is the coau thor (wi th Stephell Robinso n) of I-low Wide the 

Divide? A Monlloll and (1/1 EVlIngelical ill COl1versation' l and a co n

t ri bu tor to The New Mormol/ C//(/l/ellgeY (CCrM offers The New 

Mormon Challenge for a subSla nl iall y d iscou nted price of $ 15.00, re

duced from the normal reta il price of $2 1.99.) The fou rth princi pa l 
spe;lker, yet to be co nfirmed and publicly anno ull ced at th e time the 
ncwsletter was pu bl ished, is slaled to speak on "Polygamy in Uta h 

Today." 
CCFM plans to host a (free!) conference-l uncheon for Protestan t 

pas tors on the firs t day of the mee ti ng at the beautiful Atrium I-Iotel 

near th e John Wayne Ai rport in Orange Co un ty. Pastor Cra ig Joh n
son, a pa rticipan t in several recent meeti ngs between Protestants and 

La tter-day Sain ts, leader of a Utah-based ministry litled "Stand ing 
Together," will open the proceedin gs, whose "focus will be 0 11 how 
wide IS the div idel"" Pasto rs," says the newsletter, "need to be bet ter 

informed as well as to know where to find help in teaching their people 

th e difference between Mormonism and Ch ri st ianity .... [Wle want 

them 10 be aware of the th reat of Mo rmonism to the Christi an body 
and th e too ls that are available to them." Since CCFM wa nts to is

sue persona l invitations to as many as it can, the newsletter asks its 
readers to se nd in their P;lstorS' add resses. 

32. Cr~;g L Blomberg and Stcl'hl'n E. Robinson, H"w Wid" ,It<> /)ivide~ A Mortll('" 

"IU/ au F.VlwSr/i((l1 ill Cm1l'"rstlliQu (Dowllt'rs Grow. ilL: Illt~rVarsity, I'J<)7). 

31 See the responses by Ilenjamin I. Huff and K,'nl ]'. Jackson to Profc.>sor 
Blomberg's New Mor"'I'" Chlll/e ,,)!<, cs~ ")' on PI'. 113-37 uf the preS"llt issut o( the 

FARMS R .. "kwojB""h 
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A promi nen t featufe of the luncheon will be a pand discussion, 
devoted to " the unique approaches different mi nistri es ta ke in shar

ing Christ with tht· LOS people." Another disc ussion, to be held later 

on the same da y, wi ll bri ng a panel of anti-Mormon min istr ies to
gether to update those in the audience on the lalcs t lools to "enablc 

the Christian to be more effective" in persuadi ng Latter-day Sa in ts to 

abandon the Church of Jesus Chr ist. Donna Morley, for example, has 

evidently written a book enli tled A ClJr isl iml Womall 'S Guide 10 Utlder

Sl(uuiillg M orlll onism, which is des igned to help hOll sewives witness 

\0 La tter-day Saint mi ssionari es knock ing at their doors. Mrs. Morley 
will take part in th e program. Jim and Jud y Robert son, of Concerned 

Christians, in Mesa. Arizona, will also parti cipate in the di scussio tl .J4 

Jud y Robert son has rece nt ly pub lished an anti - Mormon book fo r 

children, entitled Unders tanding My Mortllon Frietld. 

It will be noted that, among all the activit ies of th e two-day con

ference cosponsored by thi s "Mini stry of Reconcilia tion ," not a single 

Lau er-day Saint ;l ppears on the program. The clear posture is one of 
att ack. It is also one of distortion. Add itionally, on the second page of 

the newsletter, a brief a rt icle ent itled "The Salt Lake Tribune" fal sely 

states th at " the indepe ndent morn ing newspaper has been bough I by 

the church-owned Dese rel News," and observes, again fa lse ly, th at 

" th e LOS Church now owns both daily newspa pers." The "M inistry 

of Reconciliat ion" loses no time in u nderl ini ng the conclusion that 

it s reade rs are to d raw from the d isinform ation with which they've 

jus1 bee n presented: 

When people refer to Utah as being a d ifferent country, you 

can understa nd why when things li ke this take place. When the 

major religion controls the media as well as strong political in

nucnce it would secm to us that it is not so much another 

34. EKtr~" rdin<lrily rl'v~;ding glimps<'s int<> the workings and methods of the 
Roil(".tsons· o.!(.1I1iz,lIion (an b<' fuu nd on t h~ Web at www.shield~ - .("S("ar(h . org/Critics. 

CCOI\·' .hllll ,IS of Octuhcr 2n{)2. ThJt they art' ~tilt engaged in Ih(" same problcmatic kind 
of behJvior i~ cviJenl frum;! Iclrphone call IhJI I r!XeiwJ Ihis \'Cry morning, by she("r co 
;nddrnc<,- from:l lrusled .lCqu:linullce who leaches in 1'>lesJ, Arilona. 
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cou ntry as it is a "theocracy." The way this buyout was manipu 

lated again shows the power of the LOS Church. 

In th e wake of th e events of Se ptember II , massive news cover

age of th e Taliban theocracy in Afghanistan- building tensions in 

the Nea r East- and th e similar, fac tuall y distorted depictions of Utah 

as a foreign theocracy scarcely seem conducive to "respectful dialogue." 

Nor does the a rticle on page three o f the newslcll er, th e headl ine of 

which im plores Latter-day Sa int s, "Why Not Ju st Be Honest?" 

In George Orwell 's famous dystop ia Nine/eell Eiglll)'-J-(l/If, the in

ve nted language ca lled News pea k enforces the Part y li ne by making 

clear thought impossible. Seemin gly straightforw<lfd concepts are 

turned on their heads ,md twisted into their direct opposites: "War is 

Peace, Freedom is Slave ry, Ignorance is St re ll gt h ." ·I~ The war depa rt 

ment is the Ministry of Peace, or Minipax. The governmen t office re

sponsible for rationin g is the Ministry of Plent y, or Miniplellty. The 

propaganda bureau is th e Mi ni str y of Trut h, ge nerall y known as 

Minitrue. The sec ret police are headqlwrte red a t the Minist ry of 
Love, called Miniluv: j(, 

The Ministry of Love was th e rea ll y frig hte ning one. 

There were no windows in it al all. Winston had never been 

inside the Minist ry of Love, nor within half a kilometer of it. 

I! was a place im possible to enter exce pt on official business, 

and th en only by penetrat ing through a maze of barbed-\'Iire 

entan glement s, stee l doo rs, an d hidden mach ine-gun nests. 

Even th e streets leadin g up to its outer b,lrriers wen.' roamed 

by gorilla -faced guards in black unifo rms, armed with jointed 

truncheons .... O ne did not know what happe ned inside the 

Min istr), of Love, but it was poss ible to guess: to rtures, drugs, 

delica te instruments that registe red you r nervous reactions, 

gradual wea ring-down by sleeplessness and sol it ude and per

sistent queslioningF 

35. George Orwell, Nj"creor Eig/rry-four (New York: f-lar(Qun, Ilrace & World. 
19'19). S. 

36. See ihid .• 6. 
37. Ihid .. 6. 167-68. 
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One of the most famous feat ures of Nilleteell Eig/lly-Four is the 

"two-min ute hate," a d'li ly telesc reen special in whic h vario us cle 

ments of "c rime th ink" are dep icted by means of a series of horrifi c 

images and sou nds, ,It which viewers arc expected, even required, to 

hiss and curse. But the re is also "hate week," a regu lar week in which 

all Oceanian citizens attend rallies and parades des igned to infl ame 

their hostility toward ene mies of the Party and to heighten their ef

forts in the perpetual warf,He conducted against th ose ene mies by the 

ru lers of Oceania . 

We don't live in Orwell's Nilleteell Eighty-Four. Direct frontal as

saul t is not "reconcili.lIion." 

Editor's Pi cks 

And now, fol lowing an ancient and venerab le preceden t estab

lished several YC:lfS ago, I an nounce the boo k reco mmenda tions fo r 

this issue of the Rel'iell'. These reco m mendat ions have been estab

lished by the scienti !ic proced ure of looking at the books in question, 

reading the relevant reviews, and speaking with my var ious coeditors. 

The decision regilrding wha t to recommend and \vhat not to recom

mend has been, and typically is, easy and unanimous. The apparen tly 

precise rati ngs, howeve r, are muc h mo re su bjec tive, and they might 

have been d ifferent, say, had Brigha m You ng Uni versit y's foot ball 

team enjoyed a better season th is year. As in previous issues, the rat

ings arc ex pressed acco rding to the following scale: 

"U' Outs tanding, a seminal wo rk of the ki nd that appea rs only 

rarely . 

• >. En thusiastical ly recommended . 

• • Warmly recommended . 

. Recom mended. 

We com mend to readers of th is issue of the Review the foll owing 

books: 

~ .. Joh n W. Welch and Melvin J. Thorne. cds., Pressing Forward 

witl! t/,C Book of Mormon: Tile FAI{MS Updates of fllc 19905 
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_. George Q. Cannon, Life of Joseph Smith the Prophet 

" Ri cha rd R. Hopki ns, Biblical Mormollism: Respolldillg to 
Evangelical Criticism of LOS Theology 

H Hugh W. Pi nnock, Filldillg Bib/iml Hebrew alld Other AII

ciOIl Literary Fortlls in the Book of Mormon 
<I K. Douglas Bassett, com p., Latter-day Commelltary 011 the 

Book of MOf1liOl/: II/sights fro m Prophets, Church Leaders, (/Ild 

Sclio/ars 
• Kenneth Lutes an d Lyn dell Lut es, Words of Christ Restored 

for the Last Days 
I am gra teful to the vario us people who have helped in the pro

d uct ion of this issue o( th e I-'ARMS I~eview of Books. My associate 
ed itors, Lo uis C. Midgley and George L. Mitton, have bee ll helpful 

and enthusiast ic at every stage of the project and arc grea t (un to 
work with . Our production editor, Shirley S. Ricks, has been her usual 
competent and o rganized se lf, wit ho ut who m the ship wo uld have 

run agrou nd lo ng ;lgO. Al ison V. P. Coull S, th e d irec tor of publ ica

tions fo r FARMS and for its pa rent organ ization, Br igha m Yo un g 
Unive rsity's Institute (or the Study and Preservation of Ancient Reli 

gious Tex ts, is an ideal colleague in connection wit h the Review a nd 

elsewhere in our work. I also wish to thank Angela Clyde Barrionucvo 
fo r her typesetting expertise; Elizabe th W. Watki ns (or he r insigh t ful 
ed itor ial suggestions; Paula Hicken fo r her competent su pervisio n of 
the source checking and proofre;ld ing; and Julie Dozier, Tessa Hauglid, 

Ellen Henneman, Lar ry Morris, Dav id Pendleton, Linda Sheffield, and 

Sand ra Thorne for thei r assistance at all stages. We hope tha t the re
views and rev iew essays herei n found will spark discussion, provide 

ins ights, encourage good wri ting, llnd persuade those cont emplati ng 
the perpet ra tion of bad books and articles to take up o ther pursu its. 

Fishi ng is pleasan t. So is golf. 



BASSETT'S LATTER-DAY COMMENTARY 

ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 

Ronald W. Asay 

I t is impon;mt th at readers of K. Do uglas Bassett's commenta ry on 
the Book o f Mormon pay attention to hi s int rodu ction. Here he 

exp lains 111;11 his book came about "more by accident than by design" 
(p. iii), Over a period of years, as he taught Book of Mormon classes 
in seminary and il t Brigham You ng Univers ity, he collected supple
mentary materia ls and d istributed the m to his classes. Ultimately his 
materials became so large and popul ar thaI he was enco ura ged to 
publish them, which he did as tht' UI/fer-day COII/lllentary Oil tile 
Book of Mormol/. Most of his quotations arc from General Authorit ies, 

bu t so me arc from ot her credible sources such as president s of the 
Un ited Stales. prom inen t Latte r-day Saint au thors and educa tors, 

and some scho lars o utside our co mmun ity, such as C. S. Lewis. T he 

compiler presents virtually no co mmentary of h is own. However, he 

never intended to be original, o nly to provide inspiring and unco n

troversial illumination to the text. 

Because it evolved sorncwh;lI randomly, the book is distinctly dif

ferent from the typical co mm entary, which is crafted over a relat ively 

short per iod o f l ime and in a d irected, organized fashion. Slrict ly 

speaki ng, this is not in fact a co m men tary o n the Boo k of Morrnon 

-:-----:--.-----:-----:----::-------:
Review of K. Douglas Bassett, co mpo Latter-day Commentary on the 
Book of MarmOtI: 11Jsigllls from Prophets, Cliurdl Leaders, and Seliola rs. 
American Fork, Utah: Covenant Communications, 1999. ii + 539 pp. 

$25.95. 
------
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at all but rather a collection of mode rn references and quotations at

tached to key words <lnd ide,ls of the Book of Mormon. However, with 

few exceptions, these modern authors were not d iscuss ing the verses 

of scripture 10 which B;lssell attaches these quotations. Thus they are 

not truly in contex t and are on ly indirectly a commentary. This unique 

app roac h has inh erent strengt hs and weaknesses. O ne problem is 

that ch urch leaders have not com men ted direct ly on a majority of 

the Book of Mormon. Granted, ma ny authorities d iscuss th e fu lncss 

of th e gospel co ntained in this script ure, but gaps are crc~l1('d by t he 

absence of di rect commenta ry on many segments of the Book of Mor

mon itsel f. 

Fo r exa mple, th e book of Alma con tains many not,lb le sto r ies 

and events. However, the fo llowing all pass wit hout d irec t commen

tary: Alma's encounter with Nehor; his many rn issionary excursions 

to the apostate Nephi te groups; the conversio ns and teachings of 

Arnulek and Zeezro rn, along with their mi raculous heal ings and res

cues; the missionary expe rie nces of the sons of Mosiah and the con

version of the Lama nites; Am mon's di scuss io n of the n<l lural m;1I1; 

Alma's instructions to his sons Hclaman, Shiblon, and Corianton; and 

Moroni's battles and deali ngs witb his people and with Pa horan. It is 

almost possible to read this entire section of the commentary without 

real izing that it has anything to do with the book of Alma. 

A few more of many possible exa mples may serve to ill ustrate 

these obse rva tio ns. In 2 Nephi 1 :4, nfler Lehi's party arrives in the 

prom ised la nd, Le hi makes th e rema rkable statement: "I have see n a 

vision, in whi ch I know tha t Jerusa lem is destroyed; and had wc re

ma ined in Jerusa lem we shou ld also have perished." Bassell presents 

no ma teri al abou t th e histo ri ca l fac t of Jerusalem's dest ruction nor 

about Lehi 's vision or leadershi p in th is contex t. 

Likewise, fo r this verse, "And I, Nephi, did bui ld a temple; and I 

d id construct it after th e manner of the temp le of Solomon save it 

were not bu ilt of so ma ny precio us thin gs" (2 Ne phi 5:16), Basse tt 

makes no t eve n th e slightest com ment abollt tcmples and temple 

bu ilding. La ter, Abi nadi emerges fro m Iwo years of hi d ing to fin ish 



BASSETT, L .... 'TEH - t)AY COMMEN1'ARY (ASAY) • 3 

his ministry among the people of Noah. This enti re chapter (Mosiah 
12), contain ing many quotations from the prophet as well as the ra

tionalizat ions and questions from Noah's priests, is omitted from the 
commentary. Similarly, Ab inadi's compelling sermon on the mission 

of Christ in Mosiah l6-which resulted in the conve rsion of Alma

goes withoLlt notice. 

If this paltern of omiss ions and gaps is consistent throughout the 

book, th en wllilt does it con tain? Bassell's apparent aim, one in which 
I thi nk he succeeds ve ry well, is to relat e mater ial from the Book of 

Mormon to the conditions of today and to the advice of current lead

ers. Necessarily, he lakes a ce rt ain amoun t of poetic license to insert 

poi nts and commentary that mi ght nol strictl y foll ow from the tex t. 
Fo r instance, go ing back to Alma, while little information is included 

about the historical material and in fact abou t most of the doctrines 

of th at great book, Bassett selects top ics from the book of Alma

such as adu ltery (pp. 330- 32), the second death (pp. 341 - 43), mili 

ta ry serv ice (pp. 353- 56), righteous mothers (pp. 359- 64), sustain ing 
church le.lders (pp. 366- 70), and th e plan ofh;lppiness {po 345)-and 

appends quotations from a variety of sources elabora ting on these 

ideas. This is the pattern throughout th e book, and some wonde rful 
citat ions a re included. 

Take the fo llowing exam ple: " I will go and do the things which 

the Lord hath commanded, fo r I know that the Lord giveth no co m

mandments unto the ch ildren of men, S;lVe he shall prepare a way for 

them th aI they may accomplish the th ing which he commandelh 
them" (\ Nephi 3:7). ln connection with this fam iliar scripture, Bassctt 

quotes George Q. Cannon: 

Thcre arc some people who seem to have the ide;1 that 

rebel lion and disobedience arc evidences of inde pendence 

and of man hood. Wel l, I am glad to know that , so far as I am 

conce rned, I neve r took that view. 1 always fe lt that I was just 
as independen t in bcing obed ient, and I know I fe lt much 

bette r than I could possibly feel if I were d isobedient. It is 

not necessary to be disobedient to show independence .... 
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I suppose each one of us is fond of havi ng his own way. I 

know [am. 1 am willing to co nfess th at l like to have my own 

way. But [ do not like my ow n way wel l enough to want it in 

opposit ion to [the leaders of the Chu rch ]. (pp. 12- 13) 

What an int eresting and appropriate idea- one th at [ certa inl y 

woul d never have stumbled onto if left to my ow n devices. AlthOllgh 

no t typ ical of the usual commentary on this part icular verse, Can non's 

words are very applicable and illustrate a st rengt h of Bassett's approach. 

Anot her exa mple is his reference to 2 Nephi 4: 5--6 (pp. 98-100). [n 

this sc ripture, Lehi indicates tha t parents, in this case u lman and Lem 

uel, have a responsibil ity to brin g up their chi ldren in the Lord's way. 

Bassett quotes David O. McKay, Gordon B. Hinckley, and Spence r W. 

Kimball extensively on this issue. The insightful and inspi rin g selec

ti ons are from co nferen ce repo rts and the Ellsign, avai lable to most 

reade rs, but also from th e Tokyo Area Co nferct1C<.' Report, August 

1975, and Tref/sures of Life, by President McKay. Several selections are 

al so included from less we ll -known authors, in thi s case Me rlin R. 

Lybbert and Anne G. Wi rthti n, both authors of Ellsigll articles. From 

Lybbert co mes this insight: 

This teachi ng is to be done before a child reaches the age 

of acco untab ility, and while innoce nt and si n-free. T his is 

protected t ime fo r parents to teach the principles and ordi 

nances of sa lvati on to th ei r chi ld ren withou t interfe rence 

from Sa tan .... During th ese formative, innoce nt years, a 

child may learn wrong behavior; but such is not th e result of 

Satan's temp tatio ns, but comes from the wrong teac hings 

and the bad exa mple of olhers. (p. ! 00) 

These are a few of many highly successful illust ra tions of Bassett's 

novel approach. In o ther instances I fe ll that th e tru e message of a 

verse was sacrifi ced somewhat in orde r to d raw a lesson that was 

slightly co ntrived. For exam ple, when Lehi sen t his so ns back to 

Je rusa lem, Sari ah was unha ppy wit h her husband. Her feeli ngs were 

laler recorded by her so n Nephi : "For she had supposed that we had 
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perished in the wil der ness; and she also had co mplained :Iga inst my 

father, tell ing him that he was a visionary ma n; say i.ng: Behold thou 

has t led us forth from th e land of our inheri l;mcc, and my so ns are 

no more, and we pe rish in th e wilderness" ( 1 Ne phi 5:2 ). Lehi re

sponded wit hout anger and was able to co mfo rt hi s wife by remind

ing lH'r that what he had done was the resuit of instruct ions received 

in a vision from God. Subseq uentl y, bo th rejo iced in the re turn of 

their sons wi th th e brass plates. TIlt' Book of Mormon reveals little 

,Ibout the rci.lI ionshi p between th ese great parents, but Bassett spends 

several pages (1'1'.19- 23) :Jnd quot es counsel fro m seve n different 

church leaders illus tra ting the tender relat ionshi p that shou ld exist 

be tween husband and wife. Ce rt ainl y thi s is pe rti nent to us in th is 

day of spo usal abuse and mar ita l con tention, and the quota tions 

con tai n sage and timely ad vice. However, th is is the only co mmen

tary given fo r the ent irl' chapter. The co mpil er makes no mention of 

Lehi's readi ng of the brass plates and their co ntents nor of his di scov

ery of his own genealogy con tained therein. 

A sim ilar example is foun d in 1 Ne phi 18: 16. En route to the 

pro mised land, Nephi W.1S bound by his broth ers. Wh il e he lay capti ve 

and miserable, hungry, bruised, an d thi rsty, he recall ed: "Nevert he

less, I did look unto my God, and I di d praise him all the day long; and 

1 di d not murmu r ag.li nst th e Lord beGlUSe of mine afflicti ons." We 

can derivt., many les)o ns from Neph i's steadfast ness lllld pat ience. 

Bassett lakes this opportunity to quote seve ral la ll er-day prophe ts 

about the need fo r sustai ning our ch urch leaders wi thou t mur mu r

ing. For example, he quotes from Teachings o[Spencer W Kimball: 

Apostasy often begins wit h criti cism of curre nt leaders. 

Apostasy u.') uall y bt'gi ns wi lh questions and do ubt and criti 

cism ... . They allege love fo r the gospel and the Church but 

charge that leaders are a little "off the beam"! He general ly 

wants all the blessings o( the Church: membership, its priest

hood, it s temple privileges, Hnd expects them from the lead 

e rs of th e Church, though at the sam e time claiming that 

those sa me leaders have departed (rom the p.lIh. (p. 58) 
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Such counsd is clearly wise and appropr iatl.! to o ur day and time. 

But does il follow from Ihis verse and context? Probably not, but 

again, Ihis volume is not str ictly a commentilry on the Book of Mor

mon. Rather it is a commenta ry on liv ing Ihe gospel today, the topics 

bei ng sti mulated by sit uations in Ih e lives of men and woml'n living 

long ago and reflecting to some degree Bassett's interests and b iases. 

T he success of this approach depends 0 11 wh.1I readers art' looking for 

in this commentary. [I' they are searchi ng for Ihe traditional co ntex

tual interpretation .llld some h istorical ;mal ysis, tben they wi ll be dis

appointed. If they are looki ng for modern-d<lY scriptural commen

tary Ih;l1 dovetai ls with many of the dail y life lessons of the Book of 

Mormon, then tbey will often be delighted. 

[t is not true, however, that Bassett incl udes no doctrina l or his

toriG1.l commentary, only that it is inconsistently present. For example, 

the "Isaiah chapters" of 2 Nephi 11 ~24 are handled very well. Bassett 

selects verses from these chapters th'lt are of pa rt icular in terest to 

Latter-day Sa in t readers and then references a wide variety of sta n

dard commentaries. These include primarily /s(I;lIh Plain tIIul Sill/pIe, 
by Hoyt W. Brewster Jr.; Isaiah: Prophet, Seer, and Poc/, by Victor L. 

Lud low; Book of MOrlllVl1 COII/pelll/illlll, by Sidn ey 13. Sperry; Book of 

Ma n non Student Manlllll; DOClri1l(l1 COII/mel//ary all the Hook of Mor
ilion, by Robert L. Millet and Joseph Fielding McCo nk ie, a long with 

severa l conference reports, Ensigll art icles, and selected quotat ions 

from o ther church leaders . Altho ugh by no means comprehensive, 

the I\ven ty-two pag('s he devotes to th ese chapters con tain excellent 

discussions of difficult mate rial. [n particular, hl' covers very nicely 

the prophecies regarding the stem of Jesse, th t' root of )esse, and their 

respective roles in the last days (pp. 144~45 ) . 

One p roblem with the format o f the book is that ma ny sections 

of the Book of Mormon lack direct cO lllmentary and list o nly refer

ences. Often th ese 'Ire th e longer, more comprehensive citalions, and 

as such arc perhaps the ve ry ones that wou ld be most usefu l. Thus 

read ers arc required 10 go to anot her so urce if they wish to nnd th e 

quotat ion. Co mpounding this p roblem , ma ll}' of these are from va lu

able but rarer sources, such as The Book of MorillO,,: First Ncplli, Tile 
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Doclrillal FOlilltilllioll: PI/pers from rhe Secol1(/ Alltlllal Book of Mor-
111011 SYlllposium; He/lolt/lhe Lamb afGod, by J. Reuben Cla rk Jr.; Crll

sader for IVghleollslless, by Melv in J. Ballard; and CES symposia , BYU 

devotionals, and ot her addresses. For readers wi th access to GospeUllk 
or other sim il<l r elect ron ic coll ations, th is is not a serious problem, 

but fo r the subs tant i<ll num ber of re<lders wi thout such <lccess, the 

obscur it y of these sources and many like the m const itutes a d ifficu lt 

obstacle to the ir usc. Even for those who howe these resourccs, the ad

va nt age of h<lv ing this comment<lry at ha nd is that the quotatio ns it 

docs con tain arc illllllediately ;lva ilable. Its utility is certainly lessened 

if one must go to othe r sou rces to fi nd info rmatio n that mayor may 

not prove to be wort h the sea rch. 

T he lack of any index makes this book very d iffi cult to usc as a 

reference. I found it nea rl y im possible to find quota ti ons I wished to 

read again or to se<lfch for a part ic ula r topic or author. In our com

puter era, such an omission seems to be an oversight Ihat could easily 

have been corrected. 

The majori ty of the material is ;l imed at helping the reader change 

behaviora ll y. Many pages o f insightful counsel rega rding the need 

for forg iveness, love, giv ing of material th ings, not jud ging, serv ing 

others, and being a good spouse are p rese nted. Bassett treats some 

passages erud itely and establishes points of doct rine lIsing references 

not commonly cited . Othcr verses that have litt le doctrinal impor

la nce bu t le nd themsel ves to moral o r ct bi callessons arc referred to 

exhaustively. 

Given its incomplete coverage, perhaps the proper use of thi s 

book wOll ld be to read it alo ng wi th the Book of Mormo n, not so 

much to he lp expla in a d iffic ult passage as to ad d relevance. In this 

missio n the compiler Sllcceeds. In fact, this is a remarkab le com pila

tion of bits and pieces of the spoken wo rd that would otherwise es

cape the not ice of most of liS. Remarkably, B'lssell found enough ma

terial over tht, yea rs to provide commen lary all a very large po rt io n 

of the Book of Mor moll . Alt hough so me deficienc ies characterize his 

approach, the volume is no net heless a v;l luablc addition to th e st udy 

of how this sc ri pture Clln app ly \0 and modify our lives. 





EVALUATING THE CASE FOR A 

LI MITED GREAT LAKES SETTI NG 

Joh n E. Clark 

Befo re dl..'lving into det;lils of parlicuhlf geograph ies, I need to ,IC
knowled ge my ,lwMencss of the enormo us potential to give of

fense in an essay of this type; th is is not my in tent ion. I merety COnl

pMe substantive clai ms in these books ag'lins! th e facts orthe Book 
of Mormon, physical geography, archaeology, and ;mth ropology- as 
fM as I undl' rstand them. I avoid maki ng judgmen ts 011 test imony 

and rule all such stalcmenls in these books as out of bounds. I reali ze 
that working all the r iddk of Book of Mormon gcognlphy can be an 
engaging pastime, and such activity is laudable. Once one publishes a 
proposed geography, however, he or she moves from the realm of rec
reation into sc holarshi p and must be held responsible for this action. 

All slIch scholarsh ip should be evaluated against a high standa rd-

!Review ~f D~-;ne R~Asto~RetllnJ to ClImorah: Pi~cing T~gether tJ~e 
. Puzzle Where the Nephites Uvetl. Sac ramento, Calif.: American River 
, 

Publ ications, 1998. ix + 197 pp., with 16 maps, 23 illustrations, bib-

liography, and subject index. S 19.95, hardback. 

Review of Paul Hedcngrcn. Tise Land of Lehi: Furtlser Evidence for 
. the Book of Mormon, 2nd cd., version 2.3. Provo, Utah: Tcpran, 1999. 

160 pp., with 33 maps, 25 illustrations, and subject index. $14.95, 

spiral bound. 

Review of Phyll iS Carol Olive. The Lost Lands of the Book ofMormoli. 

Sp ringville, Utah: Bonnev ille Books, 2000. xiii + 333 pp. , with 40 

~aps, 9 illustrations, and bibliography. $16.95, pa~erback_. ___ -, 
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preferably a higher sta ndard than detractors of the Church of Jesus 

Christ would use in debu nking such claims. I allemp! to trt'at all such 
geographies wit h scho larly ser ious ness and hold their ;luthors to ap

propriate standards. Have they set forth tlw facts? Have they cited all 

the relevant sources? Do thei r inferences flow logically from accepted 
facts? Is the argu ment convi ncing and interesting? Are the illust ri.lIions 

appropriate? Is the work a contribution? Is the book well written? 

In this review, my fourth discussion of Book of Morm on geogra

phies, I eva luate current theories proposing a Limi ted Greal Likes 

(LGL) sett ing, I [n this essay, [ review the three featured books and re

vis it Delbert Curt is's Christ ill Nortli Alllerica, a book I have prev i

ously co nsidered in detail.2 [ have also previollsly reviewed the first 

edition of Hedengre n's The Lalld of Lelli,.' but h is second edi tion is sig

nificantl y improved and deserves additional consideration here. I first 

co nsider briefly the genera l content of eac h book; in the second half 

of this essay, I consider remaining prob lems and cha llenges of LGL 

geographies as individual topics. 

None of the geographical correlations is convinc ing, no r Gill a 

conv incing geography be salvaged by amalgamating the separate 

strengths of each. Al though each proposed geography advOGlIeS a 

limited territo ry that inco rporates th e Great Lakes reg ion , Ihey are 
mutuall y incompatible in basic assumptions and deta il s. In my judg

ment, Aston's presenta tion is the most professional of the t l1 ree ,md 

Ol ive's the least. I consider them in reverse order of their sc holarly 

merit. Of the th ree, I foc Lls pri ncipally on Aston's arguments in at

tempting to address his claims for a New York geography and hi s ob 

ject ions to a Midd le American geography. 

I. Earlier discu~sions inc1ud.: Juhn E. Clark, ··A Kty for EV<lluilting Nq.hitt Geog
raphics.~ revi.:w uf Oedpllcrill}! tile (;(·"gr<lpl,y of ,I,,· U""k of MI>rmoll. h)· I'. Rich.ml 

Hauck, R,·v;..-", Ilf luwk:; 1m tile /Jook of Monll",' I (19119 ): 20- 70; )uhn E. Cl~rk. "The Final 
Battle for C.umorah," revi,...w of (-"/";5/ ;" NOT/I, AII,,·r;CI/, hy I lclhnt W. (:urtis, Rn';rw of 
/Jocks 011 ,II{" /Jook of Mormo" 612 ( 1994 ): 79- 113; and Juhn E. CI,.,k, "Tw" I'l>int~ of llook 
o f Mormon Geography: A Rc·v;cw," rev;,...w of "1"11.· L""d of /, .. /';, by P"ul Hl'd.'ngren, 

FARMS RtT;CW of HI/oks 812 (1996): 1-24-

2. Cla,k, "The Finat lIalll.: for Cumo,ah,"' 79-113. 

3. Clark, ·'Two I'oint ~ of Book of Mormon (,c,\,!:r Jl'h)·." 1-24. 
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Limited Great Lakes Geographies 

O live's L051 LllIUl5 of Ihe Book of MorlllOIl 

The six teen chapte rs of Olive's book cover four broad topics. In 

four in troductory chapters, she dismisses the case for limited Meso

,lmer ican geographies, establishes the prophe tic identifi cat ion of the 

Unit ed Stat es of America as th e land of promise mentioned in th e 

Book of Mormon (Ca nada and Mexico are ex plicitly excluded), makes 

;1 case for a limited terr itory for Book of Mormon lands, and reco n

st ru cts the pbysical geograp hy of the western New York region for 

Book of Mormon times. The next Iwo chapters add ress issues of Jared

ite occupation, with the next eight chapters covering issues of Neph ite 

geogra phy: spec ifi ca ll y, the IOC<lIions and fea tures of the lands of 

Nephi, Zarah emla, Bountifu l, the eastern borders, the narrow neck, 

the land no rt hward, th e region of m;my waters, and the hill Cu

morah.4 In Ihe final two chapters, O live considers the question of ar

cku?oJogica l evidence and provides a final summ ary. 

Olive places Book of Mormon lands in western New York. She 

assumes th at the modern-da y Hill Cu morah outside of Pal myra is 

th e hill mentioned in the text. None of the nume rous maps in her 

text carries a scale; she makes no attem pt to correla te postulated 

Book of Mormon feat ures to mod ern state bound ar ies o r towns, so 

the precise locations of minor fea tures arc hard to determine. Mo re

over, th e numerous ma ps are li ght, fuzzy, cramped, and difflclllt to 

read. T he bulk of Ol ive's proposed geography occupies western New 

York between L;lke Er ie and th e Ge nesee River, an area abou t 90 by 

110 miles. This limited geography applies only to th e narrative center 

of Book of Mormon lands, but even so, it appears much 100 small 

and off scale by a whole order of magni tude. There is hardly any room 

in a ter ritor y this size for groups to hav/;.' become lost for many days 

when traveling, for example, from Zarahcmla to Nephi. 

4. I di Slinglli,h llw ,1I1 ( i"'111 hill CII!l1orah frOl11lh e nlOdcrn-day I-hll CU!llon,h hy 
( ;'l'ilali1.alion, ~ x("'1'1 whtn <.'i li n); lh .. , "ar iou ~ <lmhors-I have followed Iheir capiwliza
lion in '1II01;.liol1s_ 
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The hill Cumorah is located in the northeast corner of Olive's 

land sou thward, with the Finger Lakes region being the "land of many 

waters." Lake Erie is the west sea, and its southwestern ext remity (Ohio 

shore nea r Kir tland) is the land of "first inheri tance." Lake On tario is 

the Ripliancum of the Jared ite report and the North Sea of the Nephite 

report. These identifications take carl' of the obvious bodies of water 

that a ny reviewer can sec on modern maps. From here, Olive ge ts 

creative and in teresting. To her credit, she has studied topogr'lphic 

maps of the region and has worked through b,lSic geo logic reports. 

The Book of Mormon nar rative obv iollsly requires more than 

just northern and weste rn seas. Olive finds these ot her seas for the 

southern and eastern m'lrgins, as well .IS the JMedite me ntion of a 

"sea tha t divides the land," in the former preSt'nCt' of Pleistocene 

(postglacial pe riod) lakes, now on ly evident in geolog ic reports and 

marked by the presence of lowland marshes on the current bnd

scape. Early Lake Ton,l\vanda was a narrow, east -west-tending lake 

that cX\t'nded from modern-d<lY NiagMa Fa lls to about Roches ter. 

This lake parall eled the sout hern shore of Lake O ntario. T he narrow 

strip of hi gher gro und trapped between these two lakes was about 

twcnty to twenty-five miles wide and abo ut scvent y miks long. This 

isolated strip is her candidate for tht, Ja nd northward and the probable 

location of most Jaredite set tlements. By recourse to reconstructions 

of ancient lakes that no longer exist, O li ve is able to nearly surround 

Book of Mormon lands by water, cre,He a n;Jfrow neck ofland within 

this curren tly land locked region, and 10 make sense of al\ the water 

passages in the text. 

Unlike any previo us geography 1 have encountered, Olive impl i

cates a universa l flood al the lime of Noa h to make he r point. In do

ing so she makes untenable assumpt ions abou t water dept hs and dr y

ing rates. She opines that the lared ites fled the Old World soon after 

the flood, meani ng that much of the water would still have been 

ponded on the land surface in places such as upsta te New York. But 

she cont in ues to identi fy these bodies of water unti l the end of the 
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Neph itc era, even after cruc ifi xio n ca taclys ms alt ered the land sur

face. No one ser iously do ubts the ev idence of ancientlakeshorcs and 

lake sedi ments in New York any more than they questi on the former 

presence of Lake Bonneville in the Salt Lake V,il ley. The ancienllake 

be nches are obvious. BUI Oli ve cannot have it both ways. These sa me 

reports must give sufficient indication th at the lakes in question were 

ancient <lnd di sap pea red over ten th ousand years ago. If one wants to 

accept the word of geologists, it has to be a full commitment th at in

eludes thei r dating of the phenomena in question. One is not free to 

ex trac t only the sc ien ti(i c statemen ts favora ble to one's view unless 

one has the training to raise valid scient ifIC objections to cont radic

tory ma te rial. Melting co nt inent .l l icc sheets and Noah's flood a rc 

mutually incompa tible. 

The questio n ;1 \ st:lke here is the approp riateness o r uniformi tarian 

principles: how much can we rely on modern knowledge of geo logic 

processes 10 interp ret those of the past? In terms of dat ing anc ient 

lake beds, it would be a rat her simple matte r to find the date of the 

oldest archaeo logical sites in these regions and to have them provide 

terminus dates for Ihe disappearance of the various lakes. Th is has not 

been done. In her zea l to reconstitute a plausible hydrology for Book 

of Mormon lands, Olive sim ply igno res all ev idence for temporal 

placemen t thaI does not suit her pu rpose. The other books listed above 

make the same mistake, but in archaeological ra ther than geolog ica l 

t ime. 

Th(' city of Zara hemla in O live's microgeography wou ld have been 

in the area around present-day East Aurora, New York ; thi s is less 

than twenty miles east of th e shore of Lake Erie 10 the west and from 

Buffalo 10 the northwest. This locat ion docs nolle,1\'e suffic ient room 

fo r se tt le men ts and wilderness W('st of z..·Hahemla. Buffalo Creek

Buffalo River is th e mighty Sidon. The precise locat ion of the ancient 

ci ty of Nephi is not given, bUI based 0 11 ext rapolation from her maps 

to a modern at la s, it app('ars to ha ve been in the region of \Ves t 

Clarksville o r Cuba, New York, located approx imately fifty miles to the 



14 • FARMS RIlVIEW 0 1: BOOKS 14/1 -2 (2002) 

sou theast of East Auro ra. This pl'ICemen! is too close to accommo

da te th e Book of Mor mo n narrative for travels between Z:Hahemla 

and Nep hi and for many signifi c'lO t citi es IOC<ltcd behvccll them. 

Archaeology plays a minor part in O li v("s propos<1 1. Both tht' area 

of Cumorah and Zara hemla arc sa id to be archaeo logica l ho tspot-so 

Referring to the region of Zarahemla she claims tht, fo llowing: 

Modern day East Aurora sit s in this central location today . 

. . . Mo re reli cs have been fou nd in thi s region than almost 

any other in weste rn New Yo rk which is strong evidence that 

th e ca pital city of Za rahe mla was indeed loca ted in this very 

spo t. 

Archacologica l evidence indica tes the ancient city took 

in an area of abou t 3 to 4 [sq uare ] miles and was heavily popu

lated. Inte res tingly, la rge skeletons have been un earthed in 

this area as well as numerous a rtifacts of husb'1l1 dry and war. 

(Ol;v<, p. IH ) 

Si milar cla ims arc made for the Cumorah region: 

The bones and artifacts fo u nd in weste rn New York are 

co nsistent with those described in Ihe text of the Book of 

Mormon. 

The historian , O. Turner, describes a for tified hill with in 

three miles of the Hill Cumorah which W;IS barr icaded on an 

eminence made fo r .1 large and powerful eneilly. The en

trenchmen ts were ten feet dee p and twelve feet wide . Skelt·

tons found wit hin the enclosure indica te a race of men one 

third larger than the present race. (Olive, p. 236) 

These statements a rc typical of the sign ifiGlIlt cla ims made fo r an 

archaeologica l co nfi rmation of Ol ive's Book of Mor mon lands. Spe

cific claims, and references su pportin g th em. are avoided, and every

thing is generic but said to be obvio us. Whal <lrC the \ve,lpons of w<1r, 

for example, and where ca n one read abou t them? The few rderences 
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to archaeologica l fin dings thil t o ne can act ually trace through her 

footnotes arc to dated claims made in the nin eteenth ce ntury, most 

of which she has taken from previous Latter-day Saint correlations, 

namely E. Cec il McGav in and Wi lla rd Bean 's The Geograplly oj th e 
Hook of MonllOIl ~ and B. H. Roberts's New Witlless Jor God.f> Both 

books arc rich reso urces for e:1rly settlers' accounts of archaeo logica l 

evidences dest royed dur ing colon iza tion of upstate New York. But in 

the fi nal a nalysis, th ese reports a rc merely very old goss ip an d folk

lore that requ ire co nfirmation. What is the best current archaeologi 

cal evidence, and where ca ll one access it? I have yet to see a study that 

has se ri ollsly eva luated th ese early documents. Report s of bones of 

extra-la rge hu mans arc the sort of exaggeration we expect from ea rly 

amateur accounts. 

Wha t is distressing in stich treatment s of archaeological evidence 

is th at nOlle of the good art ifacts reported to have been commonly 

found dur ing the early days of colonizat ion has since co me to light. If 

iro n, brass, and co pper artifa.cts were found by the basketloads in 

ea rl y t imes, so me should have sur vived to modern t imes, ei ther in 

the ground or in private collections of artifacts. The lack. of such evi

dence puts th ese accoll nts of archaeological find s in doubt. I will re

turn to this archaeologica l problem after summarizing the other books 

bt.'c;l use it is a problem thl'y all share. [n passing, it is interesting tha t 

no one has ever clHimed to ha.ve found fortifi cations on th e Hill Cu

mora h itself. The fact is that fo rt ifica tio ns have been reported all 

arou nd th e area . T hi s shows that such ('v idellce was no t destroyed in 

the colon ial t:ra. If evidence of ,Incient w'lrfare and fo rtifications could 

be ex pected anywhere, Cuma rah is the pl ace- but il is archaeologi

ca ll y clea n. 

Thl.' conclusion I reac h a fter read ing Olive's text is that Book of 

Mormon lands remai n lost, dl.·spite her va liant effort. 

5. E. C.'cit I>.kG,lI"in :",,1 Willard Ik",. "fire Geogmplry oflh,' Uook of Mo,mo" (Sail 

L.rk., City: Book.· r.lfr. I '.I·UI ). 

6. II.! t. Ruhens. A N .. ", \\,illlt'$$fi" C;,,,I (Sod, t.~ke City: C~nllon :lI1 d Suns. 1895). 
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Hedengrell 's The Lalld of Lehi 

J-1 edengren's second edi tio n of Tile Lalld of Lelli differs substan

tia ll y in tone, substance, and scale from Oli ve's book. Where Oli ve's 

book is flor id in rhetorical excesses and logical lapses, Hedengren's is 

a no-nonsense and Ilothing-but -the-fac ls account. Hedengrell avoids 
commingling testimony with facts and confusing sentiments for evi 

dence. He states his proposa ls as models capable of scien tifi c testing. 
Unfortunately, he provides min imal references to outside sources :ilnd 

fa ils to provide a mas ter bibliography, so he does not promote re

search in the normal schola rly way. As indica ted by the format of his 

work, Hedengren's proposals <Ire designed to be works in progress 
that can be updated in his computer version. His second edi tion is 

vers ion 2.3. It is twice the length of the firs t edi tio n, and it shows 

substant ia l improvement in the quality and cla rity of accompanying 
co mputer maps and illustrations. Unfortunately, he has removed the 

short chapter sett ing out his theo retical orientat ion tha t was fou nd 

in the first edition, and he has removed the colo r photog raphs of 

proba ble locations of Nephite places that once graced hi s cover. He 
has, however, added at least five new chapters and great ly expa nded 

others. 
The fourll'cn chapters of this book are usefully divided into fou r 

sections. The first five chapte rs dea l with Book of Mormon geogra

phy in the Old World- the trek from Jerusalem to Bo unt iful and the 

event ua l departu re to the promised land. Th is is atopic rarely dealt 

wit h in proposed Book of Mormon geograp hies. Ch.lpters 6- \1 ad
dress Lehite (Nephi te and Lamanite) regions ill the New Wo rld. The 

next two chapters brieOy cover isslles of Mulekite and Jaredite geog

raphies. The final chapte r, "Add itiona l Ha rmonics," is composed of 

forty-fou r sections dealing with everything from minerals and th ei r 

placement to panpipes. For many of these sections, Hedengren p ro
vides no explicit link to Book of Mor mon issues. Fo r ex.lm ple, he 
neve r cla ri fies what panpipes have to do with the Book of Mormon. 

The reader is supposed to know why slich things as pearls, body ar
mor, fortifications, grapes, gr'lins, miner<l\s, ,lIld so fort h are impor-
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tant for determining the probable location of Lehite lands. It almost 

appea rs tbat in hi s quest for fostering an air of objectivity in present 

ing ev idence, Hedengren has negl ected to mention why so me things 

arc co rrespondences and why they might be of interest. 

Hcdengren makes a ve ry useful d ist inction between Book of 

Mormon lands and th e "na rrative ce nter" of those lands. The lands 

and features descri bed by wr iters of Ihe nook of Mormon were a 

small subset of the total territ o ri es occupied by Boo k of Mormon 

pcoples. Hedeng rcn proposes th at the Lehites c rossed the Arabian 

peninsu la and embarked fro m th e coast of Oman, circled Africa, 

crossed the At lantic Ocean, ,md landed so mewhere in the Chesapea ke 

Bay area of th e At lantic sea board. From there they migrated inland 

and northward to the Great Lakes region . The lands described in the 

tex t include present -day Delaware, Maryland , New Jersey, Rhode 

Island , Pennsylva nia, and New York. This scale may be a bit big, but it 

is ce rta inl y in the range of travel distances required by the Book of 

Mormon. 

The cri t ica l postu late for inferring Lehi te lands is tha t the l-l il1 

CUlllorah nea r Palm yra is the hill mentioned in the tex t as the site of 

the final Jaredi te and Nep hi tc battles. The New York Hill Cumorah is 

on the northern edge of Hedengren's proposed Lehit e lands. The 

la nd of Nephi is loca ted in so utheastern Pennsylvania . with the ci ty 

of Zarahemla located nea r present-day West Pittston, in central Penn

sylva nia. He proposes th e Susquehan na Ri ver as the ancie nt ri ve r 

Sidon, and he locates Bounti ful upriver (northward ) from Zaraheml a 

nca r th e town of Sayre, Pennsylvania. In this proposed geog raphy, the 

Atlan tic Ocean is available to serve as the East Sea, Lake Eric becomes 

one west sea, and Lake On tario beco mes the Nort h Sea. The Dela

ware peninsula is fl anked by bays. Delaware Bay is also an cas t sea, 

and Chesa peake Ba y is a west sea, thus creating a portion of Lehite 

lands nearly surrounded by seas. Delaware Bay is also th e ptace where 

the "sea divides the land." These des ignations are not quit e as crea

tive as Olive's identifications, but they do req ui re duplicate features 

that share ambiguous titles in the Book of Mormon. It is an ext remely 
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messy correla tion and requires special assum pt ions of dupli cated 

nam es for geograph ic features, a requirement th,l t should be viewed 

with suspicion. 

Hedengren's proposed locat ion for Book of Mormon lands pre

se nts th e prob lem o f co min g up with a n,lrroW neck of la nd some

where between Za. rah emla and Cu morah in th is landlocked territo ry 

of upstate New York. He in terp rets the land b('(weell two of the Finger 

Lakes (Lakes Seneca and Cayuga ) as this narrow neck. If he is righ t, 

this fe,Hure wou ld lose all the stnllegic importance it appears to have 

held for the Nep hi tcs. In its favo r, his geog raph y appea rs to be of a 

credible scale; he preserves the relative d irec tions me ntioned in the 

Book of Mormon betwee n fea tures, ht, has m,waged 10 find large 

bod ies of water in eno ugh places to pass th e "seas" test of th e text, 

and the relative terrain is higher in the south than in the north, as re

quired by descriptions in th e Book of Mormon. He has also picked a 

sign ifican t river for the Sidon. 

In my review of Hedengren's fi rst edit ion, I conside red only two 

poin ts of logic and did not delve into the geog raph ical, archaeolog i

cal, o r an thropolog ical details of his pro posal. I attemp ted to show 

that Hedengren's argument thallhe New York Hill Cumorah was the 

hi ll men tioned in the Book of Mormon failed to makt, the case. His 

argument for Cumo rah remains esse ntiall y unchanged in this st.'cond 

edition , and my assessment remains the same: it does not work. There 

is no compe ll ing logical case to be made fo r ident ify ing the hill in 

Palmyra as the hill Ram ah in the Book of Mormon, so th e best that 

LGL advocates ca n do is rely on traditiona l Mormon views on this 

matter. Such an assumption provides suffi cient grounds for building 

a geogra phy without pretending to establish it on a mo re rigoro us 

logical basis. 

The other issue [ addressed was th e notion of puzzli ng togeth er 

the pict ure of the Book of Mo rmon lands in sLich a way th at textual 

und ersta nding could be aided by kn owledge of a real-world settin g. 

Hedeng ren has si nce removed mu ch of this a rgument fro m hi s sec 

ond ed ition, but it remai ns the key metnp hor nnd objec tive of Asto n's 
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book. I agree with the senti ment of reconstructing a clea r picture. 
but tru e unde rstanding depends on ge ttin g the real-world correla

tion exact ly right, something that no geography has managed to do. 

None of the proposed LGL geograp hies successfully passes the tests 

of physical geogr"phy or archaeology. In a footnole to my review of 
Hede ngren's first edi ti on I proposed th,lI the simplest physical test 

fo r locating Book of Mormon ];wds would be to locate a volcano 

near a seashore.7 I-Iedengren addresses this issue in his section 5, "The 

Geology of the Destruction Reco rded in 3 Neph i," of chapte r 14. This 
is his longest treatment of "Ily topic. but it h"s almost no geology in 

it. Without specifying the sou rce of coun ter"rgumen ts that he is "d
dressing. thus maintain ing his prac tice of not ci tin g any previous as
sessments of Book of Mormon geograp hica l matters. he spins hypo

thet ical reasons why the descrip tions in 3 Nephi cou ld not depict a 

volcanic er upti on. There is no indication that he has consul ted pro

fessional geologists on these top ics, read about vulca nology. or read 

I ra vc\ers' descri pt ions of volca n ic ertl plions in Central America. J n 

short . his appreciation of physical ex pecta tions of such eruptions ap
pears deficient. a circu lllstance that would render his opini on on 
these iss ues problematic. His "rgulllen t is un co nvincing. Aston 

makes a sim ilar excu lpatory argumcn t in his book. He cla ims that 
volca noes <Ire not required to expla in the cond it ions in the accoun ts, 

but he demonstrates little knowledge of their effects. 
As before, a major deficiency with Hedengren's second ed ition 

(a nd also with Oli ve's book) is the fa ilure Lo build on the ex tensive 
lite ratu re on Book of Mormon geog raphy. Hedengren reveals no sign 

of h'lYing read the wo rk of others on Book of Mormon geog raphy, 
and he h<ls consult ed only a few outside so urces on geography and 

archaeology. His treatment of subjecls is :)clective. with ,\Voidance of 

difficult issll es the norm, coupled with the promotion of <I few minor 
matters that seem to favor his particu lar correlation. Hedengren ap

pears more conce rn ed wi th minor issues tha n the main mcssage. 
Issue:) of method and inference are not addressed. 

7. Cl:trk. "Two P{)i!\ t~ of Bunk of ,\-1urmon Cl'ogrnph y.~ 22- 23. 
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When I firs t add ressed Book of Mo rmon geograp hy in 11 rev iev",11 

I made the point that the first step in fas hionin g a geogra ph y is a 

thorough analysis and understand ing of the Book of Mormon text 

on ils own merits, unencu mbered by any real-wor ld cor relations. All 

geographies claim to rece ive va lidation of propost-'d lands by showing 

how closel y Book of Mormon features co rrespond to the real world. 

In short, they requ ire sOlll e sort of good ness-of-fit analysis b<lsed on 

comparisons between a map of Book o f Mormon 1<l11ds drawn from 

references in the tex t (what I call an inte rlMI map ) and a map of the 

real wo rld. No ne of the books considered here begins by creat ing ~lll 

in terna l map to co mpa re to the rea l world. Olive and Aston ment io n 

such maps cre<lted by o thers in their appended ma terials, bu t Heden

gren does not even do this. Rather. he has worked in teract ively, o r di a

lect icall y, between the text and the region proposed for Book of Mor

mon lands, thereby creating only one map. This is a recipe for d isas t~r 

because it lures the model builder into di sto rting Ihe meaning of the 

tex t to fi t the proposed rea l-world sett ing. T hus the narrow neck ends 

up being something as strange as a narrow strip of land between two 

fi nger lakes; others have to resurrect ;lIlcien t lakes to bound th e de

sired territory of Nephite lands. 

Aston's Refilm 10 CII1IJorah 

Of all LGL proposals I have sccn, Aston's Refilm 10 Clllllomh makes 

the stro ngest case fo r a cred ible geogr:lp hy. For those se ri o llsly inter

ested in:1I1 LGL geog raphy, this is the book I recom mend. It is suc 

ci nct and deals with a varie ty of cv idt'nce. His ana lysis is interestin g 

because he once beld the view that Book of Mormon lands were lo

ca ted in Mexico and Ce ntral Ame rica bUI has since beco me per

suaded tha t a muc h stronger case ca n be made for western New York 

a nd Pennsylvania and O ntario, Cana da. In particul ar, he rejec ts th e 

so -ca tled "two-Cu morah theory." I do not accept Asto n's argu ment s, 

but 1 consider them the best of the current proposa ls that .1 fe tryi ng 

to reclaim New Yo rk as ancien t Nephite and Lamanite territory. 
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The force of Aston's argumen t is to change the defau lt as!'iu mp 

tions of current tht:orizing abou t Book of Mormo n lands. As do 

other authors, he presumes th at the current interest in Central Ameri

ca n cu ltures is a n unjustified d istraction thaL goes back to the 1840s, 

when th e spectacula r ruins of stone ci ties there were first brought to 

the attention of the Engl ish-spea kin g world. Back when members of 

the Ch urch of Jesus Christ naively thought Book of Mormon la nds 

encom passed all the Americas, specu lation about Mesoamerican cu l

tures as being Nephite or Lamanit e made se nse . Now, with th e con

se nsual realiza ti on th at the hinds of the Book of Mormon were quite 

small, fittin g a Middle Ameri can picture togdher with a New York 

hill beco mes unt enable. Within th e past fifty ye<lrs there ha s been a 

major sh ift of opinion among the church membership about the prob

able loca tion of Book of Mo rmon lands, 10 such an exten t thai those 

advocat ing Great Lakes geogra phies find th emselves arguing the mi

nority position. Therefore, th ose so engaged need to provide espe

cially strong argumen ts to overco me current defa ult assumptions that 

favor competin g models for a Mesoa merican setting. Aston sets up 

his argumen t to address the major tradi tiona l objections to a New 

York geog raphy. He presumes that if he ca n remove fhese objections, 

we- should favo r an upstate New York correlation beca use it wo uld 

confo rm to long-sta ndin g church t raditions and the st unnin g sym

bolism of having the gospel restored in this same place where it was 

lost. I co nside-r his spec ifi c argume nts below. 

In fo urt een succi nct chapters. Aston co nsiders a nd amply illus

t rates major features of Nephite geogra phy as desc ri bed in the Book 

of Mormon and identities them with places in upstate New York, 

Pen nsylvania , and O ntario. He al so conside rs the archaeo logical re

mains and customs of nati ve- peoples of this are'l and the concordances 

of these data wit h the sacred accou nt. The region that Aston identi 

fi es as Book of Mormon lands is must simil'lr to, but slightl y larger 

than , the geography propose-d by Delbert Curti s in Christ ill North 

Ali/eriC{! . The narrow neck of land betwee n Lake Ontario and Lake 

Eric is the narrow neck of land of the Nephites. On tario is the princi

pa l land no rthward , but a strip of la nd along the south coast of Lake 
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On tario is also a limited land northwa rd-sim il ar to Curtis's and 

Olive's proposals. Western New York and Penn sylvan ia co nstitute the 

land southward. The Genesee River is the river Sidon, .:"I nd Zara hemla 

is in th e region of Genesco. New York, east of the Gl'nesee River and 

so uthwest of Cumorah. It is on th e wrong side of the river, but pre

sumably this problem ca n be overcome. 

As with all LG L proposal s, Aston is forced to improvise in identi 

fyi ng the named seas of Book of Mo rmon la nds. The nort hern por

ti on of Lake Erie is the west sea, and the western po rti on of Lake 

On tario is the sea west, whi le the eastern part of this same lake is the 

sea east. Lake Cayuga of the Finger Lakes is the cast sea. The sea ~outh 

is the sO Llt hern port ion of Lake Erie. For the grea ter land northward , 

Lake Huron se rves as the sea west wi th it s no rth ern most ex tremi ty 

(Georgian Bay) servi ng as the sea north. A critica l poin t in thi s con

fusing cascade of "seas" is one's poi nt of refe rence, whether it be in 

the land northward or southward. Perspective and po int of reference 

are importa nt issues, but it looks very llluch like spec ial plead ing to 

have differen t na mes fo r the same bodies of water and Ihl' sa me 

names fo r different bodies of water. Thi s undercut s the utili ty of 

nam ing things and referring to them in normal speech. 

[t is a freque nt practice in Book of Mor mon geograph ies, whe n 

confronted wit h an uncooperative cla im fro m the text abou t the lo

cations of thin gs vis-a.-vis one's proposed geography, 10 pustulate the 

existence of two different places wit h the same name. GiVl'1l Aston's 

goa l of resolving the prob lem of two CUlllorahs, it is ironic that he 

must have two lands north ward an d duplicatc seas to pull it off. To 

me, duplication of place names is a Slife sign of trou ble wi th a geog

raphy and of overly complex assumptions abou t how 10 read the text. 

Aston's correlation is implausible. The reason bot h Cmt is and Aston 

need two \;lllds nort hward is the awkward fact that thc proposed hill 

CU lllora h is cast of the Niaga ra neck, th eir proposed narrow neck of 

land. In simpl istic in ternal geogra phies that read th e Book of Mor

mon as implying a narrow neck of land connecting th e lands nort h

ward an d southward, th e existence of the hill Clllllorah so uth or 



sou theast of the narrow neck places it in the land southward. 

Unfortunately fo r these correlations, the Book of Mormon clearly places 

this hill in the land northward. The hill Cu rnorah is a later name for 

the laredite hill Ra mah, and the /arediles inhab ited only the land 

northward. We arc thus required to place Cutnorah in the land north 

ward. Failure to do so is suffi cient to dismiss all correla tions that 

ident ify the Niagara neck <IS the na rrow neck of land me ntioned in 

the Book of Mormon. Hav in g a land northward for the Jaredites an d 

lat er Nephites that is differe nt from that for the early Nephites is 

overly complica ted and unconvincing. 

Correlations of Book of Mormon features and cities with mod

ern geographies a rc ill ustrated by maps in th e front and back folds of 

Aston's book (conveniently loc'l ted ,lI1d easy to use) as welt as fourteen 

other maps and charts interspersed throughou t the text to clarify de

tniled argumen ts. Aston places the cit y of Zarahem la about twent y

five to th irty Illites so uth of Rochester, and he puts the city of Nephi 

in the very SOllthwestern corner of New York state ncar Ja mestown. As 

with Olive's geography, his land southward is a compressed micro

geography that te,lVCS lillie room for the travel d istances men tioned 

in the Book of Mormon. 

Within its genre. however. I?el/lrl/ 10 C/llI/oml! provides the most 

thorough coverage so far of the archaeology of New York. As discussed 

by ASlOn, much of this has been dest royed since in itial settl ement by 

European colonists in the eigh tcl.' llth and nineteenth centuries. I3llt 

much can be reconstructed from ea rly hi storica l accounts. Aston's re

const ructed maps of aboriginal settlemen t patterns for this area arc 

imp ressive and demonstrate convinci ngly that this was a fer tile land 

for ;Igricult ure that once su~portcd signifi can t populat ions. As di s

cussed below. Aston USt'S the archaeological record to show the plau

sibi lit y of some of his claims, but he fail s to pursue these data to their 

logical conclus ions. 

In th e fol lowing discussio n of indiv idual a rgument s. I provide 

more detailed :lSSCSSl11cnts of pending issues for LGL geog raph ies. 

I d isagree with much of what is offered as evidence in sup port of 
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LGL geographies, the interp retat ion of supposed " facts," and th(' logic 

of many of the a rgu ment s. As do O live <lnd Curtis, Aston re li es on 

rhetor ic and innuendo to establish some of his caSt'. Co nt rary to hi s 

clai ms, the geographi c detail.~ of western New Yo rk do not correlate 

as well with the Book of Mo rmon acco unt as do thost' propos('d fo r 

Mesoamerica. Aston's lands are too small and cou ld no t, and d id not, 

support the tens o f thous.wds of people described in the Book of 

Mormon account OIl A.D. 400. He has to pull and stre tch the facts of 

th e Book of Mormo n and local New York geograp hy to make them 

mesh. Moreover, New York docs not corne close to fulfilling the tem 

poral and cultural requ irements of the Book of Mormon. I re.HI Aston's 

argum ent in man usc ri pt form before vublication, ;md I cOlll mun i

c<l ted these views to him. He co untered that all geograp hies have 

problems with arcl1 aeoJogica J .1I1d an throvol ogical details, a point 

with which 1 agree . Bul he dism issed my co ncerns, I ca n only sup

pose, as irresolvable problems. The more apvropria te response would 

have bee n to consider the poss ibil ity that all the geogr<lphies aTe 

wrong. [n the fo ll owing sect ions, I wo rk my way through the argu

ments of Aston's book, with inclusion of arguments from the other 

LG L books when approp riate. I accord Aston's book greate r attent ion 

here because it is Ihe best of the lot. I have no particula r desire to single 

ou t Ihis book fo r hard critiq ue; rather, my purpose is to respond to 

arguments advanced ill the cause of an LGL geography and put them 

on record. This migh t serve some readers who want a second op inion 

as well as model bu ilders who want to avoid the problems identified 

in the cu rrent models fo r an LGL geography of Book of Mormon lands. 

An Assessment of LGL Arguments 

Book of Mormon Geography Is Knowable 

Of the books under considerati on, ASlo n's book comes the clos 

est to being a scholarl y production. I address the princ ipal arguments 

in his book in the order of their original prese ntation. Thus this re

view can be read alongs ide hi s text. " It is th e prem ise of this book 
tha t Book of Mo rmon lands re;lIly C'1I1 be identified, and ex peri -
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enced , if we arc bUI will ing 10 recognize Ih al the Book of Mormon it

self co nl ai ns suffi ciell tl y many cl ues on features of geogra phy that 

COlll clea r up our ull (lerstandi ng" (Aston, PI'. -1-5) . Aston nOles that a 
pervas ive attit ude preva ils alllong church mem bers thai Book of Mor

mo n la nds can not be known. I ;lgree with hi m that the detai ls of the 

tex t arc suffic ient to provide.1 plausible hope o f act ually identi fyi ng 

Ihest' anc ient lands. This has no t ye l bee n co nvi nci ngly done. Aslon 

arg ues that in attempting to make this identification, priority ought 

to be given to details of phys ical geograph y rath er than of archaeo l

ogy, although th e la lter should be considered later. T his also beco mes 

a decis ion ru le for evaluat ing proposals. "Thus to the degree tha I co r

rela t io n ex ists between fea tures of geography and the Book of Mor

mon accoun ts, co nfidl'nce ca n be i.'stablished " (Aston, p. 3) . This can 

all be accomplished if we have at least one known point in real space 

o n which to t ie Book of Mo rmo n geogra phy. All the LG L pro posa ls 

presu me the Hill CUnlo rah in New York to be that known po in t. 

O ne Cumora h or Two? 

\Ne can fi rst recogni ze that th e Hill Cumorah, men tioned 

in Mormon, Cha pter 6, is a poi nt o f Book of Mormon geog

ra ph y that should be known with certa int y, since the Prophet 

Joseph Smith a nd the Sai nts in the early days of the Chu rch 

accepted it s loca tio n as indisputnblc. T herefo re th is sho uld 

be the startin g point from which to sta rt to begin building an 

understan d ing of Book of Mormon geography. (Aston, p. 5) 

Such cl aims are the c ru x of the debate between th ose who would 

place Neph ill' la nds in Midd le America a nd those who wo uld place 

them in New York. I have de.llt wi th th is argum ent in so me detail in 

my rev iew of Curtis's book; I ca ll it th e " tra p of obvious facts.'''} Given 

the way ma ny chu rch members t reat gossip as information, it is un

likel y that this ma tt er can eve r be resolved sho rt o f the prophet mak

ing a clear decla ra t io ll fro m the pulpi t. The best internal a nalysis of 

9. CI.lrk. "The fi n.ll Baui<- (ur Cumorah:' IIU. 
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the Book of Mo rmon text on thi s maHer is presented by Hedengre n, 

but he f,lil s to prove his case. To my knowledge, no one has made a 

thorough analysis of early statements by chu rch leaders on this matt er. 

Labeling th e Middle i\ mer ica a rgulllen l as 1 he " I'vo -Co morah" 

th eory is reall y an unfortunate usc of language. The iss ue revolves 

a round the probable local ion of Ihe Cumorah mentioned by Mor 

mon as the depository of the Nephile records and the place of the final 

battle. No geographer, of any st ripe, believes tbat th ere an.' two hills 

of thi s descr iption. There is onl y o ne ClimorahlRamab, and it was 

dearly an integra l part of Jaredite and Nephite geography in the land 

northward, no rth of the narrow neck of land, and nea r the East Sea. 

Likewise, no one questions that the bill nea r Palmyra \\'as the loca tion 

from which Joseph Smith obtained the abridged record deposited by 

Moroni. Moreover, no one really questions that early Sa ints and even 

dose assoc iates of th e Prophet Joseph Smith called the Pal myra hill 

"CLImorah." Their beliefs and conv ictions on the m,lller, bowever, do 

not co unt as " indisputable" evidence, as Aston believes. That th is 

"facl" has been disputed for over a century raises qu estions about its 

indisp utability. The issue is whether the P,llmyra hill is th e same one 

know n by Mormon and Ether. Middle America ad vocates claim that 

it is not; LGL advocates claim that it is. 

First, the final arbiter of in formation on Boo k of Mormon geog

ra phy ought to be the sacred CiHlon itself, nol just hea rsay. If Mor

mon's Cumorah was in New York, a11 the facts in the book ough t to 

bear this out. Nothing is wrong with taking this location as a working 

hypothesis; it is qu ite ano ther mall er, however, to make it a declara

tion of fai th and an issue of scholarly warfare. If the Pa lmyra hi ll rep

resents another hill in a d istant land given the sa me mIme by Moroni 

after Mormon's deat h, then trying to make it conform to the require

ments of the Book of Mormon CU lllorah shou ld c reatt' substant ial 

dissonance with the recorded facts of Ncphite geogra phy. 

Second, the engraved plates could not contain a desc ription of 

their own deposition. Why? The book would have been sea led befo re 

it was deposited in it s final hiding place. The best we could have is 
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Mo roni 's though ts o n where he intended to bu ry the plates, but we 

do not even have this. Ju st as one Cil1l llot read a sealed book, olle can

not write in a sea led book. Moroni's last writings cla rified that he did 

not know the Lord's will wi th regard to the plates or the reasons for 

his prolonged survival after his comrades wefe sla in (sec Hedengrcn, 

pp. 39- 46). Why wo uld th e fin.11 deposition o f the plates be any 

different ? 

Third , th e onl y evidence in support of a New York Ramah/Cu

morah is Mormon folk lore. I think it is clear that Joseph Smith Jr. 

himself did not know the loca tio n of Book of Mormon lands. The 

autho rs I exa mine here treat the various accounts attributed to 

Jost'ph Smith in diffe rent ways. They accept some and rejec t others. 

Olive prov ides;\ good ana lysis of I';rederick G. Williams's statement 

about the locat io n of the Lehites' la nd ing attributed to the Prophet, 

a nd she d ismisses it (pp. 1- 16) . She also makes a case trwt the sta te

ment written in the Times a/ld $easOIls about the lands of th e Book of 

Mormon being in Guatema la could /lot have been approved by Joseph 

Smith , even though he was the ed ito r of thi s paper, because he was in 

hiding and incomm unicado at the time. Aston makes this same point. 

So good reasons a re found to cast doubt on troublesome statements, 

and favorable ones a rc accepted and promoted with littl e criticism. In 

sho rt , there appear to be two sets of rules for eva luating evidence; this 

is self-serv ing and unacceptable. 

I wou ld like to sec mo re evenhandedn ess in dealing wi th state

ments from Latter-day Sa ints. As a matter of analyt ical rigor, [ think 

all speculative statemen ts by Latter-day Saint s should be dismissed be

fore beginn ing any serious analysis. O liver Cowdery's acco unt of the 

hill full of records, as later relat ed by Brigha m Youn g, is an example. 

This is supposed to cl inch the case for a New York Ramah/Cu morah. 

I have dealt wi th thi s accoun t in my review o f Curt is's book. 1O Suf

ficient ambi guity ex ists in th e different accounts of this su pposed 

even t to cause one to wo nde r whether it was a pedestrian st roll to 

10. [bilL 9J- <J8. 
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nearby CU i1lorah or whether the p'Ht ic ipams were ca ugh t up in vi 

sio n and shown the roo m full of anc ien t records and other an ifac ts. 

If the latter, this hill cou ld be anywhere. It bea rs poi nt ing Oll t here 

that approval of e:lrly Mormon tr<ldi tions of any particula r loca tions 

by later apostles and Ge neral Authorities does not scllic an issue. The 

bottom line is that any statements not fully conso nant with or co n

tradict ing what is in the Book of Mormon mllst be t reated as specu

lation. On the ot her hand, opinions tha t me rely restate the text add 

noth ing to it. The da nge rous area is where opinion is th ought to clar

ify ambiguitics in thc text, of which there are ma ny. The minimal fact 

that various statements are attr ibuted to Josep h Smi th th at place 

cities in d ifferent lands suggests that he continued to be in terested 

throughout his li fe in the locat io n of Book of Mormon lands and, 

consequently, that it remai ned a n open question fo r h im. If he knew 

where they were, why d id he continue guessi ng? Should we not be 

similarly opc n-m inded today? Do we go with the Prop het's early 

statemcnts or his later sta tements? 

O nc of the marvcls of the Book of Mo rmon t ranslatio n is that 

Joseph Smi th gave us a record that surpasscd his own understand ing. 

The th rust of all Hugh Nib ley's analyses of this text and of othe rs is 

that the book is full of trut hs tha t cou ld not have been know n eit her 

to any secular scholars of Joseph Smith's time or even 10 him. One of 

thc best testimonies of th e truth of the work is tha t Joseph Smith did 

not seem to know the details of the book. The logical obve rse of th is 

has been the standa rd fa re of anti -Mo rmo nism from the begi nning: 

If all the de tails in the Book of Mormon geography were readily at 

hand in New York and Pe nnsylvania, this coul d be see n as cvidence 

that Joseph Smith made the whole th ing up. Th is co nclus ion docs 

no t necessa rily fo llow, of course, but such a correlation would ce r

tai nly be suffic ient grounds fo r strong suspicion. 

Names are impo rt an t things. It wou ld be in teresting to know 

what CU lllora h me'lIl t in the lang uage of the Nephi tcs. If it meant 

something li ke "record dcpos itory," then it cou ld have served as a 

funclio nal label as well as a place na me. [ have hea rd such an etymol -
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ogy attribu ted to the name, but I have not looked for its sou rce or 

v,llid,lted this reading. O ne of the questions here is whet her we are 

seeing the reuse of an honored n.une. This is a p<lrticu larly ironic is

sue fo r upstate New York and fo r Latte r-day Sa in ts. We do not think 

of the Old World Palmyra when we usc the name in conjunction with 

Joseph Smith. Nor is the Old World im plicated in the names of neigh

boring New York towns: Syracuse, Geneva, Greece, Hamburg, Holland, 

Castil e, Rome, and Utica. Likewise, \\'e co nside r it natural for the 

early Saint s in Utah Territory to use honored names for their towns 

and naturil l fea tures: Bountiful, Jordan, Nep hi , Lehi, Manti, and 

Moroni. [n bot h si tuat ions, the reuse of traditional names was pa rt of 

colonial expansio n into Indian la nds and its appropriat ion by immi

gra nts. Naming was an important part of domestica ting the fron tier. 

The New York Cumorah could represen t the reuse of a worthy name 

in a simi lar manner. 

If we arc dea ling with an original hill and a later hill na med in 

honor of the first, jnen any archaeologic.ll expecta tions, as inferred 

from the text, would app ly only to tn e original hill. The most thor

ough analysis of the physical expecta tions for the hill Ramah/Cumorah 

has been provided by Dav id A. Palmer. ll As no ted above, the hi ll 

should be located in th e land northward, north of the narrow neck of 

land, and near the cast sea. [t should also have been large enough to 

have accom modated two wars of exte rmination involving tens of 

thousands of cas ua lties. The a rea rou nd abo ut wo uld have to ha ve 

been high ly prod uctive agri culturally to sustain th e warri ng Nephites 

during their few yeiHs of preparat ion. 

Finally, we have a plausible expec tation of finding evidence of 

war, whether fortifications, habitations, weapons, or skeletons of vic

ti ms. This evidence should reasonab ly date to two different t ime pe

riods about one thousand years apart. The Pa lmyra CU l110rah docs 

not meet ;IIl Y of these expecta tions. It is awkward ly located; it is 

much too small ; the an.'a lacked the necessary agric ultu ral potential, 

II. J);lVid A. 1'.,lnlcr. III S,,"nh v{ ("lIl1wrul, : Ncw E>· id,·",·.·~ fnr ti,e Ho"k uf MOrlm>l, 

f ro", Am·i.-III !>","oI"im ( IlOl1f1t iful. Ut.,h: IlorilOlI. 1'1111 ). 
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at least in Book of Mormon times when New York nati ves st ill were 

not usi ng corn; and it lacks the expected archaeologica l record. Even 

if defensive trenches, weapons, and bod ies were buried, they would 

still be archaeologica lly delectable or obvio Lis. Given th ese deficien

cies, is it any wond er that scholars have searched el sewhere fo r the 

origi nal hill? The limited archaeological ev idence pro ffered by LGL 

advoca tes is ,III old hearsay about ite ms said to h;Lve bee n fou nd in 

the Palmyra region. It has not been confirmed, but even we re we to 

give it the benefi t of the doubt , the evidence fa vors o th er hill s, not 

Palmyra's Cu morah. 

The Land of Promise 

The books by Curtis, Olive, and Aston inl erpret th e prophecies 

recorded in 1 Nephi about the " land of promise" as past hi story. This 

in volves a double ambigui ty of taking a ge neral description of a fu

ture eve nt and coupling it with posterior gucsses as to the evc nt s 

foretold. The most extensive tre<l tmen ts are those by Curtis and Olive. 

Their readin gs of the promised- land scri ptures are exclusionary. 

Curtis and Aston read the foretold events of the di scovery and popu

lation of the promised land by fair gentil es as excluding Mexico ,lOd 

Central America. O live reads these s..'lme scri ptures as excluding C.'l nada 

as we ll , a position mo re logically consistent with [he proposed 11 <11' 

row interpreta tion than that of either Aston or Curt is. All these read 

ings arc strained, however. The main consequence, and perhaps main 

purpose, of read ing them in th is limiting way is to undercut the 

plausibility of Mesoa merican geographic co rrelations and make way 

for an LGL theo ry as the onl y survivi ng .llt er nat ive. If Mexico is not 

pa rt of the land of prom ist." it necessar il y follows that Nephite lands 

cou ld not have been located the re, and vice ve rsa. O live's extensive 

d iscussion fo llows that of Curtis. She ma kes two points. Fi rst, she 

reads the scriptures of tht., pro mised land in o rder to locate the ge n

(' rallands of the Boo k of Mormo n. Once tht.'se are ident ified within 

the boundaries of the United States, she then spec ifics that th e li m-
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ited lands, or na rrative ce nt er, of Book of Mormon lands based on the 

geographi c clues were located in western New York. 

I have always read these sc riptures as New World- in cl usive rat her 

than excl usive. The only places clea rly excluded arc those Lehi and com

pany left beh ind. I have addn.'sscd the issue of conflatin g prophecy with 

histo ry in my review of Curtis's book. I! As with Cumorah controve r

sies, argu ment s over the extent of the promised land are irresolv;lble, 

short of modern prophetic utterance, beca use th e va riOlL s pos it ions 

are decided in .ldvan ce by prejud ices . The main points in favo r o f a 

li m ited identifica tion for the land of prom ise arc th at it was to be a 

land of liberty no t subject to il king, a land populated by fa ir-skinned 

gentiles, and a land in which the desce ndant s of th e Lamani tes would 

be sca ttered . But part s of th e same prophecy are inte rpreted as refer

ri ng to Columbus, a gentile moved upo n by the Spirit to d iscover the 

promised la nd . Co lum bus does not (i t easily into a limited int erp re

tation fo r the land of prom ise, since he never touched the sho res of 

th e future United States. Another difficulty with the limited interpre

tation is th e confus ion of a "land" fo r the po lit ica l territory of a na

tion-state. \'Vhy not, for exa mple, interp ret the scrip ture as refe rri ng 

to th e ea rl y Un ited States when it had only th irt een co lo nies rather 

than to its po lit ical ter ritor y over a ce ntury later? Th is li mit ed terri

tory would bette r co rrespond with the pro posed narrative cent er of 

Book of Mormon lands described in these books. 

It is indeed important to establ ish that the Book of Morm on 

nar rat ive occurred in the New World . I howe see n .1ll inte resting pro

posal that places tht, eve nts in Malaysia rather than accept ing th is in

fere ll ce. I-Iedengrcn's brief anal ys is on thi s poi ll t works be tter tha n 

ei ther Olive's o r Cur1i s's painful exegesis. He quotes the visit of the 

angel Moroni to Joseph Smi th saying that the Book of Mormon gives 

"an acco unt of the former inhabitant s o f Ihis co ntinent , and the 

source from whic h they sp rang" (Josep h Sm ith- Histo ry 1:34). 

Beca use th is message was del ive red to Joseph Smit h in New York, 

12. Clark. ~Tll<' Final Botll<- for Clllll(lrah .~ R2- ':I.I . 
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" thi s" must refer at least to the North American con t inent. "Conti

nent " appears to be a m uch more plaus ible reading of "land " than 

is " nation- state." If so, interpretations of the land of promise proba

b ly shou ld not be read as excludin g Mexico, Ca nada, or Cen t ral 

America-or even SOll ih America. 

The reading of a limited p romi sed land as the co ntiguous Un iled 

Stales involves an irony fo r any LG L geogra phy. Olive cites th e ev i

dence for the New Jeru sa lem to be built in Jackson COUnlY, Missou r i, 

and th e sc riptural ev idence for Ihe lo(':alion of Adam-ondi -Ahman 

(p. 21). All of her evidence points to Missouri, but th en she argues 

that the narrat ed even ts look place in weste rn New Yor l:. . Her Cu

mora h is as d istant from Missouri as Mexico is. Why pri vi lege o ne 

over the other? As Curtis does, she argues that the Indians in Mexico 

and Cen t ral America were 100 civil ized and organi zed to be descen

dants of the Lamani les. Thi s is not a sound argumen t. [n ,,<!dilion to 

accidental bi gotr y, it p resu mes perfect knowled ge of the meaning o f 

scr ipture. Asto n su mm ari zes the main point s o f his argum en t as 

follows: 

The Lord showed Neph i thaI "ma ny multitudes o f Ge n

tiles" wou ld come "upon the land of promise." These Gentiles 

would "p rosper and ob tain th e land fo r th eir inher itan ce." 

These Gentiles would be "fair and beautifu1." They had "gone 

fo rt h o ut of capti vi ty," having thl' power of the Lord wi th 

them ( I Nephi 13:14- 16). What other people co uld this refe r 

to, o ther than th ose Gentiles, pilgrim s, who had come 10 oc

cupyeastern Uni ted States and Canada in co lonial times? 

(Aslo n, p. 6) 

I suspect that th is qu estion was not rea ll y Tllea nt to be answered, 

but the clear answer is thaI the scriptu re refers to all the other peo ple 

from the O ld World who ca me to th e New World, which included 

Mex ico, Cent ral Ameri C<1, ,llld Sou th Arneri " l. At the end of hi s argu 

ment, Aston throws in the Sta tue of Libe rt y and it s inscriptio n as 

co nfi rmin g and inspirati o na l evidence, as if its ex istence establishes 
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the case of the United States as the only land of libert y and prospe r

ity in the New \<\'orld. 1 do no t accept his arguments, but extens ive 

co nfrontat ion on the Ilwt\e r is poin tless si nce no concrete details 

concerni ng speci fi c lands ;lre involved. It is sufficient here to sll ggest 

thaI interpretations of the land of promise as onl y th e United States 

are unwa rran ted. What we need for find in g Book of Mormon lands 

is clea r info rmation about feat ures a nd the di rection and distance be

tween th elll. EOlCh of the alltho rs provides Oll ist of fe;lt lires that he or 

she th inks makes th e case. ! foclls on those advanced by Astoll. 

Sa iling and Landing 

The first, immediate conscqllcnc(' of choosing the P'llmy ra hill as 

Ra mab/Culllorah is th;1\ a ll Book of Mormon peoples must have 

landed somewhere ncar there. Thi s identificat ion requires the Lehites 

to have sailed their craft arou nd the Ca pe of Good Hope and across 

th e Atlant ic Ocean, wh ich cou nters expec tations based all Some old 

hearsay in the Mormon tradi tio n. I agree with the LGL aut ho rs that 

such hea rsay ev idence of Lchi's landing should not co unt as real evi

delICe, for reasons already Ill entioned. The Book of Mormon docs 

not spec ify the oce:tns crossed; rathe r, th ey have been inferred fro m 

in ternal recons tr uctions of the geography. l-I edengre n and Curti s 

provide ev idence of winds lind currents thnt show the physical feas i

bil it y of Atla nt ic crossings fo r the Jared it cs, Nephites, a nd Mulekites. 

Othe r advoc:t tes have do ne th e same for Midd le Amer ican gcogra 

phies :tnd Pacific Ocea n crossin gs. For the Leh ites, the t ravels of Nephi 

and hi s band ind icat e a landing on th e shores of the west sea, with 

subsequen t t ravels northward and eastward to escape the Lamanites. 

The sense of the tex t is that the Leh ites suffered a long journey ncross 

an immense SC;1 and landed quickly and gratefull y on its shore. For me, 

the Pacific Ocea n ;m el ;1 Middle Amer ican landing ap pear th e best 

ex pl:lnat ion. 

I have lillI e problem with th e proposition tha t some of thc Grent 

Lakes arc extensive enou gh to have been called "seas" anciently, in the 

same sense cOllVcyt'd by the Sea of Galilee. What I cannot squa re wi th 
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the text is the notion that these terms would exclude the oet'an crossed 

by the Nephites to get to the land of prom ise. It is hard to imagine 

being im pressed by a lake after spe nding six months to a year on the 

ocean. The LCL proposals have all the groups app roaching the prom

ised la nd fro m the east rather than th e west. Hedengren proposes an 

ocean shore la nd ing for the Lehites in the Chesapeake 13ay, bu t it is 

so uth east of hi s projec ted Book of Mor mon lands. This does not 

work. Locati ng the Jaredites and Mulckites presents other problems, 

as they sett led lands north of the Nephites. Hedcngren speculates 

th at th ey also landed all the At lant ic coast and worked their way in 

land followi ng rivers until they reached wes tern New York. In con 

trast, O li ve an d Asto n a rgue that th e Nep hi te landing was on the 

eastern sho re of Lake Erie. Curt is has the Nephi tes and Mule ki tes 

landing on the southern sho re of Lake Ont ario. His proposal has the 

minor advan tage of no t forcing hi s people to sai l upstream over 

Niagara Falls, as im pl ied in ASian's and Oli ve's proposals. These pro

posed a rri val points are a logical necessity, given their com mi tment 

to a Palmyra Cumom h and 10 the Great LIkes as Book of Mormon 

"seas." But such landings present logistical d ifficult ies. How did the 

ocean craft sa il upstream and over sha ll ows, rapids, an d fall s to reach 

lakes hundreds of mil es inland? Such a route wo u ld have been ex 

Iremely difficult, an d it certa inly cou ld not have been the first land

ing by a ny stretch of the imaginal ion. There must be a vasll iterature 

on th e travails of act ual peoples who attempted this roule. Those 

who argue this pos ition ought to exami ne this literat ure. For th e 

Nephites, and others, it would have required a month or more of ad

ditional tnlVcl and probably change in water craft and periodic por

tage to wo rk their way inland from the i\thmtic coast, none of which 

is wa rranted by the text. 
In truth, all LGL geograp hies have d ifficulties with the wa ter pas

sages of the tex t. They have potential seas in all di recti ons bu t no easy 

way for their travelers to gel 10 them from the Atlan tic Ocean. If some 

of the seas mentioned in the Book of Mormon really arc oceans rather 

than lakes, then its narrat ive center is necessarily somewhe re in Middle 
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America, a narrow land flanked by bona fide oceans. Those who wish 

to be li eve that Med iterr;mean peoples landed in the Great Lakes near 

Kirtland, O hio, need to show the feasibility of such a trip. $0 far they 

h;we not establ ished a credible case. 

The Narrow Neck of Land 

As ide froLll Cumorah, the next most important feature in Book 

of Mormon geogr<lp hies is the O<lrrow neck of land which divided 

the land southward from the land northWit rd. Both Aston and Curtis 

iden tify the narrow neck wit h the Niaga ra neck betwee n Lakes 

Ontario and Eric. Asto n prov ides evidence that Niaga ra is a n Indian 

place-name that means " narrow or small neck" (pp. 21-22), but he is 

ca LLti oLLs eno ugh not to take this correspo ndence as definiti ve ev i

dence. O live has to fabr icate a narrow neck of land so uth of Niagar<l 

by resurrecting <lncicnt lakes; her proposal is base less on geo logical 

grounds. For h is part, Hedengren argues for a stretch of land between 

two of the Finger L<lkes. For Asto n, the prox imity of th is fe<lture to 

the Palmyra Cumorah sett les the mutter : 

It is remarkable th<lt a nurrow neck ofland exists not far 

from a known poin t of Book of Mormon gcogmphy, the Hill 

CUlllor<lh. Knowledge of th is co rrelat ion becomes evide nce 

that th e narrow neck of land at Ni<lgara is th <l t neck of land 

mentioned in the Book of Mormon. So compelling is this 

knowledge, that it becomes strong ev idence that the setting fo r 

the Book of Mormon too k pl<lce in nea rby lands. Th is would 

seem to go 01 long way toward dispelli ng theories that there 

might ex ist another 1-1 ill Cumora h. (Aston, p. 22) 

Aston describes how he st ruggled with hi s own misconceptions 

tha t the hill CUnlora h was north of the narrow neck, and how he fi 
nally reso lved Ih is d ifficult y. In the process, he cl <lims to resolve other 

difficult passages involving wa ter. The key is two d iffe rent me<ln ings 

for the "land no rth w<l rd ," a soluti on also arr ived <It by Curt is. Given 
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the imp ortan ce of correct ly iden tifyi ng the llilfrOW neck, Aston's 

accollnt mcrits dctai led attentio n. 

The dilem ma that I faced wa.~ this: if these north coun

tries were above the narrow neck of land as is l)'pically be

lieved, then why do Rook of Mormon account s not give even 

the sl ightest hint that Mormon and his armit's crossed the 

narrow neck of land, corni llg ovcr to the kn own location of 

Hill CUlllorah for their last ba ttks (sec Mormon 6:2)? The 

record is si lent on such a possibility. 

This matter disturbed me for yea rs until I lVas even tually 

able to shed some new ligh t on the matter. The so lution to 

thi s puzzle lies in a different understa nding of wh'lt is meant 

by lise of the term "thc land northward." 

Simply, it means that almost all significant Book of 

Mormon ('vents, first involving the Jareditcs and th en the 

Neph iles, took place in lands located below the narrow neck 

of land, in lands northward to Zarahemla. The land of Desola

tion lay on the southern seashores of an ancien t lake, present

day Lake O ntario. (Aston, pp. 23, 25) 

The o ther land nort hward is sout hern Ontario, a land nearly sur 

rounded by water. Asto n sees this as a rl'l11;1rkable co rrespondence to 

the descri ptio n in Hela m'lIl 3:8, wh ich claims that the Neph it es be

ga n to cover the who le ea rth "from Iht.' sea sOll th to the se<l north , 

from the sea wcst to the SC<l etls!." This postulated piece of grou nd 

does indeed accord well with Mormo n's description- if we arc will

ing to gr<lnt du plicate n<lmes for seas and if we suppose that Mormon 

W;1S describing a land not frequented by ei ther laredites or Nephites. 

Both Curtis and Aston use soulh ern On t'lriu as their escape h.lIch 

for the troublesome scriptures of the card in;11 seas, but they hnvc no 

use for this reg ion otherwise, ,\l1d they do not place a single ci t y or 

feature in it or even illustrate it on Ihe ir principalillaps. This second 

land northward servcs no apparent role in Book or Mo rmon history 

as Ihey relate it. Reca ll that this is a land in which all the t rees had 
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been cut down, and th e la te r inhab itants bu ilt cement cities- not a 
likely possib ilit y for Onlario. Aston points out that his interpretation 

of tbis land is betlcr than one I suggested in which I considered th e 
language conce rn ing fi lling the whole earth wit h peoples, from sea to 

sea to sea to sea, :I S effusive and possibly metaphorica lY He might be 
right, but the iss lIl.' will on ly he resolved, and can onl), be eva luated, 

by taking into account all other corres pondences to requi rements of 
the Book of Mor mon na rrati ve. Asto n furthe r proposes that the 
Ni:lgara River thill bisects the narrow Il eck is a good ca ndidate for the 

place where the"sca div ides the land ." 
I h:lvc alread), po int ed out so me problems and consequences of 

this pa rt icula r case of duplicate nami ng. The fi rst is that th e larger of 
the la nds northward la), inert, fo r all intents and purposes. Second, 

th e active la nd no rthward, the stri p of land hu gging th e sou thern 
shore of Lake O l1 t:lI'io (the Ontario Pla in), is much too sho rt and far 

too wide to h;lve serv(,d as the northern lands dl'scribed in the Book 

or Mormon. We are exhorted to believe tha t the Jaredites spent over a 
mill enn iulll in this pa nca ked land northward an d never strayed 

thirty mi les south into the land so uthward. 
Consider Aston's cla ims quoted above. The first is a cas(' of circu

la r reaso nin g. The identifi ca tio n or Niagilra on ly beco mes pl,lUs ible 
b)' its assoc iation with a known point of geograph),: Cu mofil h. But 

Cumorah Cim not be taken as a known point, so its conjec tured v,l lid
it)' ca nnot be used to support ,Idd itional claims. A beller Wil)' to pro

ceed would be to read the tex t and th en look for a hill and a narrow 
neck that have the ph ys ica l rel ationshi p suggested by the tex t. As 
Aston notes, his earlier ex pectations countered those he fi nall ), came 

to believe after he struggled migh til ), with the issue. His discussion of 
Mormon's mo ve ments is anot her case of t:1l!acious reasoning. The 

Book of Mormon accou nts of the final Ncph itc wars do provide suffi
cien t evidence tllilt Mormon was in the land nort hward, and no 

mention is made of later crossing the na rrow neck to gct 10 Cumorah 
because il was loca tl'd farth er nort h in the land northward- close 

13. Clark, "A Kq' for Evaluating Nl'I,hi!<' (;e''br;lphics.'' 65. 
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by- rather than to the south. If we start Ollr analysis with a question 

rather than a co ncl usion , thi ngs beco me clearer. Tht., geog raphi cal 

distort ions necessi tated by the belief that the Palmyra hill is 

Mormon's CU lllorah are obvio us, and they const it ute good evidence 

that Aston's correlation and identifications sim ply do not fit. In mak 

ing this claim, I am givi ng Aston's d ilemma the benefit of the doubt. 

But he wades into dange rou s waters with his claim that failure to 

mention th ings in th e text is positive ev idence that someth ing did 

not occlir. Hedengrcn lIses a similar iugulllen t in makin g hi s case 

that Moroni did not wa nder far from Cumorah/ Ramah-because he 

did not record thaI he did (1'.43). It is not legilimate to seco nd-guess 

what the absence of ev idence in th e text mea ns and then to use one's 

guess as evidence. 

The majo r challe nge for LGL correlat ions is to find a plausib le 

narrow neck that gives a land northward th aI is as extensive as its 

land sou thward and that has as mu ch evidence fo r prehistoric popu

lation. Unlike the land sou thward , our hi storic expectati ons fo r the 

land northward are for evidence of In ea rlier civ ili zation, up to two 

thou sand ye,Hs older than th e bul k of the Nephite occupa tion super

imposed upon it. 

The River Sidon 

Of the four geographies considered here, only Aston's proposes a 
credible c;mdidate for the ri ver Sidon. He suggests that it is the mod 

ern Genesee River; this river is abollt 110 mil es long and runs nort h

ward rrom northern Penn sy lvania to Rochester and into Lake 

Ontario. Thc Rook of Mormon account places the headwaters orthe 

Sidon south of the ci ty and land ofZarahemla . And it spec ifi cs a ri ver 

that co uld be fordcd in it s upper reac hes but which had sufficien t 

current to carry dead bod ies out to se,l. Thc most thorough textual 

analysis of the river Sidon is by John and Ja net l-li lton. H Curt is pro-

14. John L Hilton Jnd Jallt'l I'. Hihon. ,./\ Corrchnio!l of Ih,' Sidnn Hil'<:r Jnd lil,' 

Llnds of Manli and Z;lratl<:mta wilh the S<H,lh"rn End or the Iti" Crij'lll" l (San I\.\i!:ud );· 

1<>1"'1<11 of /J"o/; of M<""wIl Srw/i,·s 1/ 1 ( 19')2): \42- 62. 
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poses the sho rt Ni agara River as his candid ate for Sidon. As men

tio ned, Aston interprets the Niagam River as the place where the "sea 

div ides th e land." O live pro poses Buffa lo Creek- Buffalo River as the 

Sidon. Th is river is much too short and small to be co nside red a vi

able cand idate. Fo r his part, Hedengre n argues fo r the mighty Sus

q uehanna River. It appears to be of the right o rde r of magnit ude in 

length and volu me, but it flows southward rather than northward, as 

requi red by Book of Mo rmon desc ri ptio n. Th is flaw is so serious as 

to inva lidate his entire scheme. Fu rt her, he docs not address thi s is

sue . We re he to find a good candidate for the Sido n, his geog raphy 

woul d be the best of th e cur rent crop of LG L geogra phies. As it 

stands, Aston's Sidon is the best of the lot, but his identifica tion is 

sti ll ullsatisfacto ry, and his argu ment for making his case is even less 

acceptable. Consider so me of it: 

Proxim it y of th e Genesee Rive r to the known Hil l Cu
mOl"ah in the nort h wo uld seel11 to suggest tha I this rive r was 

indeed the Rive r Sidon of the Book o f Mormon . If so, then 

the Hill CUlllor;lh was ncar events associa ted wi th the land of 

Zarahemla. Agai n, in Alma 2:15 it is noted that the Rive r 

Sidon ran by the hind of Z<lrahclllia. 

Ref~rr ing to th e internal lll aps of Appendix A, please no

tice that other geogr'lphers typ ica ll y pl:Kc Hill Cumo r,l h 

outside of the core of Book of Mormon eve nts, in a land that 

seems too far northw'lrd, too far from the co re of Book of 

Mormon even ts which occurred at Z.,rahelll ia . 

It would scem th.1\ only the proposed New York geogra

phy C;l[) make it clea r that Hill Cumorah was indeed located 

not fa r from the hea rt of Book of Mormon event s. Perhaps 

for this reason Hill Cumorah was chosen as the site for the last 

battles of both the Ja redites and the Ncphi tes. (Aston, p. 41 ) 

So much is wrong with this argum en t that it is h'lrd to kn ow 

whe re to begin. If anythi ng, Aston's clai m leads to the opposit e con

clusion: that his correlation canno t possibly be correct. First, he makes 
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an nssert ion and not an argument. What is claimed as a conclusion is 

really a rewordi ng of h is initial premise- that his chose n river must 

be the Sidon because it is proxima te to tht' known point of the hi ll 

Cumorah. This is a repetition of his argument for ident ify ing the 

narrow neck of land, a nd it does not work for all the same reason s. 

More embarrassing is the distortion of the [Jook of Mormon text 

necessary to suggest such ,Ill argument. The river Sidon is unambigu 

ously located in the land southward, but cu riousl y, its en tr)' point 

into the sea is never mentioned. Sidon and Cumnrah a re clearly in 

d ifferen t lands and are never mentioned in any passages a$ being 

proximate. That Aston would t ry to m,lkc a case for hi s Sidon in thi s 

manner is curious. One can take it as iI simple decision rule thai ,lilY 

proposed geography that places CU lll orah near the rivcr Sidon must 

be incorrec\. 

Aston presumes to know the 10C;1\ion of Mormon's Cumorah. 

From th is he identifies the river Sidon, in ddiance of ,111 geographical 

rel,llioll$hips in the 1300k of Mormon. He then lIses these two COIl 

jecture$ as a pla tfor m to recommend a different read ing of the text 

and fo r dismissing all other geographies !hat correct ly pl,lCe Curnofah 

ou tside the river Sidon drai nage. He further suggests thai this pro

vides a key for understanding Jared ite and Nl.'phitc milita ry stra te

gies. Cu rno rah was no t proximate to the Nephite settlements in the 

land of Zarahernla; it was not near the core of tht' act ion of early 

Nephite history. Ra ther, Cumorah represen ted a point of dist,mt 

refuge to which the Nephites fled to gain separation from their ene

mies in an effort to buy time to prepare for their end game. 

Aston's argumen t is upside down- he uses the physical geogra

phy as a basis for crea tively rereading the Book of Mormon. This un 

acceptable practice leads to erroneous conclusions. In no known travel 

account of wa rr iors or missio naries south (or cast) of the narrow 

neck of land is there any ment ion of the land of Cumorah or of the 

hill Cumorah. And we have a rather complete account of the idcn ti 

tics of all these lands from all the wars; no empty space is unac

counted for south of the narrow neck of lanel. Cu m orah did not en-
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ter Nephite h isto ry unti l the fi nal two cen turies (A. D. 200-421), after 

th,'y were forCl'd into the lan d north\"ard and had to concede:lll the 

land sout hward to the Lalllanites. 

Carefu l attent io n to Mor mon's accu unt of bei ng given charge of 

the record s and of h is movi ng them to S<l fe caves put s the hill Cumo

rah nort h of the narrow neck of la nd, whe re all internal geographi es 

place il. The sa mc aCCOlln ts men tion the rivcr Sidon onl y in its head

wa ters and in it s course th rough the lan d of Za rahemla. There is no 

acco unt of anyone tfil w li ng al ong the Sidon no rth o f Za rahe mla to 

th l' sea, per haps sugges ting th at such t ravel waS d iffic ult o r impos

sible. No such imped iment s char,lcte rize the ca nd ida tes fo r Sido n 

cons idered here. 15 

Deso lation and the Defensive Li ne 

ASlo n's a na lysis of the fortified line between the lands of Boun

tiful and Desol:ll l011 fo llows his me thod of arg um entatio n no ted 

above, wi lh the conseque nc(' being "some surpr isi ngly different inter

preta tions of Book of Mo rmon acco unts" (Aston, p. 56), th e principal 

one being hi s pbcement of Desohllion below the narrow neck. Given 

his t real mt'n l of CU lllo rah, the na rrow neck, ,lnd Sido n, th is should 

come ;IS no surprise. The scr ipt ures describe the "line" as a "for tifi('d" 

line. As ton suggc:s ts that this fo rtifi ed line ITI <ly have co rresponded to 

a na tuml fea ture of the landsca pe. This interpretat io n is possi ble, o f 

co urse, but not hin g in th e tex t su pport s such spec ul at io n. Aston 
eve ntu al ly ident ifi c:s the Ni;lg:lra esca rpm ent (th e st ra nd li ne o f a n

cient Lake Iroquois) as this li ne. He presu mes he has it correct ly iden

tified , of course, \"ith one co nsequence being that most o ther geogra

phers ilre misreading th e tex t a nd placing Deso latio n no rth of the 

na rrow neck. From Niagara Fall s this two-hull dred- foot -high escarp

me nt rllns eastwa rd , pa ra llel in g the so uthern sho re of Lake O nta rio 

15. In pUll ing this !.lSI ~Jl~ndJlivn in print, t h'1I'e \,;oh1l .. "<1 my own rul~ of Ihumb: 10 

,lI'oid Ill;\kinl> I'I>~itiw inf,·f.'IKrs fwm Ill(' ,Ibs.'nn' uf l" 'idellCl'. So I do not consider this 

.1rI>UIlW1l1 S('ri"us-- <Jnly il1 lefl."'lil1l>. The knn",n prtlhl"llls ",ilh Aston's Sidun nre sufficient 

IU 111.'1>;lIe hi.~ h)'plllhni, sc .... ·rallir11<'s OVl'r Nithout f .. ,<ourse It) such 1'051ul"I .. "<I fca lUres. 
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unti l it peters out about fifty mi les away, halfway to Rochester. The 

low-lying lands between the esc<trp ment and the modern lakeshore 

are ,thOUI seven to eight miles wide. Th is st rip of land is Desolat ion, 

the principal lands of the laredit es and the later Mu leki tes . Curtis 

and other LGL geogra phers make simila r claims that this escarpment 

divided a land no rthward fro m Bountiful , just to th e sO llth, wi th 

Za rahemla j ust to the sO llth o f Bountiful. Thi s is clearl y an erro r o f 

sca le. The area in question is sligh tl y sma ller than the land in Utah 

Valley east of Utah Lake and west of the Wasatch Front. There si mply 

is not enough real eslate in a land this size to acco mmodate the Book 

of Mormon accounts of tens of thousands of people. [ doubt tha t the 

number of current inhab itants of th is New York strip. eve n \vit h 

modern cultigens and technology, anywhere appro;lChes the number 

of people sa id to have lived in these land s in ancient t imes. [t would 

have to have been one co nti nuous cit y to eve n appro;\ch the correct 

o rder of magnitude. 

Co nsider som(' of Aston's argumen ts on these rn;l tll' rs. 

Given that the Hill Cumorah of western New York played 

all important role in laredi te accou nt s, illld assumi ng th at 

Ihe laredi tes had occupied lands no rthward above th e nar

row neck of land al Niaga ra, they would be req uired 10 even

tually trave1ro Hill Curnora h for their destru ction. Then why 

does the Book of Ether not indicate th itt Jaredi tcs had ever 

crossed the narrow neck of land in their final wars? 

This di spari ty sugges ted to me tballhc land o f Desohl

tion lay below the narrow neck of land , and no t above as 

many believe. (Aston, p. 5 1 ) 

Th is argument is almost iden ti cal to the argu ment s reviewed for the 

river Sidon and th e narrow neck. It is worth stress ing that the "dis

parities" thai Aston confro nts arise only because Ir l' pr(,SIIIIf(,S to know 

tire location of Ramalr/Cllllfo rair. If he had worked throu gh the Book 

of Mo rmon tex t fi rst. wi thout Ir yi ng to squeeze th e acco un t into a 

New York setting, he wOlild have continued to favo r a placement for 
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Jaredi te lands and Desola tion north of the narrow neck of land. It 

wo uld nece!>sarily follow tha t C Ulllorah wo uld be located north of 

th e neck :1 150. As ton's presum ption concerning the locat ion of Cu

morah fo rces him to read the sc riptures cre:,tively. Thus he wonders 

why the batt le narrat ives do not mention travels th rough the nar row 

neck. T he answe r that he accepts is that they d id not trave l through 

it. From this guess, however, he reaches th<.' erron eous concl us ion 

entailed in his ini t ial premise of knowing the loca tion of Ramah! 

Cumorah. He presum es thaI Desolation W,IS necessar ily south or cast 

of the narrow neck. The 1110 re li kely co nclusion is that CU1ll0rah was 

in the land no rt hward, as th<.· majori ty of readers of the Book of Mor

mon bel ieve. He is correct tlHlt the two lands arc co ntiguo lls. Desola 

tion takes it name from the ravages of war that culmi nated at Ramah. 

If we approac h the r iddl e of Book of Mormon geog raph y with 

req uisite humilit y, as a diflicult problem, and if we take as our work

ing proposit ion tha t we do not rea ll y kn ow ,I pr io ri the loca tion of 

,lily of t ill' fea tu res mentioned, the n we will co nsistentl y place Dcso

huion ,md CUnlorah nort h of the narrow neck and defensive line, 

and Bounti ful , Zarah emla, and the land so uthward so uth of thi s 

sa me line. The proof of thi s cla illl is the nu merous internal geog ra

phies that have been co nstr ucted. As an aside, the argument qu oted 

above suggests that there was not muc h Jarcd itc populat ion o n the 

o the r side of th e narrow neck. T his underc uts Aston's earlier argu 

ment for a second land northward bracketed by cardin ,ll seas. He 

concl udes, "the Book of Mo rmon see med to indiCille that laredite 

events ma inly took place below the na rrow neck of land" (Aston, p. 5 1). 

Th is is si mpl y unt rue; the tex t indica tes the reversC'. Aston's Illethod 

consisten tl y le,lds astray. 

The Narrow Pass and Fortifi cations 

Aston associa tes the narrow pass ment ioned in tbe Book of 

Mo rmo n with the defensive line of for tificat ions. The bu lk of his 

analys is is to presen t ev idence of ancien t fo rti fica tions along this 

strand li ne. Most of the references arc to old reports beca use most of 
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these fortificat ions we re destroyed in colonial times. Alt hough he 

suggests that the evidence is possibly confirmator)', A.~tOIl is careful 

not to put too mllch we ight on it. Of th e few si tes that have been 

dated by scientifi c techn iques, I1lal1)' postdate Neph it c times by one 

thousand years. It is highly prob<Jble t/1;1t most of till' sit es;lre much 

too late to have been Book of Mormon fonific<Jtiol1s. Aston's ca ut ion 

in this Illatte r is commend able, as is his a!leill pt to look at th<: p ri

mary archaeologic<J1 sources. In doing such rese,lrch, interested geog

r<lphers should realize that reports written befort, 1950 are chrono 

logical ly weak. A major pendin g question conce rning th e repo n ed 

high densit y of ancient remains in this area is their dale. For this in 

formation, one must search the most recenl reports. This renMins to 

be done. 

Lessons from Limhi's Lost Messengers 

I have claimed that Illany of the geogra phies considered here afe 

too slll<l ll to accommodate some of the travels described for the "md 

southward. Aston analyzes these trips ,lIl d argues that they sustain h is 

vision for a microgeography of Neph itc lands. or particul<Jr interest 

is th e journt'y of Limhi's sco uts/envoys in their search fo r Zarahemla. 

"The significa nce of this ex pedition is tha t it clea rl y demonstrates 

that Jaredi te lands were not all that far from the land of Zaraheml a" 

(Aston, p. 73). The key to this analysis is th e "overshot distance" be

tween the distance these scou ts thought they had to travel and the 

distance they act ually traveled. All analyses of this expeditio n rely on 

conjecture to estimate this ex tra d ista nce, so none is particularly con

vinc ing in and of itself. Here I ou tl ine Aston's i.ugulllc nt s on these 

matters. He makes the following points: 

l. If Coriantum r was the final survivor of the last battle at 

Ramah, "th is suggests that his discovery by Mulekit(,s probably oc 

curred in the ncar vicin ity oflhe Hill CUlllorilh" (Aston, p. 74). This is 

simply speculation. We do not know where the Mu lekites found him. 

2. The hill Ramah is men tioned in Ether in conjunct ion with 

Omer's travels. "Th is certainl y suggests that the Hill Ramah/Cu lllo r<l h 
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must ha ve played so me kind of ce ntral role in laredite geography, 

from the very beg inning of the lared ites in Ame rica" (Asto n, p. 74). 

This inference seems unfou nded and unn ecessa ry. All we ca n infer is 

that it was a known poi nt of geograph y during later lared ite times 

and that it was in Jaredite lands. 

3. "Because o f the wickedness of the Jart'd ites, Ja redite lan ds 

became occ upied by the Mulckites (see Ether 13:21). Now, since 

Jared it c la nds included the Hil l Cu mora h, tht'n lands of the peoples 

of Zarahemlil (Mulekites) also included the Hil l Cumorah" (Aston, 

p. 74). This is a pa rticul arl y begui ling cla im based on inattention to 

the Book of Mo rmon account. The scripture ma kes no such cl aims. 

The Muleki tes' fi rst hmding was in Jaredite lands. but they sett led in 

the land of Za rahemla to the south. There is 110 ev identiary basis to 

confound Mulekite lands with Jaredite lands and on that basis to infer 

the presence of Cumorah in Mu1ekite lands (that is, Zarahemla). The 

"other peo ple" referred to in Ethe r 13:21 who would inherit Jaredi te 

lands were most likclythe Nephites ra ther than the Mulekites. 

4. "The account of the Limhi ex pedi tion states that they found 

'bOlles' and ' ru ins of bu il d ings,' those that once belonged to th e 

laredites. Thus the expedition missed its t<lrget at Za rah em! a, over

shot its ma rk and d iscove red lands previously occupied by the Jared

ites. An im portan t issue is th;lI th e over-shot d istance was not all that 

mLlch, in contrast to much great er d istances typ ica lly proposed by 

o th er Book of Mormon geographers" (Asto n, p. 75). The first sta te· 

ment here is corrt'c t, but Asto n's claims for the ove rshot distance do 

not log ical ly follow and are mere spec ulation aided and abet ted by 

his view of the possi bilit ies of his geogra phy. As he has it set up, it 

would not ht, possible to overshoot Z<lrahemla by much without hit

li ng Ihe shore of Lake O ntario. Had this occurred, the Limhites would 

surely have rea lized they were lost. Even so, Asto n, and o thers sLlch as 

Curtis, must propose iI zigzag trip for the Limhites and other travel

ers be tween the lands of Nephi and Zil rahe rnl a to even come close to 

th e number of days consumed by th is journey-up to forty days for 

the truly disoriented. 



46 . FARMS R EVIEW 0 1' BOO KS 14/1-2 (2002) 

s. " If trave! had been th rough \'I ilderness areas, heavily forested, 

with steep hi lly terrain , peopl(' could have easily go tten d isorie n ted 

and lost. Actual pat h distan ces co uld have e"sily been double Ihe 

scale amounts" (Aston, p. 75). Thi s is ce rtainl y possible, but it docs 

not accord well with o ur notions of peoples att uned to their environ

mental ci rcu msta nces. This statement is anoth('f ;\ssumptioll posing 

as analysis. To make such <lrgumen ts work, we must assume so me d i

minished capacity on the part of the peoples involved. T he simple 

point is that the close r Nephi was to Za rah em la , the more difficult it 

would have been to remain igno ran t of the ac tu al rou te be tween 

thelll . Aston argues for an ex tremely short distance ilnd thu s needs 

natives of limi ted capacity. In his brief analysis of fOllr other journeys 

between Zarahemla ,md Nephi, Aston makes Ih e point th,1I Limhi 's 

people must have had a good idea of th e general direction a nd dis

ta nce.1 agree. Armed with such knowledge, an d assuming th;l t Limh i 

sent so me men wi th woodsman capab ili ty to protect ,wd guide the 

emissa ri es on the trip, it is r('markable Ihat Ihey would beco me los l 

or were in si tuations in which they could not ask d ir(·ctions along the 

way. Aslon's argumen t is that, knowing the approxi mate distance, th e 

Lirnh ites wou ld not overshoot their mark too m uch. If tr ue, th en 

Ramah/Cumorah and D('sol.1Iion must h;we bee n close 10 Za ra

hem 101. John Sorenson uses si m il<lr logic but accords the Limh ites 

more diligence in travd o nce they suspected they Illight be lost. He 

presumes thai they wou ld not have traveled much more th;Hl twice 

the dist'lIlce Ihey origina lly expec ted. Thus, he a rgues for a lo nger 

dista nce whi ch would have Cilrricd the unknowi ng Limhites into the 

land northwa rd , as requi red by all other cl ues of Jared ite geography. II> 

6. "Coriant urnr and his people were destroyed at Hill Ramah/ 

CUlll ora h, hence the vicini ty of hill Ramah /Cu1ll orah was the most 

likely place where Ether would have left the twent y- four gold pla tes 

of Jared it e history, so that the Limhi expedition wo uld ('ven tu,llly 

find them (Ether 15:33)" (Asto n, p. 78). Th is in ference do('s not ncc-

1(,. John J.. S"rl."nSllll. All A'lei,.,,, Amt'ri,-,In St·""'.~ fi" til<" /I""k 4 " ·'or!llUlI (S'lh 1..11;<.' 
City: f)cscrCI [J0<.l1; ~nt1 fAlt!l.·\S, 19~5 ), 1'1. 
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essariiy fo llow from the fac ts, but wi th a re la xed not ion of what 

"v ici ni ty" might mean, it is a p lilusiblc expec tatio n. I wo uld like to 

sec more cr it ical th inki ng on this ma rte r. Why di d o ther peop le no t 

fi nd these pla tes be fore the Limhi tcs d id , espec ia ll y if the bul k of 

Mulekite/Nephite population was so close by? 

7. "Now, from all the above co nsider'l ti ons, it docs no t seem 

reasonable that the Lim hi exped it ion would haw missed th ei r mM k, 

the land of Zarahcml;l, by ;1 huge distance factor as is ty pica ll y 

though t. In Journey No, 3 above, it took six tee n st rong men forty 

days of wand ering to t ravel from the land of Za rah emla, to the land 

of Nep hi. Accord ing to Map A, this l11 ight have in volved a 'crow 

flight' d istance of something li ke 11 0 miles . Thus when the Limhi ex 

ped it io n oversho t the lan d of Za rahemla, and end ed up near or at 

Hill Cumorah, this migh t have meant an ove rshoot of abou t twenty

five miles. Th is d ist ance is quite reaso na ble and seems consisten t wi th 

the idea that the land of Zarahemla was not located ve ry far from 

Hill CUlllorah, and it was located IJC:/olV the na rrow neck of la nd" 

(Asto n, p. 80, emphasis in o rigi nal). 

The bulk of this f,lllacio ll s argume nt is what Asto n co nsiders 

"reasona ble" to believe. Why is it reasonable? In hi s Journey No.3, fo r 

exa mple, he has vigorous men progressing at a speed of 2.75 mi les 

per day. This seems unreasonable. Even the Saints traveli ng to Win ter 

Quarte rs made betler (ime than th is. The on ly way to accommodate 

this slow speed would be to have co nsiderab le lat eral movement for 

ever)' foo t of fo rwa rd progress . Wi th such exaggerated zigg ing and 

zagging, how('ver, it wou ld be eve n more of a wonder that the Lim

hites did not cha nce upon some Nephile settlements before comin g 

to th e land of Desolation. The mi ni mal oversho t d istance of twenty

five miles is not at all credible either. T his wo uld be a slow or normal 

day of wa lking, depend ing on condit ions. [n Aston's scheme, Ihe land 

wou ld have been relat ively fbt. If we pres ume th at th e Li mhites fo l

lowed trails, even ga me tfa ils, they wo uld have made good time. The 

most objec tio nable part of this whole ana lysis is the fi nal line Ihat 

pretends to be a concl usion but is reall y an assu mpt ion o f what is 
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" reaso na ble" to be li eve . Aston guesscs at the ove rsho t distance and 

then uses hi s guess as a fact to cl aim tha t Cu morah was close to 

Zarahemla, from whi ch he de ri ves the further fac t th<lt it was south 

of th e narrow neck. Thi s is merely speculatio n. The bottom line is 

that the l imh i expedi tion does not ofter proponents of any of th e ge

ogra phies an y facts on distance . Th e one int erest ing point is the 

capacity to get lost and lose the trail. I suspect that thi s potentia li ty 

prov id es an im portant clue all relat ive dist<lnce, but it is not precise 

information . A later descr iption of travel fro m Za rahemla 10 Desola

tion and the land of ma ny wa ters states: "And they did travel to an 

exceedin gly great di stance, insomuch th at they came \0 large bodi es 

of water and many rivers" (Helama n 3:4). Th is description coun ters 

Aston's claims for these lands. 

8. [n hi s final fool not e to th is chapter, Asto n compounds his 

difficulties: "It is ironical th at an ana lys is of the Li mh i exped ition W,IS 

a fac to r in hel ping geographers see tha t Book of Mo rmon events 

took place with in a ' local geography.' Had that local geography been 

recog ni zed as bei ng centered aroun d Hill Cu mora h in wester n New 

York, there never would have arisen a need fo r a second I-lil l Cumorah" 

(Aston , p. 82) . Asto n's argumen ts about al ternative Cumorahs por

tray it as a matter of logical necessit Y- lhat scholars wen t looking for 

anot her hill once th ey rea li zed th at Book of Mo rmon lands were 

small . hav ing already been convi nced tha t anc it'nt civi li zations of 

Cen tral Ameri ca were involved. The two premises co ul d not be rec 

onci led. so so met hin g had to give. In so me instances this may be 

t rue . The quest ion, wh ich Aston dot'S not adequ ately address, is why 

the New York hill has not been seen to conform to the requircments 

of the text by most sc holars. Why do most scholars give lip on New 

York in favo r of Middle Ame rica? A seco nd . more im portan t ques 

tio n to ask is why the early Sain ts an d Joseph Smith did not re:llizc 

that Book of Mormon la nds were so sm<l ll and were restr icted to 

New York. Why is th is on ly now being "recognized" by invest igato rs 

sll ch as Cu rt is, Aston, Hedengrcn, ,wd Olive? Imp li ed in Aston's 

claim is the presumption that Joseph Smi th did no\ know the loca -
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lion of Boo k of Mormon lands, a point wi th which [ agree, but one [ 

doubt he real ized he was making. 

I will outline my last claim in more detail because it has possi ble 

imp li cations fo r eliminating rh etorica l excesses in future deba tes 

abo ut l300k of Mormon geography. Ta ke the following: ( I) E;l Ch of 

the proposed LGL gcognlphies co nsidered here is presented by it s au

tho r as a novel and impo rtant proposal. (2) The need for LGL views 

,nose beca use all p;lrties of the: geography de:bate now accept as an 

indisputable fact that Boo k of Mormon hmds were localized, at least 

in th eir narrati ve cen ter. (3) Each of th ese proposal s differs from 

some t radi tional Mormon views o n geog raphy, including views as

cribed to Joseph Smith by his closest associa tes . (4) The trilditional 

views of Book of Mormon geog raphy can not be correct because the 

sell e is wro ng. If all of these a rc tr ue, it fo llows tha i ea rl y Saints. in 

cluding Josep h Smith, did no! know the true exte nt of Book of Mor

mo n lands or the ir precise parameters . [t further fo llows that o ne 

would be ill -advised to take traditional correlations of Book of Mor

mon places as fac t, including those of the Prophet and his early fol

lowers. This last clai m docs not necessaril y follow from the precedi ng 

facts because it is possib le to know a few po in ts of geograp hy with 

ce rtaint y, such as CUlllorah, wi th out und ers tanding the ir imp li ca

tions for a complete geogra phy. But this sub tl ety of logic crea tes diffi

cult ies fo r th e books co nsidered here. Alt hough it falls sho rt of logi

cal necessity, it certain ly is poor scholarly form to claim that a wit ness 

docs not know the complete facts but indeed knows one essential fact. 

!f one questio ns th e credi bil ity of one's own wit nesses, he or she 

ought to proceed wit h ca ut ion concern ing the rel iabil ity of their ac

tual testimony offe red in evidence. In more concrete terms, it is poor 

form to imply that Joseph Smit h did not know the extent or location 

of Book of Mormon events and, in th e same analysis. to base 011e's 

geography on his purported belie fs about th e loca tio n of the hill 

CUlllora h. This comp romised position is only exacerbated wi th 

cI'l illlS of capturing thl' high mo ra! gro und by resc uing the hill 

Cumorah from its so -ca lled detracto rs. By the very scholarly exercise 
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Ofpllblishillg a local gcogml)hy, each LGL {/(11'(J(ale makes (11/ implici/ 

claim thnl Josep/! 5111ilh did /101 IlI1dcrS/(lIIlI13ook o/MormoJ1 geogra

phy. Yet each start s his or her analys is by tnking th e location of the 

New Yo rk hill as the place of the one and only tru t' Cumorah of the 

Book of Mormon as identi fied by Joseph Smi th. Each LG L advocate, 

then, is log icatty compromised by ha ving to disbelieve some early 

statements (e.g., the extent of nook of Mor mon lands) while accept

ing others (e.g., the location of CUlllorah). This leads to the impor

tant, unresolved question: Why believe Smi th's d .-dill S for the loca

tion of the hill Cllmorah if his views arc fou nd unacceptable on o ther 

point s of geography? And if one chooses to believe tha t Josep h Smith 

held the view att ributed to him , ,111d, fu rther, to take this:ls evidt'll cc, 

how can the accuracy of one's belief be subst;mtiated? The o nl y re

COlLrse is to work with details in the Book of Mormo n and 10 com

pare internal reconst ructions and expectat ions to real-\vorld sett ings. It 

is worth stressing that the ollly way in which claims for Cumorah can 

be ('valua ted serious ly through nOll prophetic me;ws is if we begin 

our anal yses with the presumption that its location is unknown and 

mllst be demonstrated. Middle American geographers ' <Ike this posi

tion; tGL geograp hers do nol. These latter SChO!;lrS begin with a pre

conceived notion that diffracts all subsequent observ,l (iolls ;md bends 

them toward their bias. As;\ result, all the proposed LGL gt'ographies 

have irreparable Oaws caused by ass uming what they shou ld have 

been demonstrating: the locat ion ofCulllorah/Ramah. 

Archaeological Correspondences and Challe nges 

Sooner or later, every proposal for a real -world settin g for the 

Book of Mormon narra tive mlLst confron t archaeological issues. Aston 

takes on th e archaeological cha llenge toward the end of his book

thus the placement of my commentary here. All the LGL books treat 

the archaeological record of the grea ter Grc:n L,lkes area ambiva

lenl ly. Each ;lU thor finds evidence to support his or her views and , 

{'ven more importa ntly, reasons for discrediting large chunks of the 
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sallle record . By my scorecard, allihese books fail the archaeological 
lest. One problem lies in faulty reconstructio ns from the Book of 

Mormon; others co ncern logical weaknesses. But the greatest prob

lem is the archaeological record of the proposed area itself. rt simply 

does not fit tht., requirements of the Book of Mormon. 

One's arguments for archaeology cannot supersede the so urces 

exploited, so a brief note on these is appropriate. ! do not co unt pre

violl s Mormon geographical treatments of archaeological matters as 

legitimate sources. Of the four au thors showcased here, Hedengren 

co nsiders the widest ra ngt.' of archaeologica l so urces, so me of them 
r;lther specialized and obscure. T he breadth of his coverage is d iffi 

cult to ga uge, however, because he docs not prov ide footno tes or ,I 

bibl iography, so his re ferences have to be tracked down with in his 

text. I hope he makes future versio ns of his geography mo re user
friendly by providing unimpeded access to the sources cited. C ur

rently, few gencr:l1 works for the archaeology of Pennsylva nia or New 

York exist, so serious students are fo rced to consult local histories, ar

tides, and technical reports fo r delHi Is. These are part icu la rly d ifficu lt 

to read and interpret. Curtis co nsiders summari ly on ly one very old 

but excellent source fllr Nt'W York.'? For thei r parts, Asto n and Oli ve 

bot h consider 'Ibout five to eight reputable sources fo r archaeological 

matte rs, and Aston incl udes the main sy nthe tic reference for New 
Yo rk archaeology by Wi lliam A. Hi tchi e, I~ a source passed over by the 

o thers. Overall, the pauc it y of published sources and archaeological 
projects in western New York and Pennsylvan ia suggests a lack of in

te rest in this region by the archaeological commun ity at la rge. Per

h,lPS one reaso n for the shabby treatme nt and lack of interest is that 

the archaeology of this region, for the time periods in question, is rela

tively dull compared to that of adjacent regions to the south and west. 

Th is, in itself, is rather tdling. This ci rcumstance involves considerable 

17. E. ~;. Squil·r. A,lIi'l"il;rs vf II,,· SlalC <1/ Nfli' Y,)rk ( lIuff<,\o. N.Y.: Derby, 1851 ). 

18. Willi"lll A. \{i l (hi~, TI,,· ArciU!c<'/ogy of New \hrk 51111(" (G"r,ten Ci ly. N.Y.: Natural 

Hi'lOry.l%5). 
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irony because western New York was one of the first regions to re

ceive archaeologica l attention in the ea rl y 1800s, the time of the 

Smiths' residence there. 

The essent ial, suppo rting archaeological GIS'" for a New York set

ti ng for Boo k of Mor mon I;mds was encapsu lated 'lbovc in a quota

tion from Olive. Early sell ie rs' accoun ts of upstate New York describe 

numero us trenched and walled fortifications, weapons, ,lnd mass 

graves of diso rderly bones- the latter presu ma bly casual ties of war. 

Some of the skeletons arc said to have been exceptionall y hlrge, and 

the a rtifacts, fortifica tions, and mounds arc Solid to have occu red in 

high frequenc ies. Case dosed! Both Olive and Curtis quote extensively 

from McGavin and Bean's 1948 study-sti ll the best second,lry source 

for the early accou nt s.I'l O live argues that ,Hld itiona l support comes 

from ev idence for do mesticit y (parchl'd co rn, sta r'lge pits, and spun 

d ot h), the <lrts (ceramic pots and fig urines, day pipes, and pe,lrls), and 

sma ll , inscri bed stone tablets (pp. 294-300). In his trea tment of cor

respo nde nces, Hedeng ren d raws attention to co rn , pe:l rl s, fo rt ifica

tions, dot h, metal a rt ifacts, architect ure, armor, sto ne tab lets, writ 

ing, stone boxes, wooden buildings, stone wa lls, co nch shells, and 

panpipes. This is a long miscellany of items that lacks a coordinating, 

linking argumen t to Book of Mormon matters. Aston d iscusses cattle, 

ho rses, "seeds of every kind ," cement, wooden cit ies, ;Ind for tifications. 

The mere presence o r absence of these items is thought to be suffi

cient for the authors' prese ntat ions. But they do not add lip to much. 

Throughout, there is an ,lstoundi ng d isregard fo r temporal placement 

of these items and feat ures. For Book of Mo rmon la nds, th e question 

is no t si mp ly "Where?" but "When?" and "What?" Aslon makes a sig

nifica nt advance in his att empt to show a sys tem of settlement. T he 

Ilu mber of sites, their place men t in his hypothetical Neph ite territo

ries, and the na tu re of the sites (towns vs. forts) are said to correspond 

to the spat ial and demognlphic requirements of the Book of Mormon. 

To their credit, all au tho rs re presented here real ize th at the ar

chaeolog ical case for thei r LG L correlations is no t good, and each 
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:Ippropriatcly spends sO l11e l ime exphlin ing away the failure to meet 

expectat ions. Ei1Ch author is awa re of such deficiencies beca use his o r 

her geography was writte n as a challenge to Middle America n geog

raphies, which appl'ar 10 be doing well when it co mes to archaeologi

cal ev idence. Whet her this is actua !!y true o r not is beside the point; 

Great Lakes a rchaeo logy looks two inches tall beside the coloss us of 

Cen tral America. As if in harmon ious chorus, the LGL authors claim 

that much of the evidence h'1S eithe r bee n destroyed or wou ld not 

have surv ived normal rrocesses of decay to the prese nt day. O li ve 

makes;l part icu b r point co nce rni ng the lack of evidence for tem ples 

patterned aft !,'r the Tempk of Solomon (PI'. 30 1-2). T hese were bui lt 

of wood and \\lould not be ex pected to withstand no rmal decay. 

Alternat ively, most of th em wou ld have been burned when the Lam

anites destroyed Neph ite lands. A nice ex plana ti on, but it docs no th

ing to a!! ay my anxiety concern ing Lama nite temples; perhaps Olive 

preSllllles th at Ih ey did not have any. "'!clllplcs buil t of timber decay, 

and we shou ld not be I.:onfuscd by the lack of these monuments fou nd 

in the area" (Olive, p. 3(2). 

Curtis il rgues that much of the evidence for early fo rt ificat ions, 

balliefields, weapo ns, ilnd war dead was destroyed when the la nds in 

question were brough t unde r cul tivation. The plow destroys the sword 

in this case. He il lso advances several novel arguments tha t support 

his posilion . The most interesting is his claim that the di sparity be

!\veen New Yo rk and Centra l Ame ri ca n a rchaeology decides the case 

in favor of New York beca use the Cen tral Ame rican ruins arc too 

complex to fi t the bi11 fo r Book of Mormon Ia nds.2u Accepting his ar

gUlll ent requ ires com mi tmen t to several su pportin g hypo th eses. 

Curtis argues that th e Nep hites had all things in co mmon duri ng the 

cr;l of peace and commun alism a Cler C hri st 's appeara nce (ca. A.D. 

33-200); there were no rich and poo r disti nctions, and, the refore, 

they d id not bu ild archi tectu ral monumen ts such as a rc found in 

Mesoamcrica. Afler A . D. 200, gro ups were small and cOll tell t ious and 

20. Delhert \II. Cunis. Christ hi N,>rII, Alllait'll (Tigard . Ore.: Resource COlllllluni

Gltinns. 1(93), If,7. 
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did not have the resources o r motivation to <'rect such buildings. Nor 

did they worry abou t putting up bu ildings in the terrible tim e of the 

last war. Rather, the co nstructions we shoul d expect to find are fo rti 

fications, so meth ing thai western New York has in abundance. For 

thei r part, the Lamanil es were too lazy to have worried about pUlling 

up big buildings, so we should not expect to fi nd evidence of thcm in 

ancient Lamanite territori es . (This latter claim for Lamanitc under

ach ievement hardl y squa res with references to Lamanit e palaces.) [n 

sho rl, acco rdi ng to Curt is, th ere was very lin lc ev idence to begin 

with, and it has long si nce been dest royed. 

For almost 300 years the "Gell t ilt's" have systemat iC:l ll y 

pillaged, leveled, plowed, and cultivat ed the land of no rt h

eastern United Sta tes of America. Almost all of thc mounds, 

the wasted citi es, and the trenches tilled wit h bones, and the 

mounds of bones wi th ,I vc ry thin cover of cilrth have bee n 

ob lileril ted. Yet there is sl ill enough {'vidcnce to show th,lt a 

people with a high degree of civ iliz.ationlived and died there.1 1 

Wha t we should be looking for ,He th e remai ns of fort ifi ed 

cities and of a people ,I t wa r, not great pagan temples and 

burial mounds built by a people united and at pcace.11 

Finally, Aston provides more spl'cific ,lrgurnents co ncerni ng the 

archaeological prob lem presented by New York. Give n th e impo r

la nce of this isslIe, he deserves to be quoted allength : 

The Archaeology of New \-ork State, a classic 1965 work by 

William Ritchie, is an important archaeo log iGl l wo rk on 

New York. Yet hi s findin gs on the 'Irchaeo logical picture of 

western New York seem to be devoid of the kind of picture 

thill one mi ght think the Book of Mormon had painted, and 

see ms to ignore th e findings of the many historians who had 

recorded the di scoveries of ancien t earthwo rks, foniiicali01 1s, 

21. Ibid .. 17t-72. 

12. Ihid., I i -I. 
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and archaeo logica l ev ide nces d iscove red in western New 

York by its ea rl iest observers. 

T he archaeo logical rccord o f th e New York area see ms 

qui te m isleadin g when onc looks at sit es that have been ra

d ioca rbon dated. Rit ch ie's samp le collecti ons show a huge 

gap in t imc, \."herein th ere is prac tica ll y no data. Surpris

ingly, 'limost noth ing is dOl led \."i thin th e l ime per iod 500 

A.C. to A. D. 400, the pe riod of the Nephites. 

Noticing this can lead one to thi nk that weSlern New York 

never had a Ne phi le popu latio n. It wou ld be easy to fail to 

understa nd why this is m islead ing, and 10 no t comprehend 

the signific'lIl ce in th is. O nly after much researcb on the mat

ter did Ihi s gap in archaeological knowledge become clea r. 

It seems obvious thaI the great bu lk of the arch'leologica l 

si tes, covering the t ime period of the Nepb itcs, were dt.·stroyed 

by the spade and the plow of Ihe ea rl y colonists. Also, th ose 

few sites tha t remain arc unacceptable fo r study beca use they 

were pilfered .utd bad ly damaged. The sites had been ravaged 

by people who dest royed most of what they found and often 

made erro rs in descr ibing and in terpreting their fi ndings. 

Ma ny of th t.· artifacts discovered were ei ther p il fered, de

stroyed o r lost. Then too, in some cases fo rgeries we re in

volved, and unless the art ifa cts were d iscove red undisturbed 

in their or igi nal loC<l t io ns by com petent profess iolHlls, th e 

find ings were considered d iffi cult to interpret. 

Advancing "c ivilization" has produced devastating effec ts 

on the archaeological record of western New York. lbwns were 

buil t ove r fo rmer si tes, farmers plowed over ea rthworks, d ig

ging up sk ul ls an d art if:lc ts by th e bushel basketful, and 

treasure bunters pilfe red and destroyed most of the archaeo

logical si tes. 

McGavin and \3ean , in th eir 1948 book on The Gcogm 

ph)' oj tIle Rook of Mormo/l, re port that many ancie nt grave 

si tes were wi thi n the Book of Mormon lands proposed in 
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this book. It turns out that ,ll most ,1 11 of those wonderful ruins 

we re dest royed. or rendl'red useless. (Aston, Pl'. 136-87) 

While Aston lame nts this situation, it appears from my perspec

tive to have provided LGL advocates with the best of both worlds: the 

lack of evidence becomes thei r bl:'st evidence . This becomes an ex 

cuse for avoiding seri ous <I rchaeologicn l research. The early reports, 

those I co nsider old hearsay, give glowing acco unts of wonderful 

finds- and of the destruction of the Sitl'S from which th ey came. 

Aston, Cu rt is, and Olive accep t these reports but conside r Ri tchie's 

ted iolls and detailed catalogue of filCh to be "misleading." Asto n claims 

to ha ve come to his conclusion "a ft er mu ch research on the matt er," 

but his research is nowhere appa rent. He does nOI produce one refl-r

encl'. He appears to be saying that he thought about the disparity .11'
pa rent in matchi ng Hitchi e's account of ancie nt New York with Book 

of Mormon requi rement s and found .111 (' scal'e routt' in McGavin 

and Bean's claims. 

Nu merous problems are inherent in Aston's ;l rgu lllent , but r will 

address only the most serious. Why did the destruction of sites affect 

only those of the Nephile em? Urban sprawl is no respecter of archaeo

logical sites and ca nnot ed it the arch'leological record in thi s man ner. 

Ritchi e provides a co mple te archa eo logical sequ ence for New York, 

with no thing missing. He relics on acceptable techniques of datin g 

materia ls through rad iocarbon and throu gh changes in arti fact 

styles. The so -called gap suggested by Aston docs not ex ist. Ritchie's 

acco unt is thought to be problema tic and mislead ing only bec<lllse 

the Nephit e-equi valc nt period in New Yo rk is one of rc1atiwly low 

population, alld Asroll believes 1/1('5(' fo /IC Rook of Mormoll I(/nds. [n 

short, the fault is not inherent in the archaeological report but in the 

assump tions d ict ating the read ing of it. As show n below, subsequent 

research in New York is substantiating the historic patterns descr ibed 

by Hitch ie. When a detai led a rcha eological reco rd fai ls to va lidate 

one's hypothesis, this should provoke reexamination of th e hypothe

sis rather than rejection of the record of a rchaeologica l findi ngs. 

The issue of site destruction is at the cen ter of all LGL claims. I 

address it from the perspecti ve of an ;l rchaeologist with three deGldes 
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of field ex per ience. Archaeologists arc ra ther hasty wi th clai ms of 

"des tru ct io n." Bu t we do no t usc this term wi th the salll e meani ng 

tha t it is being given in LGL ;,rgo ments. ror archaeolog ists, th e ideal 

sile is "p ri sti ne," meaning tha t it remains "undisturbed" by v .. rious 

natural agen ts ( tree fall s, roden ts, hurricanes, eart hworms, forest 

fires, etc. ) or cu lt ural forces (such :ls f;, rming, loo ting, minin g, an d 

urban sprawl ) until w~ gel;1 cha nce to t.lke it <lp:lrt ca refu lly, layer by 

laye r. If :l rchaeo log ical sites were eggs, we would pre fer them boiled 

rather than sc ra mbled. For most archaeologists, sc rambled si tes lose 

most of th eir interpret ive va lue, as Aston poin ts ou t. When a site is 

plowed, looted by clandestine digge rs or "a,'ocational" arch:lt:o logists, 

or cut through by sewer lines or road right-of-w,lYS, the prist ine "order" 

of artifacts and tl'<l turCS soch <IS floors, fire hearths, and post molds is 

dest royed and scrambled. Wh'lt is lost in prist ine context, howeve r, is 

p:l rrl y compensated fo r by th e increased visibilit y of the site. This 

is the cr it ical point. I.GL advocates use th e term des/foyet! to mean 

"wiped off the face of the earth, obli terat ed , expunged , or erased." 

Archaeologists use destfoYl'd to mean "a ltered, t ransformed, messed 

up, o r scra mbled." Even after enor mous damage, these sites still exist, 

ilnd the ir artifilcts sti ll ex ist, albei t in small er pieces; however, the spa

t ial rel at io nsh ips which once obtained aillon g th e various artifac ts 

and featu res arc ob lit erated. 

The thrust of Aston's arguill ent is that destruction has removed 

all traces of the sites in qut'stioll, and th is is the reason, according to 

h is spec ula tio n, that they are no t re presented in Ritchie's master 

wo rk. But the opposit e is true; sites that arc destroyed have illcreascll 

visibility, ,Ire e,lsier to fi nd , and arc generall y overrepresen ted in syn

the ti c works. LGL <lrgu men ts are 180 degrees off the mark. Sites dat

ing to the Nep hil e era arc represented in Ri tc hie 's wo rk, perhaps in 

frequenc ies greate r than Ihey deserve. There simply are no t th at 

many of them. 

M<l ny times, the on ly way buried sit es can be found is when they 

a re p:lrti<l ll y destroyed during no rmal urban or rural activi ti es, such 

as a se\ver line encounte rin g bur ials in dow ntow n Salt Lake Ci ty. 

Archaeologists a re drawn to la nd dist urb.m ce like moths to a li ght 
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because they have a chance to view what is beneath the surface wi th 

out d iggi ng blindly. Opinions among .l fchaeo logis ts on th e benefi ts 

of destruction, such as Ihose by voiced by Squier in the opening Jines 

of hi s ea rl y study all fo rt incat ions in western New York, are not 

uncommon: 

The Indian tribes found in possession of the co ulltry now 

embraced wi thin the limils of New En gland and the Middle 

Slates have left few monument s 10 altest thei r fo rml'r pres

ence. The frag ile structures which they erected for protecti on 

;md defence ha ve Jong ago crumblt'<1 to th e earth; and th e 

si tes of their ancient towns and vill ages are indicated only by 

the ashes of their long-extinguished nres, and by the few rude 

relics which the plough of the invader exposes to his curi ous 

gaze. Their cemeteries, marked in very rare instan ces by en

du ring monument s, are now unci istinguish'lble, except where 

th e hand of modern imp rovement encro.[c hcs upon th e 

san ctity of the grave.2 .1 

True, many features of th ese si tes, suc h as pos th ole patt e rn s 

a nd eart h em bankments, can even tu'l ll y become too scrambled to 

detect~but ev idence of the site will no t vani sh. The issue here is of 

visi bi lit y vis-a.-v is site d isturba nce. Those who have collec ted arrow

heads know that the best places to look are plowed fie ld s, eros ion 

channels, and other sit es where surfa ce vegetation is rCllloved and 

where subsurface deposits are exposed o r churned to Ihe surf'ICe. The 

same principle applies to sile visibilit y. Weeke nd colleclo rs and pot 

hun tcrs tend to search for artifacts and thell preserve and display them 

in collec tions. Such artif,lets are removed fro m sites but no t from 

sigh t- quite the opposi te. In his stud y of New Yo rk, Ritchie makes 

freq uent usc of observa tions from pr ivate collect io ns. Asto n knows 

Ihis but perhaps has not apprec iated it s impl iCilt iotls for his argu ment. 

The o th er excuse for dodgi ng the archaeological im plic;Hio ns of 

the dismal New Yo rk record is to claim th at the ev ide nce would not 

B. Squier. Allti'/llitie5 of rl,(' SImI' of N,'w )"rk. 7. 
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be preserved. This is a more appropriate claim than blaming every

thing on plows and spadL's. O ne should not ex pec t si lk. linen, roast 

beef, perfume, honl'y, feathers, or lemonade-or thei r like-to sur

vive lo ng in the archaeologica l record under New York condit ions. In 

turn , sto ne, bone, go ld, coppe r, and shell survive under most condi

ti ons. The iss ue that Book of Mormo n geogra phers must add ress is 

the follow ing: Given the cultu ra l features and events described in the 

Book of Mor mon, what kin ds of archaeological evide nce wou ld be 

preserved? Wh ich of these things were made of sto ne, sll ell, wood, 

gold, or cemen t? And , where should we find them on the Book of 

Mo rm on landsca pe, an d for what time peri ods? Curt is argues th at 

many g('ogra phers are searching for all the wro ng thin gs in all th e 
wrong places. [ agree with his genera l se nt ime nt, but not wi th his 

specific cla im concerning cities and large buildings. The current geog

raphies Me quite reasonabk in 1110s1 of their ex pecta ti ons. Avoca

t io nal Book of Mormon scholarship appea rs to have outgrown th e 

era of looking for wheels, roads, and white Indians. Much gr ief could 

further be avoi ded were greater attent ion acco rded the material ex

pec tations of past event s before plunging into archaeological reports. 

For example, O li ve a rgues away temples by claiming they were made 

of wood. Grantin g her improbable expecta ti on, her argume nt sti ll 

does not work com pletely beca use the a rchaeologica l record of New 

York is full of ev idence for wooden structures, as she should have re

alized when looking at the pictures in Ritchie's book. Of course, most 

of the ev idence cons ists onl y of floor plans as marked by postholes of 

ancient build ings r;!ther than the superstructure. Hedengren, by con

trast, uses such evide nce to demonstrate th e former presence of 

wooden buildings in his chosen area, and thus to establish the valid

ity of the Book of Mo rmon accou nt (p. 149 ). 

A llseful argume nt that no o ne has employed is th e possibility 

that sit es sim ply have not been found. If we were to take the observa

tion abollt archaeological visib il ity to hea rt, and if we still des ired a 

good reason fo r expla ining away the discre pancy betwee n the sac red 

account of Nephite lands and cur rent understa ndin gs o f New York 
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.1rchaeology, then a more reasonable cla im would be that most si tes 

have not been d iscove red because they have not h'1d th e good fortun e 

of bei ng partiall y destroyed. No archaeological record is completely 

known, so there arc always sites, o r f('atures at know n sites, ye t to be 

di scovered. An important concern in de'1ling with an archaeologica l 

record is it s represent ati ve ness. Do sit('s of the various periods have 

an equal chan ce of co min g to the a ll el1 tio n of the arch aeologica l 

com munit y or being reported in print? No. Archaeological repo rt ing 

is clea rt y biased in direct rel ati on to archaeological vis ibil ity. Large 

sites are easier to find than slllall ones, and most mound sites are eas

ier to identi fy than nonn1ound sites. Sites wit h potte ry an d chipped 

stone are easier to find than those wit hout such diagnost ic artifacts. 

Sites wit h exot ic arti facts and burials are reported more rapid ly and 

frequent ly than those without. Si tes in areas of frequent human ac

tivity a re easier to find than those in remote pbces; thus sites located 

in valleys, along river flood plains. on lakeshores, o r on tilled land arc 

easier to find because of inc reased human disturb'lrKe. Kn owi ng 

th ese th ings, one ca n co mpensale for undcrrcprcsentation of some 

si tes in assess ing the ebb and flow of reg io nal hi sto ries. Most places 

within the co ntinen tal Unit ed Sta tes, however, have now had suffi 

cien t archaeological acl ivil y that the basic ou tlines of prehistory arc 

known. Future efforts will be directed to filling in details and making 

minor adju st ments. In short , what we sec in the New York archaeo

logical record is probably a represen tative sample of what there was. 

t have tried to make a simple case for removing the escape routes of 

LGL advocates so that a useful di alogue on substanti ve iSSlles of his

tory and archaeology can enSlle. Rather than approach th e a rchaeo

logical record with exc uses, we should begin to pay attention to what 

it tell s us. I am not an expert on New York a rchaeology, nor am I 

likely to be, but I took a few hours to peruse some of the literat ure to 

sec what LGL advoca tes have available for making th eir case. The 

gene ral course of prehisto ry Ollilined for New York filS co mfort'lbl y 

a nd logica lly with the hi stories of adjaccill regio ns, and it makes 

good an thropological sense. The inferenc('s made from th e archaeo -
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logica l observations appear reasonably supported in the known facts. 

In Illilk ing a match between Book of Mormon cla illls and a partiClI 

lar archaeological record, we must heed three basic paramete rs: 

space, t ime, and content. LGL aut hors ha ve focu sed disp roport ion 

ately on the spatiil l requ ireme nts or Book of Mormon hlllds, with 

some atten tion to cu ltural content, but with almost complete d is re

ga rd for the book's tem poral cla ims. O nly by ignoring time have they 

been able to fit Book of Mo rm on lands into the Great Lakes mold. 

When we pay atten tion to time and to cull uml context, it beco mes 

clear that the evt' nt s described in the Book of Mormon do not seem 

to have occ urred in th e Grea t Lakes area. 

The Book of Mormon makes hundreds of clear cu ltu ral an d 

chronological claims. Here it will suffice to touch on just a few prin

cipal ones. The dates inserted at the bottom of eilch page of the Nephile 

accoun t in the Book of Mormon provide th e needed chronolog ical 

frame. As to cultural pract ices, the Book of Mormon descr ibes fo r all 

its peoples, even the Lam.wites, a sedenta ry lifestyle based on cerea l 

agriculture, with cities and substa ntial bui ld ings. Thus we should be 

looking for ci ty dwellers, perman ent populat ions, kings, farmers, and 

gra ins. These shou ld sta rt in the th ird mil le nniUIll before Christ and 

persist ,II least until the fourth century after his death. There should be 

some cl imax lind nadir moments in developments, and these sho uld 

occur in speci fi c places Oll the landscape. New York lacked cities and 

cereal agriculture ulltil after A.O. 1000 and is thus no tl he place . We 

arc not missing evidence of GrCilt Lakes peoples, thei r sett lement pat

terns, or subsistence practices tor the tim e periods under co nside ril

tion. These arc reilsoll:Jbly well known ror e'lCh period from iJ variety 

of evidence; tht·y sim pl y do not fit the speci fi cations. 

The largest Nephi te cit ies ilnd towns of the Book of Mormon 

na rrati ve were located in va ll ey settings, necessarily in areas with 

good agric ultural land. Some areas were occupied for cen turi es of 

periodic building. Some had temples and other religious structures, 

walls, gates, and dwellings. In archaeological terms, th ese si tes should 

be spat ially extensive and thick, with signi fi ca nt stratigraphy. These 
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are the types of archaeologic,ll si tes with the highest potent ial fo r visi 

bi lity and th e greatest probability of being located nnd consistently 

reported. We would not expect evide nce of their size or datt' to bt' 

ann ih ila ted, even with severa l cent ur ies of plowing. Rather, such ac

tivity wou ld make them easier to find- more visible. They should have 

been part of the early settlers' descriptions. New York .mel Pennsylvan ia 

lack sites that lit thi s description. Finding a two-Io-four-thousand 

year-old city in New York wou ld be so novel th;!t it would be rc

ported quickly in all scientific outlets. It has newr happened. Tht, most 

likely locations for such cities ;Ire already archn('ologically wei! known 

because they are also thc prime locations for modern occupation. 

What docs Great Lakes archaeology havt' to offer in te rm s of our 

expectations? As I-Iedengren and others not e, th e archaeology of the 

m idcontinenta l and northeastern United Slales covers a long time 

per iod. The Book of Mormon l ime period cor res ponds to the ar

chaeo logical phases of the Late Archaic (Jareditc )' Ade na (Jared ite 

and Nephite), and Hopewell (Nep hilc) peri ods. There is surfi cient 

ev idence of peoples in all the lands proposed as cll ndidates for Book 

of Mormon la nds, but we must question if Ihey livcd in the manner 

described in the text ,md if th e content is right. It is cssenlial lo make 

a d ear disti nctio n here between archaeologica l evide nce for OCCUp.l 

l ion and ev idence of a peop le's cultura l attainments. All the LGL 

books cons idered here blur this distinction and take evidencc ofhu

man occupation in the New York area as ('vide nce of past civ il iza

tions. Civilization is a technical term with a spec ia l meaning in ar

chaeology, usuall y I1lc'lrling societies comp lex enough to have lived 

in cities and to have had kings-a basic requiremen t for the Book of 

Mormon. The lerm is an appropriale int er prctation of the tex t but 

not foJ' northeastern archaeology. For this area, the Adena and Hope

well cultures are particularly al1raclive Gmdidates for Book of Mormon 

peoples because they represented the most sophisticakd cu ltures on 

the ir time horizon in the United States. They we re the first cultures 

in this area to build buria l mounds and mound enclosures, they en 

gaged in long-distance trade, and Ihey fabricated artistic ilems which 

they buri ed wit h select indiviclu'lls. Hedengren and Olivl' both report 
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that so me were buried wi th th ousands o f pearls. Ade na an d I-Iope

well peoples lived in Pen nsylvania <lnd western New York, but thi s re

gion rep resented the impoverished fringe or cul tural backwater of 

their cu lt ure. This last observation nli scs an in tert'sting quest ion: If 

these wert' indeed Book of Mormon peoples, as some clai m, why did 

their cultura l ce nter not correspond with th e proposed LG L narrative 

ce nter of the Book of Mo rmo n? The Book of Mormon indicates that 

one archaeolog ical ex pec tation should be that ils narmtive ce nter 

needs 10 correspond to th e cultura l cent er of Nephite occupation 

(bu t not necess<lfily the cu ltural center of the Lamanites, which co uld 

have been grealer than that of the Neph ites given their longer fli rta

l ion with , and dt'eper commitment to, ostenta tious pag.1Il practices) . 

Aston points out in the passage quoted above that Ritchie's ac

COLIllt of New York does no t provide tht' needed archaeo logica l sup

port for his LGL mod(' l. Two immed iate possibi lit ies may accoun i for 

Ihi s. Firs t, Ritchi e's acco un t may be deficient for a number of reil 

sons~the option Aston chooses. Second , New York might not be the 

place where tht' Book of Mor mon narriltive occ llrred~the option I 

belie\'(' th ai follows fro m the ev idence. Wh,lI is the basic cu lturill 

sc heme for this region? I take th e following succinct summary state

ments of cultu ril l periods and Ih('ir typical cult ural practices from a 

masterwork on Pennsylvan iil archaeology:H 

• Arch;li c pe riod (7000-1 000 R.C.): "Bands of hunters and gath 

erers, following patterns of rest ricted seasonal wandering." 

• Transitional periml ( 1800--800 B.C.) : "Far ra ngi ng bil nds of hun

ters ,md g<ltherers, occupying tem po rary ha ml ets; heilvy dependence 

on nvcrine resources 

• Early Woodla nd (1000-300 n. c.): "Bands of family units living 

in scattered households; persistence of hunting and ga thering, with a 

possible shift in some areas to semi-sedentary sett lement due to il rnorc 

stable econo mic base." 

24. IIJrry C. K(·I11. Ir'1 F. Smi th Ill. antl Carh('f ine 1I.kCann.l'(ls .• Fp!mtillliml, u! 1',,""
>)'/nwiu l'r('/Ji.<l<>r}· ( 1-I,trris\!llrg. I'a.: Prllnsylvani.1 H i~t"ri(al .1lld Museum Cummission. 

1'J7 1 ). 
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• Midd le Wood land (500 II.C.-A .D. 1000): " Incipient t ribal vil

lage li fe in weste rn Pa ., supported by horticulture, hunting and g,lth 

cring; bands in eas tern Pa. living in sClttc red ham lets, pract ici ng 
hunting and ga thering." 

• Late Woodland (A. D. 1000-1 550): "Seasonally sedentary tribes; 

villages and hamlets (so me stockaded villages); horticulture, hunting 
and gathering."2s 

For th e Genesee Valley, the loc<l lion of AS lon 's land of 2;lr;l 

heml<l , Nea l L. Trubowit z gives detailed info rmation from an intense 

survey carried out in co njunct ion wit h the construction of ,\ recent 

highway.26 J-Iede ngren is aware of this report, bu t l\ stOIl seems not to 

be. For the wide strip of la nd involved, there is one hundred percent 

coverage, so the informat ion for relatiw cha nges in occ up,l tion is un 

usually good, as such th ings go in <lrchaeology. Trubowitz's informa

tio n is more recellt than Ri tchie's summary. 

Hun ti ng and gathering as a way of life COIHinued into 

th e Early Woodla nd Period, with land use still cen tered on 

the valley slope above the Genesee-Canaseraga junction as in 

the prev ious period. Very few data have b('en found on flood 

plain or lake plain si tes dur ing th is time period. There are a 

number of camps reco rded for th e upland, th o ugh the site 

density there is still the lowest. The popu lat ion prob'l bl y re

ma ined stable ... . The basic stabi lit y in lifestyle con tinu ed 

des pite th e adopt ion of new tec hnology (including ceramic 

pOlS and smoking pipes) and ideology (as seen in th(' elabo

ration of mortua ry cere moni alism o f th(' Middlesex and 

Meadowood phases in line wi th in flu ences reachi ng th e 

Genesee Va lley from the Adena Tradition hea rtb nd in Ohio) . 

This pattern continued and in te nsifi ed durin g the !'al 

lowing Middle Woodla nd Period. Subsistence of the Po in t 

25. Ihid .. 4. 
26. N .. a[ L Tntlmwil". Hislnv<I)' Arc/le"I,~)' mu/ ,~<,rtl<'lI1cl1l SlrIdy i" Ihe (I •. /U.;,." \"111,,)'. 

O(;casiona[ l'ul>[;(,rlion5 in Norlhc,r'rern I\nlhmpolngy, no. 1\ (G""rgr's /I.·tilts. N.H .: 
O(;c"sion;,ll'ubli("tion~ in Nnrlh,,·a.'1 Anthropologr. IlJiU ). 
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Peninsula Tradi t ion was st ill based on hun ting and gn thering, 

and mOrl lla ry ceremo nialism reached its fullest express ion in 

exotic gra ve goods left in bur ial mou nds of the Squawki e 

H ill phase, patte rn ed after thosl.: fou nd in Ohio (Hopewel l 

Tradition). Veri fied mound sites are all on the valley slope over

looking the flood plain, as is ofte n the case for contempornry 

mou nd s found in the Illi nois and Ohio Va ll eys. Alt hough 

on ly one si te was found on the la ke plain in the highway 

sample, o thers did I.:X iSI in the lowe r Genesee River bnsin .... 

Point Peni nsu la site density was greatest on the flood plain as 

opposed to tht, va lley slope. This co uld show a shi ft in sub

sistence fOC lI S, bu t snlil ll si.lInp le size may be a con trolli ng 

fac tor he re. However, the numbe r of known sites an d to tal 

site de nsity d rops fro lll th e Ea rl y Woodl and Meadowood 

a nd Middlesex phases to the Po int Peninsula Trad iti on and 

Squawki e Hill phase. Th is impl ies that a popul at ion decli ne 

took place during the Middle Woodland Period .n 

These I1nd ill gs SllPPO ri Ritchie's earl ier reports fo r New York but 

are in direc t contmdic ti on wit h Aston's hopes for the land of Zara

hcml a. The popu lat ion of the Genesl'e Va lley was always sma ll an d 

dispersed in sill all bands. The food quest involved hu nt in g and gath

ering of wild pla nts, fru its, nuts, and berries. Durin g the key ti me pe

riod (ca. A.O. 100- 400), the Genesee Va lley suffered a decl ine in an 

'llrcady spa rse POpulill io n. No lil rgc sites are found here for any ti me 

period. Corn agricult ure d id no t become a sign il1cant facto r here or 

elsewhere in th e midconti nent or the Uni ted St,lIes sout heast lI nti l af

ter A.D. 1000. Wi th the com mitment to corn agricult ure, pop ul ation 

increased, vill agt sizes increased, and so d id te nsions. All the know n 

fort ified si les and villages in New Yo rk da te to the latesl t ime periods, 

the Late Wood land. All the LG L autho rs ma ke a fuss abO llt fort i

fi catio ns in this region. Clea rly the re we re many, and reports of them 

go back to the begi nning of co lon ization, with the best report be in g 

'1.7. Ihid .. 14·1-45. 
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Squier's 1851 study, complete with maps. 11 bears cmphaslzing tha t 

these fortified knolls an d spu rs were all qu ite sma ll and would have 

accom modated only about one to four hun dred people each. They 

really do not fit our expectations for the Book of Mormon pop u

la tions, even if they were of the right period. Fortifications are found 

associa ted with mass graves and la rge sto rage pits, some of which still 

had ev idence of stored maize. These are all known features of late oc

cupation. Yes, they are in the "right" area for LGL models, bill IIley do 

1101 dale 10 II,e riglll lime period. Therefore, they arc not, and cannot 

be, confirmatory ev idence or even correspondences. I-iedengren 

demonst rates how so me of these fo rt ifications correspond to descrip

t ions in the Book of Mormon and then concludes that "we find in 

the region proposed as the sile of Lehite habi tation a tradi tio n of 

constructing fortifications precisely like those desc ribed in the Book 

of Mormon" (p. 112). True- but the tradition started in A . IJ. 1100. 

Aston's argumen ts aft.' simi lar: 

It is well known tha I prehisto ric wt'stern New Yo rk was 

covered wit h sites of fortification. evidence tha I some previ 

OtiS inhabi tants engaged in battles using these forts. It is gen 

erall y believed that these fo rlS we re erected by the Iroquo is 

Indians, who arc supposed to have occupied the ,lre" only as 

far back as the 11th or 12th cen turies A.D. 

Bul so me of the more rece nt an th ro pologists hold tha t 

the" lroquoians go hack to Archaic limes ... bdore 2500 13 .<:." 

Latter-day Saints misht fi nd Ihis interesting to contemplate, 

as th e Book of Mormo n relates 1.1 con tinuous possession of 

the land, from the Jaredi tes to Ihe Mulekiles and Nephiles, 

spanning back into this same l ime period ... 

Because Nephite fort ificat ions descr ibed in Ihe Book of 

Mo rmon correspond so we ll with those once occup ied by 

Indians of the New York are ... it c<ln hl' inferred that these In

dia ns quite likely were Laman ite descenda nts who ret .. ined 

Ihe Nephite practice of fort -bu il d ing, over many generations. 

(Aston, pp. 130- 3 1) 
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This is another pair of fallac ious arguments offe red in suppo rt of 

a New York correlation. Of pM ticu iar interest is Aston's awareness o f 

the basic archaeological facts o utlined above, coupled with his choice 

to ignore them. The suggest ion th at [roquoi .ln peoples an d their 

fortifi cations I11igh t go back to 2500 H. C. is particularly misleadin g. 

O ne certa inl y cannot retrodict cultura l accomplishmen ts to one's 

proge ni tors. All the New Yor k fort ifi ca ti o ns date to la te times, nnd, 

yes, the people who built them probab ly descended from peoples 

who formerly inhabited the '!rea ce ntur ies before, but this docs the 

a nces to rs littl e good. The sh ift from Nep hites tn Lamani tes in th e 

second quot nti o n serves 110 dear purpose since the evidence o f forti 

fi cations postdates both the Nephites and Lamanites by nea rly eight 

hundred yea rs. 

As ton prov ides o ne ad ditio nal argument about h is arch acologi

c<l l difficult ies to round o ut this sectio n. 

It appears th at when bot h Ihe hlredites and the Neph itcs 

cam e to lands set aside for them by th e Lord, they found an 

empty Promised Land, not occupi ed by other na t ions. After 

the demise of th e Nep hit es, th ese lands re m.lined h idden 

from the wo rld until the coming of the Colon ists. The scant 

archaeological reco rd see ms in keeping with th e ways of the 

Lord that alIT testimon y of th e Boo k of Mormon remai n a 

mattcr of f"ith, a nd not based upo n ex ternal proofs found 

from archaeology. (Aston , p. 89 ) 

I encounter such argll ment s frequent ly aill o ng th e Saint s. It should 

be clear that this is a theological argument rathe r than an eviden tia ry 

one. It <llso co nstitutes a poss ible reaso n why the des ired evidence 

fa ils to make an ;Ippea ra ncc. I find the claim troublesome on a num 

ber of grou nd s that do 110 t meri t disc ussio n here. I am particu larly 

Ullcomfo rt <l ble with sec ular a rguments th.11 introduce theological 

fa cto rs to make the ir case. As a matter o f fact, the archaeological 

reco rd fo r New York is no t "scant ," nor ca n it be lIsed to <l rgue for a 

p rev iollsly unocc upi ed land or for <I land fo rgotten after th e period 
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of Book of Mormon popu lation. It is a long reco rd of small ba nds of 

hunte rs and gathe rers (be rry e;lIcrs) who li ved th ere for millennia. 

The record is clear, and we have no recourse but to accept it as it sta nds. 

In summary, the archaeology of New York is persuasive evidenct' 

that Book of Mormon peoples did not live there. Th is conclusion fol

lows from a few bas ic points and assumptions. pirst, I presume that 

the archaeology of New York State, as cu rrentl y published (2002), is;1 

fair representation and adequa te sa mple of what is there, and part icu

IMly that the ev idence for so me per iods has not bee n s}'stematically 

destroyed. Second, I presume that the evidence published for the vari 

ous regions and time periods is accur.lle- that is, th.1I th e majority 

of arch:leologists working in this region ,He competent and academi 

cally honest in terms of thei r archaeo logy. Thi rd, I assu me that addi 

tional research and discove ries wi ll not sign ifica ntly ;llter current 

understand ings of the times or places of prehistor ic occupation nor 

of the cuhural practices involved; r;lIher, it will I C~1(1 to minor changes 

in some of the det:lils of prehistory. Fourth, sa id archaeological record 

lacks evidence for cit ies, sede ntism, corn ng ricuiture, fo rt ifications, 

and dense populations dur ing Arch'lie, Earl y Wood land, and Middle 

Woodland times. Therefore, New York is not Book of Mormon coun

try, and we should be looking elsewhere for "the lost la nds of the Book 

of Mormon." 

Demographic Concern s 

I have already noted that LGL corrdations were too Slllall to ha ve 

accom modated the popu lat ions enumera ted in the Book of Mormon. 

Aston is aware of this problem, and he has an a rgument for it that 

deserves some consideration . To begin with , he suggests that the no

tion that the "Nephi tes were a very numerous people, building large 

cities of impressive stone structures" is a mispercept ion (Aston , p. 83). 

He believes the Book of Mo rmon indicates othe rwise: "The Nephites 

were a people who lived in a vast wilderness art'a, bu ilt cities made of 
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wood, ;md struggled against V,lst hostile La ma nite popu lati ons that 

inh;l bited the wi l d('rnes~ arl',ls" (ihid. ). 

The first difficulty is to co mi.' to gri ps with the demographic 

inequality betwt'('11 Nel' hi tes and Lama nitcs. To read the text , the 

Lamaniles ,lppe,lr to h,lYe enjoYl'd t'xce ptiona lly high fert ility rates 

and the Nephites the reverse. Aston <lrgUl'S that th e La m,l ll ites were 

migratory, were "blood-thirsty," dwelt in tents, and wandered in the 

wilderness. He fai ls to ment ion, however, how these cha racterist ics 

led to popula tion disparities. Befo rl' moving forward wit h Aston's ar

gumen t, it is worth strl'ssing that all desc riptions of the Lamanites 

and Nephites h,lve 10 be ,ldjusted for lillle per iod. Time an d cultural 

content should be as Ill llch of a concern with the tex t as wi th the 

arch,leological fl·cord. Ot he rwise, no mat ch wi ll eve r be poss ible . 

Book of Mormo n peoples did not remai n the S,I111 e for a tholls,md 

years. T hu s, Enos's descr iptio n of SOtlll' Lamanil e bands can no t be 

projl'cted to the t ime of Alma, or vice ve rsa. The Book of Mormon 

dearly descr ibes th e I.alllanitl·s as living ill ci t ies with kings ;md slaves 

and as having an agricult ural economy. Aston assum es that Nephites 

we re more sedentary than the Lamanites, and thi s is pa rt of his ex 

plan<ltion for why the re were more Lamanites. This is exac tly back

wa rd from ant hropological understandings of reproductive rates and 

inCl'n ti ves. Sedentary peoples have higher fert ility rales precisely be

cause th e)' arc nol forced to wa nder. Nomadic peoples Iypically wa n

der in sma ll groups. 

Aston's argu ment fo r mobilit y works more for hi s noti ons of 

mobilizing troops rather tha n for birt h rates . I-Ie suggests that for 

thei r W,lrs the L<1llla nitl'S drew upon all their populat ions. 

If there was to be a battle, every blood-th irsty Lamanite 

\vanted to be induded in the act ion. In Ih is way, huge Laman

ile armies were quickly assembled , mov ing quickly on foot 

over the en tire geographic region of Book of Mormon lands. 

The less mobile Neph ites, cit y dwellers and protectors of their 
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ci t ies, th us had smalle r populations than the nu merous rov

ing Lama ni te hordes. (Asian, p. 84 ) 

Here agai n is ano ther weak a rgulllen t; the Nephi tes' living in cities 

and desiri ng to protect them would not seem to le:ld to their popula

tion bei ng sma ller. Aston docs bel1er in his second possibili ty for the 

dispMities in population. He suggests that the Larnan ites bl'GIIlll' more 

nu mero us because "the descen dant s of La man an d Lem uel, start ing 

from the ve ry begi nning, began to inter marr y wit h other peo l)les 

who may have occup ied neighboring lands. These people co uld have 

been the ancestors of those whom we know tod<lY as the Indians" 

(Aston, p. 85). I thi nk th is is indeed the only SO ll nd explanation, and 

it is a fundamental idea in most Book of Mormon geogr<lph ies. People 

<llready resided in the land of pro mise before any of the Old World 

groups ca me over, and substan tial intermarriage occu rred. Aston does 

manage to muddy the wa ters somewha t wi th hi s last claim :lbout 

India ns. In a prev ious argu ment he talked of empty l<lnds. In this one, 

he allows for the possibility of ot her peoples. Mo reover, he has the 

Lama nites inte rmarry ing wit h these people, but he also has the ~n 

cestors of the India ns ret ai ni ng their separ<1 te identities until the 

present d<lY. Why, fro m a Nephi te narrative center perspect ive, wou ld 

these people not all have been considered o r have become Lamanites? 

In his fi nal argument, Aston asserts th at Nephite lands would not 

have been densely popu lated, so New Yo rk would work well archaco

logically. This is anothe r exam ple of interplay between a real-wo rl d 

sett ing and the tex t, with in terp retive adj ustments made to each. The 

gist of his argumen t is that one can not extrapola te fro m the num ber 

of Lama nit es sla in in ba tt le to ca lculatio ns of Nephite numbers bt·

ca use fifty Nephites could stand <1gai nst thousands of Laman iles (taken 

from Mosiah I I: 19), perhaps because of supe rior we,lpons and ar

mor. Here again, a specific circumstance is promoted to a racial char

acteristic for th e rest of time. Th is claim is simply wrong. as all other 

battle na rratives in the book allt'SI. The other problem is co ntin u ing 

chronologica l blindness. Whenever we arc presented wi th informa tion 



LIMlTEU GItEAT LAKES GEOGItAI'IHES (CLARK) • 7 1 

about the Neph ites or Lamanitcs, our questions must include "When?" 

and "Where?" 

Neph ite Lands 

I have reviewed some of the basic features of ASlon's proposed 

Neph ile klllds. He presumes to know the locat ion of Cu lTlorah, and 

from there he ident ifies eve rything interest ing and dose by as a Book 

of Mormon feature. Al l his argu men ts begin wi th proximi ty to 

CUlllo rah and end with claims of clarify ing the Book of Mormon 

narrative, while co nvenientl y and simultaneously disprov ing Middle 

America co rrelations. He finds further clues substa ntiating his views 

in the loca tion of former Indian sClllements. He plots these on a won

dt' rfull y elegant map lhat shows the loca tions of walers and wi ld

erness vis-a.-vis si tes, and he differen ti ates the types of si tes according 

to fort ifi cations, unfort ified sites, and ea rthworks or mou nd s. His 

map reveals a re1;lIi vely dense occup;n ion in the Genesee Valley, hi s 

candida te for the land of Zarahemla. Many settlement s are also 

fo und in hi s proposed locat ion for the land of Nephi, ncar Lake 

Chau tauqua, New York (ncar the sho re of Lake Eric}. I will not ad 

dress the details of his argulllent here because he ignores the dates of 

the sites he pl'ICes on this map. Theydo not date to Book of Mormon 

times, and th ey therefore cannot COUllt as evidence for h is model. His 

map is superb (Aston, p. 97, map 9.1) but irrelevant because it has 

the appea rance of evidence witho ut being so. Were Aston to take the 

same map and concep l, do the hard work of wading through archaeo

logical reports th at provide information on time period and si te 

characteristics, and thell plot these si tes by time period and site type, 

he would h.we a useful and clear pic ture of occupation for Book of 

Mormon time periods. T his would be the first t ime th is had been 

done. As it stands, all Aston's timeless m"p proves is th at the best 

land for agriculture in western New York had more and hlrger si tes 

than did the adjacent fort'sted high ground. This is expected. Un for

tu nately for his proposal, New York peoples of the time period of in

terest did no t pr"Clicc agriculture or erect th ese sites. 
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Ncphite Cities 

Aston m;l kes specific proposals for the approx ima te placement of 

important Neph ite cities a nd lands. He start s fro rn hi s kn ow n po int 

of Cum orah a nd works from the re to loc:lIe the wa ters of Mormon, 

the land of Helam, cit ies in the southwest, the eastern cit ies, Moro ni , 

Mu lek, Nephihah, and the hill Onid;lh. Placement of th eS(' cities and 

fea tures depends on the locations of the major fe.Hures described 

above. I have ill read y g ive n my reasons fo r rejt:Cting Aston's spatial 

cl ai ms for Cumorah, the narrow neck, and Sidon. I th erefo re need 

not deal with his speci fi c proposals. Rath er, I will ment ion just a few 

po ints o f addi ti ona l in terest: Fi rst, hi s plaCt.'lll ellt of ci ties that , ;1( 

co rding to the Book of Mo rm on record, were sun k un der water <1t 

the t ime of th.c crucifixion is problematic beca use the geo logy ,II1d 

hydrology o f,v('stern New York do not see m suitab le fo r such ca ta 

strophic events. Aston cla ims th at Icrusillem was located on the shores 

of Lake Erie (p. III ). I-I e suggests that the unusual fL'ature known as 

Presque Isle Bay may have been fo rmed when thi s city su nk. I-I e does 

not speculate on an y poss ible natLlral causes for its sin king or present 

a ny geologic ('vidence that mig ht provide a simplt'r explanation for 

the bay. He loca tes the city of Moroni on the sou thern lip of Cayuga 

Lake, his east sea, but he fail s to ment ion tha i this ci ty WilS sunk un 

der the sea. The possibil it y of such an ('vent must surely be taken into 

acco unt in tr ying 10 dete rm ine thi s city's ]oc;lIio n. Aston does not 

correlate any of these cities with archaeological sites. Thi s is a serious 

deflciency, especially after all his att ention to settlement patterns. His 

treatment of si tes is generic ,lI1d noncom m ittal. Hi s alloc;ltion of 

Book of Morm on place- na mes across weste rn New York appea rs 

d rive n so lely by his reconst ruction of the geogra ph y. Howeve r, this 

may be more an ana lytic;ll necessity than preference, du e to the an 

noying abse nce of any spectacular Si ll'S in this regio n fo r the late 

Nephitc period. He rea lly dot's not have much to work wi th on the 

archaeological sidl'. 

As lon notes th e similarit y between the names hill Onidab and 

Oneida. "Thi s is a uniquel y New York nam e found in the Book of 
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Mormon (A lma 32:4; 47:5). Thc name may havc bcc n c lrr ied dow n 

th rough thc cen tu ries by Laman ites, to later generations of Ind ia n 

peoples" (Aston, p. [20). "The Oneida Indian name, acco rding to his

torians, origina tt'd from the namc 'Olleola,' the name of the large 

sto ne fOllnd on the 'highest emillellce,' (hill Onida h? ), in the territory 

of their il ncest rall ands" (ibid., emphasis in o riginal ). Folk etymolo

gies of thi s sort a re ,Jlways fun, but single instances shou ld not be 

taken serio usly because th ey occur amo ng all languages. These are 

the so rts of arguments that Joseph Sm it h's det ractors usc to debunk 

the Book of Mormon in their .lttempts to prove he fabricated it from 

the tools and knowledge readi ly at hand. !H 

De tractors focus 0 11 fortificat ions, word simi lari ties, and descri p

tions of north east Ind i'lIlS and Cllstoms wh ich confor m to those de

sc ribed fo r th e naked , pa inted, and blood thi rsty Lamanites. Aston, 

Hedengren, OliV(', and Curtis do much the same thing and even supply 

the pictures of north east Ind ians. Thcre is a curious sy mmetry be

h'lce n LGL acco un ts and ant i- Mormon .lltacks on the Book of Mor

mon. No ne of the LGL authors appears to be famil ia r wi th standa rd 

a rgument s ag'linst th e Book of Mormon; otherwise, I suspect they 

wo uld have been more ca utio lls in repeat ing each one. Thei r failure 

to check th is litera ture is hardly a surprise, however, because most do 

not even cit e previolls st ud ies of Book of Mor mon geography by fel

low church members; Aston's consideration of geograph ies is the ex

ception. The pr incipa l d iffe rence be tween the two approaches is th at 

the LGL authors ta ke the sup posed correspondences between the sa 

cred narrative and the arc haeology, anthropology, and lingu istics of 

New York to be proof posit ive of the Boo k of Mormon's authenticity. 

The ins ufficiency of their ;:trgumellts is most read ily apparent ill that 

det r,lCtors ma rsll<l l all the S'Hll C evidence and correspondences as 

proof aga inst a di vi ne or ig in fo r th e book-and as an accusation 

211. I'M o'''"pk, s,·,· Ihvid I','rsuitl<', '"s!'p/' Smith <lI1I/lh,- OriSi1l5 of Ih<' Il""k of 
'\/,m""" ( ktTrr~"n, N.t:.: Mcl'.\rbl1<.L 1'J1I5 ); JnJ ilan Vo~d, IlJIlitm Origill$ mU/lh,. B""k 
"f !l1"nlllm: l~diSi"u.< ,~Olllli'!II$ ,'''III C"/UlllbU5 I" /O$r"plr SlIIil/' (S,lh [",kC" Cily: Signature 
Rooks. 191161. 



74 • FARMS R EV IEW 0 1' BooKS 1 4/1~2 (2002) 

aga inst Joseph Smith Jr. The same ev idence can not logically lead to 

such dive rgent co nclusions. Something is se ri ously wrong with eit her 

the evide nce or the modes of argum ent a tion. If eve rythin g in th e 

Book of Mormon occurs in New York, then detractors h<lve:l possible 

case. As argu ments, however, both gen rl's of LGL proposals are equall y 

unsuccessfu l and unconv incing. Most of the co rrespondences arc 

forced, accidental, o r erroneous an d cannot count as evidence, pro or 

COil. Before leavi ng this point , it is worth stressi ng th at LGL geog ra

phers have to deal seriously with the older an ti -Smith literature that 

ma kes many of th e sa me arguments they propose in his favor. They 

should forget about target ing Mesoame rican geograp hers for a mo

ment and focus on their true opponent s. 

Summary Evaluation 

I have not attemp ted here to address every argument in the four 

LGL books; rather, I have focused on key arguments <111(1 clai ms. 

Although there arc some in teresting ideas .Hld op inions, ove rall , I 

fi nd all the books to be defici ent. I have ide ntified the prominent 

weaknesses so ot hers may avoid such pitfall s in the future. A major 

problem of all the studi es is a fault y and compro mised method of 

workin g dia lectically between the Book of Mormo n text and a real 

world settin g. This techn ique is a rec ipe for misread ings of th e tex t 

and of the archaeology because one has to "bring them together" and 

to "close the gap" in order to forge desired correspondences. Th is li 

cense fo r ill ogic is most readi ly apparen t in Aston's book but is 

dearly evident in th e othe rs ,lS well. Tbe ove rr iding featu re appea rs 

to be the assu mption thai th e Pa lmyra hill is th e o ne and on ly hill 

Cumorab of the Book of Mormoll. O ther fallaci es and fa ilu res follow 

this unnecessary first leap of faith . All the authors LIse geography and 

archaeology to "understa nd " textual detai ls. Th is is backw'1rd. One 

mllst wo rk out an internal geography first and then sta rt lookin g for 

its ancient se ttin g. No ne of the current aUlh ors too k this first and 

most important step. An eq ua lly ser ious consequence of this proce

du re is that none works wit h a com plete geograp hy. Rather, each 
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treats a handful of geographi c details and ignores the res t. The most 

glari ng example of this is Hedengren's rive r Sidon, which flo ws in the 

wrong d irection. By what possible reasoning wo uld one eve n seri

ously co nsider this to be the Book of Mormon fea ture, let alone ex

pend years of effort fab rica ting an entire geograp hy arou nd it ? 
Cur tis's and As ton's treatments of the la nd northwa rd ex hibit this 

sa me defi ciency. 

Most of th e interp retations of spati al relat ionshi ps and rea l

worl d correlations in these books are forced, and the proposed geog

raphies are overly complex. As not ed, Olive has to postula te large 

lakes that h'lVe not licked a shore for over ten thousa nd years. Not far 

behind are the proposals by CU rli s, l-1 ede ngrt'n, and Aston for dupli

ca ting named lands and seas to prese rve the tenuous coherence of 

their Book of Mo rmo n narra tives vis-a -vis the ir proposed Nep hite 

lands. 

Al l aut hors inep tly handle archaeological and anthropolog ica l 

details of the tex t and of the rca l-wo rld setti ng. Thei r argu men ts are 

not plausible and sOnletimes no\ eve n 10gica1. Poor argu mentation is 

the most avoidable of sc holarly si ns. Also, the authors usc double 

standards when it comes to inter pretatio n, most clearly ev iden t in 

the treatment of Mormon folklore and tradit ional understa ndings of 

Book of Mormon geographi cal matters. Why insist tha t the Prophet 

believed in the P,l lmyra hi ll as Cumorah on the one hand, wh ile on 

the other disbelieving th at he made a statement about a ru in in e'lst

ern Guatemala (Quirigua) as being in the ancient land of Za rah emla? 

The authors employ too llluch select ive belief and di sbelief when it 

comes to handling both sta tements by Ge neral Aut horities and scien

tillc inform at ion. Wh;lt cve r one's rules of infe rence, these need to be 

stated and applied eq uitab ly to all mat eria ls. O ne cannot believe ge

ologists' reconstruc tions of anci en t lakes ;m d then choose to disbe

lieve the dates given fo r them. One ca nnot take ea rly settlers' accounts 

of the wonde rfu l archaeological finds in New York as pos itive ev i

dence and then turn around and discard th e statements of th e most 

knowledgeable archaeologist to have ever wo rked in the state. Such a 



76 • FARMS REVIEW OF BOOKS 14/1 - 2 (2002 ) 

procedure reveals that a researcher al re'ldy has a conclus ion in mind 

.lI1d is only harvest ing sound bites fro m au thorities to back his own 

claims-to lend them all app~'a rance of credib ility rather th,lll seek

ing for the reality, No ne or these books passes the test of compe tent 

scholarship, nor would they pass normal schol;lrly review. 

To summar ize my assessml' nt: NO ll e of the geograp hi es deals 

conv incingly with the spatial details of features and cities in the Book 

of Mo rmon, The proposed geograph ies distort the tex t and are un 

convinc ing, Co nsequently, I reject each pro posal purely on its han 

dli ng of the interna l details of the Book of Mormon. I also reject each 

proposal on methodologica l grounds. They all put the carl bt-(ore the 

horse; they usc real-world settings to adjust the mean ing and reading 

of the text itself. The proposed geographic correlations to bodi<-'s of 

wa ter, hi lls and valleys, and o ther n<l lll r:l1 features are no t plaus ible. 

Thus I can d iscover no good reaso n to accept ally of these corre la 

tions as they stand . As d iscussed, the archaeology of the New York

Pen nsylvania region fails to correiatt' in terms of the spatial distribu tion 

of sites, of the tempora l distr ibution of sites, an d of the cultural con

tent of sites. Likewise, the anthropo logy of these proposa ls comes up 

short. For many of the argumen ts in these books to be plausible, one 

has to presume unacceptable lewis of ignorance or incompetence on 

the part of past peoples to make the eve nts desc ribed in the book 

work in the proposed setting in the manne r imagined . [fwe accord 

the ancients full rational ity in ou r models, many of the claims appear 

dub ious. To conclude, none of these geographies wor ks at any level, 

so I rejec t them al l. If these arc the best argu lllents tha t can be ad 

vanced for an LGL geography, then it is clea r that the Grea t Lakes are 

not Book of Mormon lands. 

Unfortu nately, Persuitte's observation about Book of Mormon 

apologetics appea rs part icularly apt for the cur rent crop of LGL pro

posals: "Published works pur po rt ing to prove The Book of Morlllon 

t rue often demonstrate the two weaknesses of very liberal interpreta

tion of archaeolog ical findings and misre presenta tion or apparent 

ignorance of relevant facts."2'1 
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This is a da mn ing tfuth from (he pe n of o ne who wishl's us ill. 
Geog raphy aficionados ca n do much better tha n thi s if they follow 
the rul es of competen t scholarshi p and resist th e temptation to force 
Book of MO fmon lands into places where they do not belong. '[0 bri ng 

matters home to the pocketbook ,md a practical quest io n affecting us 
all: If aile w,lIl ted to to ur nook of MOfmonlands. where shou ld he Of 

she go? Clea rly. not to New York, Pen nsylvania. Ontario, Of Delawa re. 
Go soutb, young Illa n! 





ONE-STOP SCRI PTURES 

Joh n A. Tvcdtncs 

The price of this book exceeds Wh;l! one migh t expect to pay for a 
vo lu me of this size. Much of the cost undoubtedly wt'nl into the 

beautiful imitation leat her b indi ng with incised gold lettering and a 
r ibbo n 10 Illark one's plrlee. But th e book is st ill overpriced. 

The purpose of this book is to present to readers what the au
tho rs consider to be a resto rati o n of Christ's words spoken anciently 

to his Jewish lind Ncp hi lc disc iples . The New Testamen t portion of 

the text incl udes ,I ll those sections (wit h necessary background verses 

included) of Ch rist's teachings from the fou r Gospels, with the changes 

to the King James Ve rsion ( KJV ) of the Bible found in the Jose ph 

Smith Translation OST). The text from the Book of Mormon version 

is bo rrowed from port ions of 3 Nephi in which Christ speaks 10 the 

Nephites. The Jailer is merely a condensed version of 3 Nephi and, as 

sLlch. add s nothin g to what we already have. 

While the authors divide the various books of th e Bible and Book 

of Mormon into chapt ers, th ey do not indicate verses, which would 

be helpful fo r those who would like to identify th e KJ V reading. Even 

though presen ti ng the mat erial in paragraphs, the Lutcses could have 

I Review of Kenneth Lutes and Lyndell L~tes. Words of Christ Restor.j d 
I for tIle Last Days. Midway, Utah: Lutes International , 1999.25 1 pp., 

with index. $21.85. - . . . 
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ill se rted versifica tion (although th e KJV ;m(/ published JST some

times d iffer ). 

[ sha ll co mment o nly briefl y on the port io ns of the Book of 

Mormon reproduced by the Luteses, not ing that they have failed to 

incl ude po rti ons of the Nephit e record out side of 3 Nephi where 

Christ is direc tl y quoted. One such passage is found in Moroni 2, in 

which Moroni fu lfi lled his fath er's promise by recordin g the words of 

Chri st to which only passi ng refere nce is made in 3 Nephi 18:37. 

O ther omiss ions incl ude the words of Christ addressed to Ja cob, be

gin nin g in 2 Nephi 10:7, and C hrist's instru cti ons to the twelve 

Nephit e d isci ples in Mormon 9:22- 25. The aut hors also om it "the 

wo rds of Jesus Christ" revea led to Mormon and reco rded in 3 Nephi 

30: 1- 2 and Moron i 8:8 as well as Mormon's quotati on of Christ 's 

wo rds in Moroni 7:33- 34 . T he words of Jesus to Moroni (Ethe r 

4:6- 19) and his cit ation from Jesus' instru cti ons to "ou r fathers" 

(Moron i 10:23) are likewise not included. Also missing is th e conver

sation between Jesus and the brother of Jared in Ether 3. 

The autho rs do no t rea ll y make it clear whether they are trying 

10 include all of Christ's wo rds from tht, New Testamen t or only the 

ones that have been changed in the JST, although [ suspec t it is the 

latte r. O therw ise, it wou ld ha ve bee n a ppro priate to include Ihe 

words of Chri st in Acts 20:35, 1 Co rin thians 11 :24- 25, and 2 Cor 

in thians 12:9. Still , they should havt' incl uded the JST mod ifications 

10 Jesus' words in Acts 22: 10, 18. Had I done a book like this, I, at 

least, would have included Doctri ne and Covenants '1 5: 16-75, which 

th e Lord told Jose ph Smi th was somethi ng he had sa id to his d isci 

ples in Jerusalem. 

Unfort unately, th e aut hors are not prec ise. When it co mes to th e 

JST, they presume that a1\ chan ges made by Joseph Smit h to the KJV 

arc "translation errors [th at I have been cor rected" (p. 10). Thi s docs 

not account for the fact thai Joseph Smit h sometimes rev ised his own 

changes, eit her giving a th ird reading, o r reve rt ing to the KJ V read

ing. They would have benefited from being acq uain ted with th e ma n

uscrip ts and Joseph's marked Bible. 
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More impo rt ant is the fact that the authors a llowed er rors to 

creep into the tex!. In deed, I found an crro r on the very first page. In 

the account of Christ's bapti sm in M;lIthew 3: 11, the authors show 

deletion of the wordforbmJ in the KJV ilnd addition of th e word re

fllsed in the JST. But they leave out two other words that arc found in 

both vcrsio ns. The KJV reads as fol lows: "But John forbad IIim, Stly
il/g," whitt- Ihe JST rt.'ilds: " But Joh n refused IIilll. stlying" (e mphasis 

added). The authors leave out the words l1il1l, saying, wh ich arc found 

in both versions. They quo te on ly pa rt of the verse,:1 verse that docs 

not, in fact, howe any words from Jesus. 

In "A Word of Explan atio n," the aut hors acknowledge that thei r 

text "shows selec ted deletions," but th ey seem to ha ve established no 

clear cri te ria fo r such selections. Thus, for exam ple, they show the 

JST substitut ion of Cod lor (irvil. wi th a st rikeover through the words 

tClllpWJ of tile devil and the JST wordin g witll God in bo ld letters 

(p. 11). The KJV words tile (levi! ;Ire also crossed ou t in th e fourth 

paragraph, but not in the third, where the JST substitution tile Spirit 
is included in bold. This lack of consistency th rows doubt on their 

research. 

Generall y speaking, I do no t find books useful that merely reca

pitulate the script ures, in part or in their entirety, and provide the 

reader wit h no further informat ion. I have my own copy of the Jo

sep h Smith Translation published yea rs ago by the Reorganized 

Church of Jesus Chri st of Latte r Day Sai nt s (now Communit y of 

Ch rist), and also Paul A. Well ington's edition of Joseph SlIIith's "New 

TmllS!atio,," of tile Bible. which co mpares the published JST with the 

KJV in parallel co lumns. I also ha ve Todd Andersen's Tile Gospels 

Mmle Whole: OtiC Complete Story of Jeslls Cllr;st, in which he inter

weaves th e KJV and o ther latter-day scriptu res with the JST Gospels 

in their enti rety, rat her than just the select ions lIsed by the Luteses. 

So I would not find th ei r book a usefu l add it ion to my library. Uu l, 

al though the buyer must be w;lrncd of errors and om issions in the 

text,1 sup pose il market exist s fo r it alllong people who do not have 

these other books. 





ANC I ENT LI TERARY FORMS 

IN T H E BOOK OF MORMON 

Richard Dilworth Rust 

Hugh W. Pinnock, a rcccnlly deceased member of the l~ i rs t Q uorum 
of the Sevent y of th e Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Sa in ts, 

spent many YC;lTS doing what the title of his book indicates: finding 

b iblical l-l cbrcw and other ancient literary forms in the Book of Mor

mon. The result is a three-part compendium of forms and examples: 
forms of repet ition, forms of parallelism, and other forms. 

Although Elder Pinnock refers to there being "at 1('<151240 different 

defined Hebrew writing forms ... idcntifi:lble in the Old 'I"stamen t" 

(p. 50), in his t rea tmcnt of Hcbr<lic forms in the Book of Mormon he 

limit s himself to twen ty-six-seven form s of repetition, thirteen of 

parallelism, and six miscellaneo us forms: anthropopatheia (God and 
man with similar ,lttributes), numerical parallelism, exergasia (work

ing through for heigh tened understanding ), ellipsis (a leav ing out), 
cleulheria (bold speech ), and eirone ia (irony: an opposite expres
sion ). Forms of repetition include anaphora (repetition of the same 

word or phrase at the beginn ing of successive clauses or sentences), 

epibole (irregular repetition), epi stro phe (s imilar sen tence or clause 

endings), and amoebaeon (l ike paragraph endings). A striking exa mple 
of anaphora is Jacob's repealed "Wo unto" found in 2 Nephi 9:31-38. 

I Review of Hu;;Pinno~ Findillg Biblical ~ebrew and Other A~'-

I 
ciell/ Literary Forms ill tile Book of Mormon. Provo, Utah: FARMS, 

1999.xvi + 183 pages, wit h index. $19.95. 
, -- --- - - - ------- - - - ----
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Forms of parall elism make up the mai n p.lrt of the book. These 

include word pai rs, synonymous parallelism, synt hetic paral lelis m 

(two things placed together to add strength), phrases repe.lIed in or

der, phrases opposing e'1(h other, and chia smus (inverse repetition). 

A si mple but effective exa mple of antithetica l chiaslllus is: 

A I give not 

B because I have not, 

13 but if I had 

A J would give. (Mosiah 4:24 ) (p. 94) 

Typ ica lly, Pinnock provides (.'xamples from the Old Testa ment 

and the Book of Mormon-as wilh word pairs such as these: 

A before the fierce anger of the Lord 

B co me upon YO ll , 

A before the day of the Lord's anger 

13 come upon YOll. (Zephaniah 2:2) 

A I will visit them 

B in my anger, 

B yea, in my fierce anger 

A wil] J visit them. (M05i<lh 12: 1) (pp. 52, 179) 

A major point of the book is sct forth in the pre face: "Joseph 

Smit h co uld no t have been aware whe n he translated the Book of 

Mormon that it was fu ll of chiasms .md Hebraisms" (p. x). These 

various ancien t forms argue tha t the Book of Mormon "is an ancien t 

Hebrew book that was translated, but not writt en, by Joseph Smith in 

the nineteen th centu ry" (p. x). Later, the argument beco mt'S deduc 

tive, as with this reference to the form of inve rse repetition: "Because 

the Book of Mo rmon is a Hebrew-i nn uenced tex t like the Bible, it 

naturally co nt ai ns this form in abundance" (p. 93). Whi le the pre

ponderan ce of Hebraic forms in the Book of Mormon gives credence 

to Pinnock's assertions, J find especia lly tou chin g his anecdote about 

a Jewish friend to whom he showed chiasmus in the Book of Mormon . 
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She told her r;lbbi, who responded, "Then, my dea r, you have fOllnd 

one of God's books because chiasmus is the language of God " (p. ix). 

Wr iting in a frien(l1y, access ibk slyle, Pi nnoc k relies heav il y on 

Donald W. Par ry's Hook of MorlllOI1 Text Rt:jorlllalfe(1 acco/'(Iillg 10 

Paralldislie P(/I/ems (Provo, Ulah: FA RM S, 1992) and E. W. Bullinger's 

Figures ofSpeecil Us.:d ill Ille Bible (Grand Rapids, Mich. : Baker Book 

House, 196R [first publ isht'd in 189Rj). He relies as well upon ideas 

from Robert Alter, Wi lfred G. E. W;lIson, John W. Welch , and o th ers. 

Pin nock says in his first cit;lIio n of Parry: " [ am deepl y ind ebted to 

Do na ld Parry" (p. 47 n. I). Indeed, he is qu ile derivat ive of Pa rry, fol

lowing a si milar order of forms and lIsing ma ny of the sa me examples. 

Although no t en tirely original, Fi1/ding Biblical Hebrew (/11(/ Olher 
Allcient Lit.:rory FOri/IS ill rhe Book of Mo rlllO/l is re freshingly clear. 

Pi nnock is obviollsly a teacher: he is very concerned with communical

ing clearl y. His examples also h,lYe graph ics ;lS visual aids- fo r example, 

line drawi ngs of up staircases and down staircases in connection with 

anab,lsis (fro m the Greek mean ing "to go o r walk up") and catabasis 

(from the Greek meaning "going down")' (These forms 3re repea ted, 

with terms and examples, in the "Glossa ry and Pron unciation Guide" 

at the end of the book. There, typically, the ;l ut hor has pa ired exa mples 

from the Old Testa ment and th e Book of Mormon.) 

The book has its li mitatio ns, though. The script ural exa mples arc 

all taken ou t of context, so the emphasis is on the fo rms themselves 

much more th an on the effective ness and purposes of these fo rms as 

pa rt of a larger whole. In that rega rd, I prefer Pa rry's Book of Morlllon 

Texr Reform(/Ited (/ccording to Paralldistic Pal/ems. Simply looki ng at 

one exa mple after another is sort of like reading seq uent iall y a book of 

quotations. Too, despite Pinnock's pronuncia tion guide, I find mysel f 

losi ng interest in t rying to remember th e names of the rheto rica l 

te rm s. (Fo r me, il is si mpler to thi nk of "sta ircase paralleli sm" than 

"anabas is.") Still , the book provides a ha ndy and clear gu ide to some 

major literary fo rms founa in the Book of Mo rmon. 

l like also what tht' book docs not provide but what it points 10. 

In his epilogue, Pinnoc k says, "We have merely scratched the surface 
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of a disci pline Ina l ca n fasc in :lle , insp ire, ,lIld al ter yo ur thin kin g 

about tne sop hist icated writ in g abi li t ies of th e p rophets who lived 

from 4000 Il .C. to A,D. 400" (p , 157). In deed, If it docs nO ln ing else, 

Pinnock 's book cou ld s tim ulate fu rth er s tu dy o f the lit era ry aspects 

o f th e Boo k of Mormo n. 

Desp ite al l th e books and articles o n the Bi bl e as litera ture, 

Robert Alter finds that "tn t' telling [in the Hebrew Bi ble ] has a shape

liness whose subt let ies we arc only begi nning to und ers ta nd , and it 

was undertaken by writers with the most bri llian t gift s for intimat ing 

character, defi ning scenes, fash io nin g di al ogue, e];l bora t ing mot ifs, 

[a nd l ba la ncing ncar and distant epi sodes,"1 Davi d A, Do rsey ave rs 

that "there is sti ll no com preh ensive stud y o f literary str ucture in the 

Hebrew Bible a nd few adequate analyses of the structures of individ 
ual O ld Testamen t books. T he field of research is st ill in its in fancy."z 

If th is is t ru e o f study of thc Bible, then wh:!t abou t th e Book of 

Mormo n? Wri ting about scri pt u ral studies gencm li y, but surely think

ing as well abou t Ihc Book o f Mor mon, Parry says : " Much work re

mai ns to be do ne in the fi el d o f scr iptura l poet ics, incl ud ing th e 

study o f pa rall elist ic and repeti t ious forms,"-l Ap pro pria tely. th en, 

Pi nnock p red icts th at "th e study of th is ,Irl fo rm ;lIld writi ng system 

will in crease in popularit y as the yt.';l rs unfold . " . It is poss ible that 

all we now know about how th e anc ien ts wro te and til e fo rms th ey 

used is just a mi croscop ic percen tage of what the re is yet to lea rn" 

(p. 157). 

As far as I am awa re, the only full -length trea tment s o f the liter

a ry aspec ts o f the Book of Morm o n are my book, Feastil/g 011 th e 
Word: The Literary TestimollY of the Hook of Mormoll (Salt Lake City: 

Deseret Book a nd FARM S, 1997), :l nd Mark D, Tho mas's Digg illg ill 

e li/110m": I~ecl(li/llillg Book oI Mormon Narratil'l!s {Salt Lake Ci ty: 

1. Rohat Alt er and I:ran k Kn modc, cds., Til(' l.ilaafy (;uidc 1<1 III,' lIi"I.- (Clm· 

bridge: Hun 'ard University I' r.'s., J ~1! 7 ),IS , 

2, David A. Dorsey, The l.ilallf}, SI,.uClurr <ljlh,' OM 1" $(,WIt'/II: A em/wlt"Ito" y ' Ill 

Gr/ll'si5~Mlr lrlrlij (Gr.lnd Rapids, Micl1.: BJkl'r Btl" h, 19')') ).20, 

3, Donald \V, Parr y, r il l' Ro"k of MOrin"" 'I,'XI U,jimm,nrd " ,.n 'rdill,~ I<J "' ,mllt'lI!'li,' 
P,l/Ieru5 (I' ro\,o, Utah: FA RMS, 1992 ), prd,l(c. 



Signature Books, IY99). As both Thomas and I reali ze, a grea l deal 

more can be done with this scripture that in some ways appears si mple 

yet is extremely complex . 

Pinnock points to a fruitful a rea in which there is much yet to 

learn: I-Ie recogni zes that "man y of the Hebrew writin g fo rms dis

cussed in this book were designed by ancie nt religioll s leaders and 

ea rly schobrs to help students memor ize oral or written texts" (p. I). 

Again he says: "The climacti c form aided the prophets in clearly 

co m municating the word of God to eager li ste ners who had at best 

on ly limitt'd access to the scriptural scroll s" (p. 83). T his is affir med 

by Dorsey, who wri tes. "Texts we re normall y intended to be read 

;l loud, whether one was reading alone o r to an audience, Accordingly, 

an ancient writer was compell ed to usc structural signal s that would 

be percep tibl e 10 the li ste nin g audi ence. Signal s were geared fo r the 

car, not the eye, since visual markers would be of littl e value to a li s

tening aud ience,"4 This is also tru e of th e world out of which th e 

Book of Mormon comes. It may strike a visuall y oriented person .IS 

incredible that, for instMKe, the twelve Nephite di sc ipl es co uld hear 

th e Savior's sermon at th e temple and then the next day repea t that 

ser mon to the people, "nothin g varyi ng from the words which Jesus 

had spoken" (3 Nephi 19:8), 

While th e typical reader of the Book of Mormon is worlds away 

from this oral~.lUral mode of transmission and learning, new discov

er ies of the book co uld , I believe, co me from immersion in this type 

of environme nt. One co uld appl y to the Boo k of Mor mon the point 

Victor M. Wilso n m;l kes in Diville Syml/lcfrics: " Memor y is every

thing in an ornlly g rounded cu lture, .. , [a lnd memory is cultivated 

through repetition," Epic and ot her form s of anc ient literature were 

cH',ll ed with "b;llanced sect ions bu ilt around a ce nter, both in the 

co nstr uc tion o f its pariS and in th e arrangement of th e wholc."5 

Discovery of these arrangements is nOI cas)" though. [ c;m imagine 

4. n ... r ..... y. l,ir.·r<lrr S'", .. II"" of II,,' Old 'I;'~"""(II'. 16. 

5. Victor M. Wils"n. Pi",,,,, Sy",,,,,rri.:>; 1'/" Art of /lil>/ic"llVlC/(Iric (Lanham. Md.: 

Unil'<.'r$it), Pr~ss (If Al1lai .. ,I. 1997). It>. II:!. 
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they wou ld best be found by listeni ng repea ted ly to the Book of 

Mormon wit hout the intrusion of artificia l marke fs such as punctua 

t ion- perhaps eve n of chapter designa tio ns (in it ia lly prov ided by 

John I-I. Gi lbert an d la te f by O rson Pratt ). 

Pi nn ock's fou r pages on irony po int to anolhe r fru itfu l area thai 

is open to mllch more ex plorat ion and anal ysis. 

What Pi nnock says of poet ry is tr ue as well of narra tive str uc

tures: It "rel ied on repet it ions .. . and pa nl ilel isli c, symmetrical 

structu res to achieve beau ty, emphasis, ,md clarity of unde rsta nd ing" 

(p. 49) . Desp ite h is repeated a tt empts 10 deny the histo ricity of the 

Book of Mormon, T homas shows the rich poss ibili t ies of lind ing in 

the Book of Mormon type-sce nes a nd fo rmul aic phrases lyp ica l of 

the Bible. As I do in my cha pter O il narrat ives in F('(lSfillg 011 flu: Word, 

Tho mas finds st ri kin g tri ple repeti tions of eve nts in the Book of 

Mormon. Both of liS show we lea rn ed from Robert Alter abO llt paral 

lel na rrative sce nes. This area of in terest, though, is f<lf fro m being 

exha usted. 

Pin nock calls attention to rheto rical fig ures and by doing so re 

minds us that as with the Bible. the Book of Mormon is rep lete wit h 

figu rat ive la nguage. More attenti on necds to be pa id, for instance, to 

metaphors and personification like the fo ll owing: "The good she p

herd do th call aner you; an d if you will hearken lIn to his voice he will 

b ring you into his fo ld , and ye arc hi s sheep" (Alma 5:60). Mercy "en 

circles them in the arllls of safety" (A lma 34: 16). 

A num ber of the pai red Bible-Book of Morm on examples in 

Pinnock's book call attention to the intertextua lity between these two 

wo rks of sc rip ture. In tc rlext u<l li ty withi n the Book of Mo rmon is 

also worthy of fu rther stud y. Subseque nt Nephite prophets, we know. 

had access to teachi ngs of the earlier Ne phi !e prophets. Al ma's ser 

mons afC indeb ted to /\ binadi's teachings, as arc Am ulek's to Al ma's. 

Steeped in their knowledge of Isa iah, Neph i a nd Jacob incorporated 

some of h is cxp r('ssions in to their own teachings. A striking in stance 

of interlcx tua lity is th e obse rv'l lion by Nep hi Ihc son of Helaman (or 

perhaps by Mormon) that the church was broken lip (around A. D. 30) 
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" in all the la nd save it we re amo ng'1 few of the Laman iles who were 
converted unt o the truc fa ith; .wd they wo uld not depart from it , fo r 

they we re fi rm, a nd sh.'adfa st, an d immova ble, wi lling with all di li

gence to keep the com mandments of the Lord" (3 Nephi 6:14). Thus 

nearly six ce ntu ries la ter, it is acknowledged that Lehi's desire fo r h is 

Iwo oldes t so ns is fulfi lled: that Laman migh t be righteous and that 

Lemuel might be "like un to th is valley, firm and steadfast, an d im

movab le in keep ing the commandments of the Lo rd" () Nephi 2: )0). 

A great help to discove ring more o f the lite ra ry as pec ts of the 

Book of Mormon wou ld be to understand the book bot h th ro ugh 

prop hecy and th rough be ing "taught afte r the manner of the things 

of the Jews" (2 Nep hi 25:5; see 25:4), Mo re generally, it wou ld help to 

become widely fam iliar with treatme nts of the Bi ble as li terature. Pin 

nock in h is selected bibliogrilphy lists six books on this subject. How

ever, a su bject search of the library at tilt' Universi ty of No rt h Carol ina 

at Chapel 1-1 il l fi nds 142 books on the Bible as li terature-mos t of 

which, presu mab ly, con ta in insight s tha t co uld be app li ed 10 the 

Book of Mormon. 

For a God- fe'lring perso n,:1 n intell ect ual interest in the Book of 

Mormon as liler<l tul'e is not sufficie nt. Elder Hem )' 13, Ey ring is prop

erly awa re of the limi tations of an excl usivel y literary approach: "So 

Illuch of the O ld Testa ment ca n be taught as dra ma tic sto ries, fasc i

nati ng customs, and beaut iful literary forms, But I will sense a greater 

happ iness, a deeper appreciation when 1 study or teach of l imes when 

prophets spo ke of Jehova h and when the people received the words 

and turn ed toward Him ,"I' Yet p rope rly recognized, the lite ra ry as

pects of the Book of Mo rm on are a means of conveying its spir it ual 

purposes, Elder Neal A, Maxwell refers to Mosiah 8:2 1 ("Yea, they are 

as a wild flock which !1eeth") and spe.l ks of "verses of scri ptu re which 

teach whi le retlect ing linguistic loveli ness." Again, he refers 10 Mos iah 

5: 13 to show that " important in sights about disciplesh ip are embod

ied and conveyed in beautiful bu t succ inct ways , , , in th is inspired 

6. Ht'llry B. I'yring, ":;1 ",t y ill~ ;lIlt! T<:<,,:hill~ Ih <.' otd Tt'sI;lmerll," /;lIsiS" (January 

20(2): H, 
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but haunting interrogatory which deals with the essence of f,liled dis
cipleship."7 Pinnock refe rs to this linkage of aesthetics :lI1d meaning: 

"The beauty and surprising l)fc.~en cc of Ihis Hebrew wri ling form 

/chias mus] in Ihe Book of Mo rmon appeared 10 bl' an a lmost Ull 

lapped rese rvoir of tesl imo ny-sl rengthen i ng III a !er ial " (p. vi ii). In 

deed, the literary beauty of the Book of Mormon is an essen tial vehicle 
for presenting its God-di rected purposes-as I acknowledge wi th the 

subtitle of my book on the Book of Mo rmo n as lit e rature: Tile U t
crary Teslimony of Ille Hook of MOrlllOl/. 

It needs to be emph:lsizcd, though , tha t bei ng trained "after the 

man ner of the things of the Jews" is nol sufficient. I expect that Laman 

and Lemuel had Ih is kind of training, ye t th ey were like the peop le 
listen ing to Nephi the SO il of Helaman: It was "nol possible that they 
could disbelieve" (3 Nephi 7: 18), so they became ;lngry. Or one could 

simp ly disregard th e divine clement in sc ri pw res-as do so many 

schola rs. 
Finally, Pi nnock's book cou ld contribute to a stud y of the Old 

Testamen t in Gospel Doctrine classes of th e Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-da y Saint s. FimlirlS Biblical Hebrew (lIId Otll er Allciwt Lit

erary Forms ill tile Book of MorlllOIl has nearly as many exa mpl es of lit 

era ry fo rms from thc Old Testamcllt as it docs from the Book of Mor
mon, and recogn izi ng th ese Hebraic forms c,l n cnhance SI ud y of the 
Bible just as it can of the Book of Mormon. 

7. Ni::ll A. ~ Ia)(wcll, 'nI,·/'r",,,; ... "I I ';S(;pl.~I,jf' (Sal! Lak ... City; I )':S<'fl't ll00ok. 2(0 1), 4. 



PR ESS ING FORWARD: A REAL FEAST 

Stephen J. Duffin 

General Comments 

I n 1984 FAHMS issued the first of its "Reports on Research in Prog

ress," Since th en, brief articles have appeared regularly as FARMS 
Updates. In 1992 the arti cles of the first decade were collected and 

published in one vol ume entitled Reexploritlg Ille Book of MOrillO/I. 

This s('cond volume, Pn'ssillg Fonvord Willi the Book of MOnllOlI, con

tinues in the same vein with Updates from 1992 through 1999 ac

co m panied by similar research articles that were publi shed dur in g 

this same period in the JOUr/wi of Rook of MOrll101I Srudies. 

Pressing Fonvtml contains six ty-nine Updates in 298 pages; on 

ave rage, eac h item is just over 4 pages long, including notes. These 

Updates, then, arc not lengthy in-depth art icles but rat her bite-sized , 

easy-Io-read reports of curren t research on the Book of Mormon. 

However, it should not l)(' thought that their brevity is indicative of a 

lack of either scholarship o r skillful resea rch on the part of the authors. 

Ma ny Updates Mise oul o f cooperative research, and they afe not re

leased until they arc ca refull y scr utini zed by referees, thus ensuring 

that top -qua lit y resea rch is publ ished. Contributors include Ill.lny 

r::- - - - ----------------, 
; Review of Joh n W. Welch and Melvin J. Thorne, cds . Pressing l-or-

ward with the Book of Mormon: The FARMS Updates of tile 1990s. 

Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1999. xiii + 329 pp., with passage and subject 

~d~.~4.95. _____ . __ 
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whose na mes will be fa mi lia r to rC'ldcrs of Book of Mo rmon re

search: John Gee, Willia m J. Hamblin , Donald W. Parry, Danie l C. 
Peterson , John L. Sorenso n, John A. Tvedtn cs, and John W. We lch , to 

name just a few. With authors such as these, we arc guara nteed quali ty 

resea rch. It is indeed gra tifying for me mbe rs o f the church to have 

access to thi s level of resea rch c;lrri ed out in defense of the Book of 

Mormon and to know that scholars of this caliber are able to answer 

objecti ons and cri t icisms. 

Pressing Forward contHins an index of passages and a subject in 

dex arranged alphabeticall y. Most of the a rt icles in the boo k a re se

quenced in co rrel ation with the Book of Mormon passages to which 

they refer, beginn ing with an ,l rt icl c en titled " r our Suggestions on 

the O ri gin of the Na me Neph i" to "The ' I)ecapitiltion ' of Sh iz" as 

found in the book of Ether. (The final eight articles an.' historical stud

ies with references to th e Doctrine and Cove nants or Joseph Smith's 

histor y.) T hi s sequencing of Pressillg Forll'{1/"(1 is cspeci,lll y useful 

when the book is read in parallel wi th the Book of Mormon. 

Although th e book conta ins subject and sc ri pture indexes, an ad

dit ional index catego rizing the Updilles inlo the di ffe rent areas of re

sea rch mi ght have been a use ful supplement fo r those wi th spec ifi c 

resea rch interests. For exa mple, it ems tha t dea l with literar y com 

ment could be indexed toget her for easy refe rence. This, howeve r, is a 

minor criticism si nce the book is easy to naviga te. The (opics of each 

article appear in the recto headers an d the book of scri pt ure on which 

the article is based in the verso headers. Eac h Updat e, as o ne wo ul d 

expect, co ntains seve ral use ful notes for the reader wh o is interested 

in pursuing any pa rticula r topic. 

Discllssion of the Arti cles 

I will not com men t on eve ry art icle in Prcssillg Forward. I will , 

however, look at a represen ta tive selec tion of the d iffe ren t topics dis

cussed and the approaches used by the authors. O ne commo n and 

wo rth while approach tha t Illa ny of th e Updates ta ke is to show tha t 

na mes of peo ple an d places as wel l as o ther terminologies fo und in 
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th e Book o f Mormon ilre consistent wi th th ose of th e ancient world. 

[n the tirst :lrticle, Gee vindiGltes the name of Nep hi by giv ing fou r 

suggestions of its origin, co nfidently concluding that Nephi is an at 

tested Egyptian name. 

In the secund art ieit-, Jeffrey R. Chadwick gives the name Sa riah 

si milar treat ment to that previously given the name Alma.' Since the 

n;llllC Sariah does not appear in the Bible as a female perso nal name, 

the skepti c might suggest tha t Jose ph Smith inven ted it. Chadwick's 

art icl e ass ures LIS that S<lT iah is a fema le Hebrew name, justified by 

a single reference to a "Sar ia h da ughter of I-Ioshea" in an Aram aic 

papyrus. 

The phrase (/ visiol/tlry IIj(lJI, as fo und in I Neph i, is not present 

in th e King James Ve rsion of th e Bible. However, by draw ing on its 

Hebra ic roots, Tvedt nes successfull y demonstrates that it is nonethe

less auth entic. Tvedtne~, th is time in company with Stephen D. Ricks, 

also gives suggestions for th e Heb rew ori gi n of th ree place- na mes 

found in th e Book of Mormon: Za raheml a, /ershon , and CmTIorah. 

Anoth er approach compares Ne phite practices with established 

anc ient practices. Angela M. Crowel l ,1Ild Tvedtnes do this when they 

compare the practice of blessing God after eating and being "fill ed," as 

found in Alma 8:22. Parall els are fo und in vari ous an cient tex ts, in 

cluding rabbi nical writings and a pocm from the Dead Sea Scrolls. In 

a separate article. Tvedtnes-rely ing on stones from the archaeo l ogi~ 

ca l site of Gelc r, cb y tablets frO Ill El -Amarna in Egypt , and the Dead 

Sea Scrolls- determines thaI thc l300k of Mormon practice of using 

the terms LilY and It/lld in terchan geably was also a custom in the Old 

Wor ld . 

Similarly, Welch al so co mpares Shercm's accusa tions against 

Jacob as recorded in Jacob 7:7 with anci ent Israel ite law. On three ac

cou nts Sherelll accuses Jacob of offenses whic h, if th e indi vidual is 

fou nd gui lt y, a re pu nishable by dea th. Welch traces each of th ese 

I. Sl'<~ HlIi'h NihIL')'. re";,,'w of H"y·K",-iI/>" . hy Yig;l('1 Yadi ll, nyu SllI<li.., 1411 (1 973): 

121. and Palll Y. H"skissnn, "Alma .IS ,\ I-khrcw Name," l,mm,,1 of /look of Murlllou SlUt/in 

711 ( 1'1\I1I ) : 72~73 . 
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accusations to prcexilic Israel ite law. These types of arti cles show that 

slllall details, which are probably Illissed by the caSlla l reader of the 

Book of Mormon, add ev idence to its claim of authenticity. 

Com paring the forms a nd styles of writi ng in the Book of Mor

mon with Old World li terature has, in th e past, been another fruitful 

are:l of research. My part icular favo rit e in PressillS Forward is ROY;11 

Skollsen's discussion of Hebraic co ndit ional s. Skousen has found that 

thc origina l English- Ianguagc text of the Book of Mormon conta ined 

ex press ions that are uncharact erist ic of Engli sh. One of thes(: is th e 

Hebrew- like cond itional c!.lU se. In English, th e conditi ona l is com 

monly expressed as: "if x thclI y." In Hebrew the S:l lll e idea is ex 

pressed as "if x ali(I y," and although that form is peculiar in English, 

it makes perfect sense in Hebrew. Sko uscn cou nt s thirteen examples 

of this type of Hebra ic conditional in th e fi rst editio n of the Book of 

Mormon that wcre removed by Josep h Smit h in his g ra mma t ical 

ed iting for the seco nd edition, published in 1837. This, Sko LLsen points 

out, lends suppo rt to th e idea tha t loseph Smith's translation was a 

literal aile and that the language from whi ch the book was tran shlled 

was Hebrew o r Hebrew-like. 

As one mi ght ex pect, some Updates defend the practice of w ri t~ 

ing on metal plates. Wi lliam 1, Ada ms lr. informs us of Dr. Gabrie l 

Barby's fi nd at an excavation si te in jerusalem. The d ig, which was 

begun in 1979, unearthed a tomb dated to about 600 B.C. Among the 

finds were two rolled-up strips of sil ver, unknown elsewhere in the 

archaeology of this period. These silver plates contai n quo tat io ns 

from the book of Numbers, co nfirm ing that re ligious texts were en

graved on precious meta l plates in Lehi's Jerusalem and thus showing 

that Lehi's search for the p la tes of L<lban and his own writ in gs on 

precious metal plates are real possibilities. 

Five art icles d iscuss swords in the Book of Mormon , Adams com

pares the sword of Laban \0,1 swo rd found at ,1 site three mi les south 

of Jericho, and Tved tnes compares it to a description of a swo rd in 

one of the Dead Sea Scroll s. Tvedtnes d iscusses the rod and swo rd as 

the word of God, Brett L. Holbrook ta lks of the sword of Laban as a 
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sy mbol of di vine autho rity. and Ma tt hew Roper deals with eyewit 

ness descriptions of Mesoamerican swords. 

The book also devotes considerab le space to King Benjamin <lnd 

his add ress. reOecting the growing in terest in th is topic. Two Updates 

based on the research ofWd ch, Terry L. Sz ink. and others int roduce 

us to the ancient precede nt fo r th e use of towers in royal councils and 

ce remonies, wh ile the longes t article in Pressing Forward deals wit h 

ways in which King Benjamin's speech p:lves the way fo r the democ

rtu izat ion of Iht.' govt' rnment an d politics in th e land of Zarahemla. 

Much of the work of FARMS in vo lves defendi ng the Book of 

Mormon , part icularl y in replyi ng to critics of that foundational book 

of scripture. As ex pected, Updates (li so res pond to crit ic isms of th e 

Church of JeSliS Christ of Latt er-day Sa in ts. In response to the crit i

cism th at Jose ph Smith , or o ne of his co nt empo ra ries, was the so le 

aut hor of th e Boo k of Mormon, Philip A. Allred focuses on how the 

si ngle word state suggests that Al ma the You nger can be singled out 

as a dist inct a utho r wi thin th e book. So renso n deals nicely with the 

min or crit icism tha t there is no ev idence of a tent -mak ing o r tent 

using tradition in Mesoamerica . 

Some o f th e art icles, however. arc no t st rictly a po logetic in na

tu re. Welch's d iscuss io n o f the connec tio ns between the visions of 

Le hi and Ne ph i and his explanatio n of wh y th e Ne phi te economy 

was so vo latile arc o f grea t int erest to the student of the Boo k of 

Mormon and show jllst how co mplex and in tegra lly sound the book 

is. Ken Haubrock gives an excel lent apprecia tion of the life and per

so nali ty of Sam, th e bro th er of Nephi. Not onl y docs he offer ins ights 

that most rcaders wou ld ove rl ook, but he also shows how, wi th just 

a ca reful readi ng o f the Book of Morm o n, ou r und erstan d ing and 

apprecia tio n of the peo ple of the Book o f Mormon can be greatly 

enh anced. 

As one 1l1;IY ant icipa te, Ihesl' Upda tes vary in stre ngth of argu

ment. SorlH: appea r to be well supported wi th evidence. while others are 

a litt le more spec ula tive. O ne that str ikes me as lean ing toward specu

la tio n is the a rt icle dC;lli ng with the sh ini ng sto nes of the jared ites. 
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The claim here is tha t radioluminescent li ghts made from " po ro us 

si lica mat rix in which a phosphor is dispersed h,lVe recen tl y been de

veloped and that their qual it ies are consistent with those req ui red of 

the lared ite sto nes. In fa irn ess to the resea rchers, th ey do nOI claim 

that their research is co nclusive, and th ey admi t thai we can o nl y 

spec ul ate about the process that led to th e Jaredite lights. Further
more, it seems to me th:1I one needs onl y to show that occurrences 

such as the Jaredite ligh ts were possible in order to silence the critics. 

A stronger concl usion that shows us something that (Ictlwli), did occur 

or probably occurred is a bonus, but it is enough in most instances to 

settle for a weaker conclusion. 

Pressillg Fonv(jf(J ends with eight historica l studies rilnging from 

a progress reporl on fragm ents of the ori ginal m anusc ri pt of th e 

Book o f Mo rmon to a discussio n of Josep h Smi th's access to lib r:lrY 

faci lities in Harmony. The fin al article, appropriately. issues ,I w:lrn 

ing of the dangers of jumping to conclusions. Using the lessons learned 

from the Grolier Codex, a docu ment that W,IS origillidly decl ared a 

fake by scholars but is now acknowledged as aut hent ic, Sorenson and 

Welch highlight five mistakes made by those who judged the Grolier 

Codex a hoa x and suggest tha t th ese mistakes a rc also commonl y 

made by critics of the Book of Mormon. 

Conclusions 

T his book will be of interest and value to most members of the 

church, espec ially to those wish ing to keep up -to-date with the latest 

research on the Book of Mo rmon. I would also recommend this vol

lIllle to any critics of the church si nce it may save Ihem considerable 

time and effort in dea ling with iss ues that ha ve alread)1 been re 

sea rched. For a long-time subscriber to FARMS, th e research covered 

in this volume will , of course, not be new. However, this volume is 
still a useful addition to any lib rary as the Updates and articles arc 

convenien tly gat he red together in o ne place with adequate subjec t 

and sc ripture indexi ng. 
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T hese Updatl's do not set out to prove the authelltic ity of the 
Book of Mo rmon, for <I testi mony of its truthfulness is a perso nal 
ma iler and must come from the Spi rit. Howeve r, after rending Press
illF, Forward, onc cannot help but mn rvel at the co nsistency of the 
Book of Mormon, both interna ll y and in compa rison with evidences 
of previo us cult ures. T his volume, then, achieves what it sets out to 

do, wh ich is to hel p all students of the sc ri ptures to "'press forward, 
feasting UpOlllhc word of Chr ist" (2 Nephi 31 :20). 





A GENERAL RESPO NSE TO 

THE NEW M O RM ON C HALL ENGE 

David L. Pa ulsen 

Carl Mosser asked me to provide " gellt'ra] Latter-day Saint response 
to The New Mormol/ Ch(/llenge and, in partic ul ar, to respon d to 

the authors' conclusion that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latte r-day 

Sai nt s is no t a Ch ristian church. With our li mited time, I cannot do 

justice to even one of these invi tations. Rather than slighting the sec

ond, which is personally vcry important to me, J have chosen to defer 
it to another ven ue. 

General Reaction 

My general response will cons ist of summarizing the authors' own 

sl atl..'d aims for their work and then assessi ng how well, from my 

Lallcr-day Sain t perspective, Ih t·y have achieved them. T hese aims in 

cl ude the fo llowing: 

Thi~ I"'p .. 'r in its ori): il1,,1 form W,lS pres<'111ed as 1',lrt of a panel dis(u~s ion uf "/'IJ(' 

/,.,',011' A/"rllH>)J CIr"II~'II!!c COn,l LJct,·" I>l'forc the Evangdicall'h ilusophical Society s<'Cti()n of 

the .m nu..l1 mttting of the Ama k.H1 AC..ldcmy of Religion {AAR ) in D~nV('r. C"lor'ldu, 17 

Nuvemher ZOO I. Rkhard I. /l,1ouw, l'n'~ idcI11 of (;;llifof l1 i,,',< Fuller Th~ologica l S~mil1'Hy, 

modnalcd Ih,' discus .. ion. blla-day ~,linl lespol1d,'nts included Davitl 1., Paulsen, 

DJnid C. i'clcrsol1, Skplwil \). Ri cks, Ilbk(" T. Ostkr. :lIld l'lollis R, lohl1,on. Rq)r("S~1I1ing 
the cv;mgdic;l\ vi<wp<lin! wen' William l ~lIlc Cr;lig, I' rall.;is J. Ikc kwith, Carl M<>sscr, Paul 

Review of Francis 1. Beckwith, Carl Mosser, and Paul Owen, cds. Tile 

New Mormoll Challenge: Respondil1g to the Latest Defenses of a Fast
Growing Movemenf. Gra nd Rapids, Mich.: Zonde rva n, 2002. 535 

pp., with glossary and indexes. $21.99. 
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I, To reta rd the grow th .1Ild progress o f the Church of Jesus 

Christ of La tter-day Sa in ts by disproving or otherwise di sc rediting its 

beliefs, I (Given this aim, 1 wou ld classi fy The N('II' MOrll101I C/wl/clIge 

as:'1Il anti -Mormon book,) 

2, To th is end , based on so und scholarship. to vrovick';1 rigor

ous crit ique of ulller-day Saint beliefs,! 

3, As a basis fo r this cri tique, to first state L.1tter-day Saint beliefs 

accurately and f'li rly, \ 

4. To this end, to dist in gui sh between "officia l" o r "canoni zed" 

bel iefs, traditional bel iefs, popu lar or commonly held beliefs, and, 11 -

Il:Illy, pe rm issible beliefs.~ 

5. To present thi s critique in a "respectful, c1w rit:lble and cour

teous" manner.!\ 

6. '1"0 engage Liller-day Sain ts in gen uine and "fruit ful theologi

ca l dialogue."f> 

With the exception of the first , th ese goa ls arl' refreshi ng. It is rare, 

indet,d, th:11 an anti -Mormon book has such Jil Ud.lbl (· aspirations. I 

thank the authors. How wt'll does The New MorlllOIl Chal/cllge achieve 

these aims? Leil\'ing aside the tirst aim ;lIld gradin g the book by CO Ill 

p:lr ing it wit h o th er anti -Mormon books, 1 would score it near the 

top of the class, significant ly bet tl' r than most a nti -Mor mon books. 

Aga in, my thanks. 

Il owcver, if 1 we re to grade the book :Ig.l inst more absolute stan

dards, 1 wo uld mark out im provc lll(:nts lhat still need to be m'ldt'. 

Owen, Jlld I"Jul C"I'J!I. All cilJtl("'~ I,. 'I'h,' N.',," Mt>rIIWII <."lmll"//1I,';n my 1"lI1d I'r,'se-n

t,lliOIl Me- to ,I prcpublic.lll0n \'\'r~i{On of th,' nl,lIlw • .;ril'l (h.:r,·,l fl<'r. I'I'M " Currl'sl'.",d in): 

citations in th i ~ wrill"nl'r~~cnl,l1i"n ,lr,' I" the p" hl i,hcd "Chinn (NMC1, which W,IS lint 

ye t Jl',Libbk at the t;m(' o f thc lkm','r cl','nt. "'larc·eh,l rks I1I ):cr1>lHI ,1I1d llJl'id Va n· 

daLx",k hal'c I'wvidl'tl 1';J lu ,lbk ,,,si~t,lIKe in I'rql;Lring thi.~ n1.l llu...: r ipl !'nr puhlic,lI ion. 

I. 1'1,,\".77-79, 'IeC NMC, h8--t>9. 

2. I'I'M, 21 - 12; ... ..: NMC, 22 !3. 
J, I'I'M. 21: sec N~-IC, n. 
4, I'I'M,ll-22:seeNMc,n. 
5. PPM, 20; see NMt:. 11 ,2 1. 

6. PPM ,98;set"N MC,12- I3.Ro. 
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And I ,1111 hopefu l that these will be made in the authors' in tended se

quels. Perhaps .mme cand id co mments wi ll conduce to that end. 

Aim I: Ti) retard the growth and progress of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of l.atter-day Sain ts by disproving or otherwise discrediting its 

beliefs. 

I wi ll no t say much by w,ly of cri t iqul' of th is aim. Ues ipsa 10-

q1litllr- lhe thing speaks for itself. Fu rt he r, thi s ai m seems st ri kingly 

at odds with the book's additiona l goal of engaging Latter-day S'lints 

in genuine ;Ind fruitful di;lloguc. How do a declaration an d pursu it 

of all -ollt war o n another's faith generate goodwill and gen ui ne d ia

logue? Nonetheless, I persona lly hope that this warfare doesn't dim in

ish dialogue between our two Christian communi ties, whi ch, I hope, 

con tin ues and flourishes. 

Ai m 2: To this end, b;lscd on sou nd scholarship, to provide a rig

orous critique of Lallt:r-day Sai nI beliefs. 

I am a philosopher, so I will leave it to my colleagues to eval uate 

the sou ndness of the book's scholarsh ip. Bu t, by and large, I am im

pressed wilh the quali ty of the crit iques coll ecled in this book. Con

tribu tors have posed challenges to Latter-day 5'l int posi tions that will 

li kely keep LOS apologists engaged for so me time. 1 do, however, want 

to raise a m('talevel questio n relat ing to Aim 2. In context, what docs 

"soun d scholarsh ip" req ui re? Co nside r two major poin ts argued for 

in Ihc book: ( I ) the Bible te;Khl's that the world was created Ollt of 

not hing, and (2) the Bi ble teaches thai God is a single metap hysical 

substance co nsist ing or three persons. Each of these claims, I under

sta nd , Ilies direc tly in the face of a scholarly consensus to the con

trary. Of course, th is fact in no way enta ils thal lhese cla ims are fa lse or, 

by itself, impugns the scholarly [Mture of the argum ents marshaled in 

thei r support. Bu t, given a contrary schola rly co nse nsus, does "sound 

scho larsh ip" require that defe nders of a mino ri ty position ( I ) ac

knowledge the cont rary consensus, (2) at least summarize the gro unds 

on wh ich such consensus is based, and (3) onl y then make a case for 

thei r mino rity report? Fail ing to do this. defende rs of a m inori ty 
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position may mislead the ir readers to concl ude that th e sc holarly 

consensus supports their view wh en in fact it docs not. Agai n, \"h<1t 

docs a critique of LDS beliefs based on "sound scholarship" requ ire? 

Aim 3: As a basis for this critique, to first s tolte Lafler-day Saint 

beliefs accurately and fairly. 
To fulfill this aim , it seems to me that evangelicals mllst SI;lIe o ur 

beliefs to our sa tisfacti on. And here we arri ve at what I consider to be 

a majo r fail ing in TI[e New Mortl/Oll C/wl/ellge. While J find in this 

book so me misstatements of Latter-day Saini beli efs, the primary sin 

of th e edi tors of Th e New MOfll[OIl ClIlI IICIIgc is not so much one of 

commission as it is o f omission. The ed itors, ;\S they th emselves ac

knowledge, fail to set o ut our basic beliefs.7 Especially troub ling here 

is thei r failu re to se t Oul our vi('wS of Christology, sO leriology, and 

the doctrine of the Tri nity, while nonetheless attempt ing to co nvi nee 

their read ers thai our faith cannot be considt' red Chri stian in "<l il Y 

very useful or theo logica lly sig nifican t sen se ."~ Strange that these 

nonprcsented beliefs should have no theological bearing on wheth er 

our fai th is Christian . And stran ger sti ll that ou r rejection of two ex

trabibl ical belicfs---c rcat ion out of nothi ng and the classica l doctr im' 

of the Trinity-should be theologicall y dec isive for excluding Latter

day Sa int s from the Chri stian circle.~ 

Compoundin g this failing to set out our beliefs is the au tho rs' 

proposed remed y. They recommend tha t their reade rs fill th is infor

mat io n gap by reading another book by eva ngel icals about Latter-day 

7. Spl'aking of the heginn ing chapta5 \If I h ~i r hook. th~ ntitllr5 'I~knowle,i!(e. 

~Nci t hl'r, however. gives ~n inlrodl1( hlry un'Tvi,·". of l.I)S history ;' i1d hdid. hIT lh,,[ w,' 

h~a rt i l )" [<"<'o'11Inelld ;lIlot h,'T hook which wi ll S("TW"~;1I1 ,·xed!.:n! (Olll lJanion In Ihis 

o lle: RiehMd :In\l Jo"n O Slling's ,\tor",,,,, Am",i .. ,,; '11)(" 1'",..,., .unl ,1", Pnlllli'r. I'P"" , I ':I: 

see NMC, 20. s..·c I.olli.< Midgley's f,'v i,'w of lht O~lI i n!! book. "' 1'.mhy Tnpo):r;II'hy." in lhb 
,'olume, PI'. 139- 92. and 1tapnond ·Iilk.!sh i Swell,on's r,·\'i,·w. MI'., ilh wi thout C.1rk;lIur<"1" 

fARMS 1/<"1'11'''' of &oks 1312 (200 1): 65-i7. 
8. I'I'M, ](,;sttNMC.66. 
':I. The ;:dilorS de.'\Crihe thes;: hdids as ·· .Ihsoilltdy rUml,lIll(·nt.ll.1nd nonnq;oti.,blc. 

We do nOl f"d lhallh,' SI.1I IO S of Mormonism in relation '0 Chris li ,lnil)" can ""er eh.lI1g,' 

unk-5S th<.'r" is" wi llingness withill rh~ Sl ructures o(lh.· U)S Chllrch ,0 r'"(" Il ,ider rhos,' 
i<su<.'s." PPM, 476; SC<' N~1C, 40(). 
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Sain ts tha t, on its fly leaf, promises to prov ide everythi ng a nyone ever 

wanted to know about th e Mormons: Morllloll Ameriw: Tile Power 

al1d /I'e Prom ise, by Richard ll nd Joa n Ostlin g. III They even ca ll this 

book "an exce llen t co mpa ni on" to their OWIl,II 

I have two bo nes to p ick here, First, why Mormon Alllerica? It is 

laden with errors of ,Ill kinds, both majo r and minor.1 2 It is also o ften 

biased in its depiction of Latte r-day Saint history ll nd co ntemporary 

Mormon cuhu reY If the ed it o rs choose to incorpora te by reference 

its portrayal of LOS beliefs and practice into Tile Nell' Mormon Clwl

/C/Ige, they do so at the price of defeat ing their goa l 10 state LDS beliefs 

fairly and accurately, perha ps even at the price of dissuading info rmed 

Lau er-day S" ints fro m taking their boo k seriously. 

My seco nd bone is more fund ament al. If the ed it o rs of Tile New 
Mormon Challenge real ly wan t their rC'adcrs to un dersta nd what 

10. I~ichan.l N. Ostling and )0,111 K. ()~tlin!:, Mprmolr Amaim: TI,c Power IIIUI,I ... 
P''''lris.' (S,Ul Frandscu: I bqwr, tm). 

II. I'I'M, I~; " .... N/"o.IC, 2U. 

12. Sl-,' lhtl in[( ,111<1 ( lstling, ht"mlr'" Alllai,·". Thc amr, an: too numerous 10 lre;)1 

in;l footnote, EX'lllll'\cs IIf the minor .. 'rrUfS indudl' the O~tlillgs' implic,uiCln that l.atter· 

UJY S,lint~ ';)I\110t uhtain a telllpi<.' recolllillend if tll<'y urink caffeimlt{"d so{hi ( ibid., 176) 

,lIld thm wc h"ld t<'s l imuny me{·tings ;:\"l'ry SlInd..!y. ra ther than only thc first Sunday of 

{",teh month (ibid., 11'11 ). t-,'!<m' ",'r im!' 1l,lwS indll'tc their d'lim, th;11 tlw chllrch does"httk 

h' ,IC.:oI11I11"d'lt" th" l' hilusuphic,d .. -..1 st 01 min(t" "lid in tcllectu,tls in gt·n <.'r al (i bid., 374) 

and th,lt '" MOf lll0n teJdlin~ ,' iol:l1<'~ the h'I .• i' of <."clll11,'ni'al fcHowshi p . Thc LDS sc ri,, 

t\lrc.~ simply d" lInt alluw I>I",nwns to vi.·w the "thers as legitimate churches" (ib id., 

J2.3); MS tlJlpOrl fu r the Muntwn dlKtrin,'s IIf ,t corporo.:,tl. "Gud ,., cannut he found". 

in tlw <';Irl)' church 1:,thersM (ihid .. JI3). For ,I v,'rr different t,lk..: on the lutt<'r iSSlI{", sec 

(:Id W. Gritlin ,111..1 I);wid L. l',IUIs..:II, UA ull"stine and thc Corl'0r"':lllty of (1,,,,1." Hun',ml 
TIJ<"<II('.~i(,t/ RCl'icw 95/1 (2\)02): ~7- 1 Ill; P,Hl lsen '"Early Christian Bdk-f in :t Corpor, .. 11 

I)"'; t )" Orig..:n and AU[(llstin" ;)s Rdllct,lnt Witnesses," 11"""",/ '/"/II'I'/(/)!iml /kvkw 8312 

(I ~90 ): IOS- H,: "Il,'ply to Kim l" lffcnroth\ CUllllllcnt," /-/lIrI'<ml rllI'(}/ogiml Rt'I'il'w 86/2 

1 1 ~9J); 255-39, They abo ass,'rt that lost"j,h Smith rc\'j,.'d his ;]ccnullt of the lirst vision 

to adapt it to his bter t .. ';lchings (O,t lill!; ,lI ld O.,tling, ,,·turmoll IIlIl<'ri<ll. 305-t»; Sl'C Ari D. 

Brllcning JnJ 1),wiJ L 1'<lIII....:n, UTht' Ikwlupment of the Mormon Understanding of COli: 

EJrlr Mormon /<'lod,llislll and l)thcr ,\-Ir ths," Ft\RM,~ R,:\'/<'w 'f Ilomks 1}(1 (2001): 109-69. 

U. As ,111 ,')(,11111'1.-. the O.o;tlings rd", to th" , h llrt'h ..IS Uan allthorit~ri~n ~ml St'l:reti,'c 

ch ur(h" ("""'1111>11 AII""r;,·,,, .'1·1) Ih,lt "op"r;l]cs 1110r.' lik., a small cu lt than a major ,1<, 

n"lt1ination" ( ihitl .. .15-1). 11 is interestin): to lIot,· lhat tht" l)stlings, pr<,\'iolls to t/ll';r 

d,lillling thaI th..: (hurd, opnat", tik .. ' a >111,111 cult, a(knowl .. dgcd that the tC" l1 "(lilt" is 
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Latter-day Saints believe, why not kt us tell our own story? Why nOI 

refer readers to books about LDS doc tri ne writtell b}1 Latter-day 

Saints for Latter-d:IY Saints? Let Ille make a posit ive stlggesti(lll here: 

Why not enLQUragl' them to read /l'S/l5 Ihe Christ or TIll' Arliclcs of 
Fnitll, bot h by the late Apost le James E. 'lalnlilge?lol In }ems Ille Cllrist 

Elder °nl llllilge cxplili ns our und erstandi ng of the divine Ilaturt', lift:, 

and redemptive mission of ksus Christ. In The Articles of FrI/111 he 

clearly explains our thirteen Articles of Faith. (Letllll' "dd herl' (hat 

our first art icl e o( (,lith proclaims: "We beli eve in God, the Eternal 

Fa ther, and in His Son, Jesus Chrisl,a nd in the Holy Ghost."'n expla in 

ing Ihis article, Talmage consistently lIses the tenn trillity to describe 

God and se ts out, as our own self-u nderstanding of God, Wh;l! is 

clea rly a socia l trinit ar ian view of the Godhead . ' 5 By Wily of contrast, 

Ihe Ostlings, as ou tsiders, inform tlwir fl'aders that Latter-day Sa int s 
are henotheists.) 

!esus the Christ and The Artides (if' F(lill! were published nearlY;J 

century ago, were: both commiss ioned by the First Presidency of the 

church, and for decades were published under the imprimatur of the 

Corporal ion of the First Presidency. After llcarly a hundred years, 
they remain among the few books that ch urch mi ssionaries a re a u

thorized to take with them on their missions. While not inerra n t, 

these books provide a much mort' accurate descr ip tion of our beliefs 

th an does any book desc ribing our beliefs written by someone o ut 

side our faith, let alo ne the highly unreliabl e MOfl/lOl1 Alller;ClIo The 

editors should consider recom mending /cms the Christ and Tile Articles 

ofFa;/11 to their readers.'~ 

the ~slippery :loll all'purpuse slur aimed al marginal faiths" ( ihid., xx ). Whatever the 

OSllings personally think of Ll1tcr-(LlY Sainls, dm'S tlwir hook pro\'idr. J< Ihe edilurs 

claim, 3 fair and ohj,'clive ",W{"T\'icw of I.Il$ hist<lr)' Jnl! hdicf"' (1'1'1'01. IOJ; sec NMC.l0)? 

NOI even close. 

14. lames E. l'llmJge. !">l/S 1/'" CiITist (Salt t"k.· City: iNscr,'t Bonk, 198'». JnJ larne~ 

E. Talmage. A Swlly of lite Arlick~ of Fllillt: tkjllR {/ O",~jdcr,,'im, of 1/,,· /'ri",·jp<1II)orrrir,,·s 
«!T"e elmrr" of Jesus Christ of 1.,lIIrr·dIlY :;,,11115 (S,I11 LII;c Cily: The Church of ksus 

Christ of Latter.day Sainls, 1<,1511). 

15. ·talmage. The Mtidrs uf Fuj'/I, 2<,1, 3<)-42, 47--411. 
!6. The edilors disregarded this su~gesti\HI and l"!.mlinw;d I" r<'(0l11111cnd M<!1'I1lI1Il 

All/aim in Ilwir published versi"n. 
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Aim 4: '[h this ~'nd. to distingui sh between "official" or "can011 -

iz('d" bc[it'fs, tr'l dit ionat l>('li('I~, popu lar o r commonly held beliefs, 

and, finall)', permissible beli efs. 

Since the a u thors provide almost no exposi t ion of Latter-da y 

Sain t beliefs, I did no t altempt to assess the authors' performance with 

respec t to thi s aim. \N h il e thl' Ostlin g book so metimes provides dif

ft' rin g formu lations of LDS hdids. it largel y fails 10 make the aimed

for distinct io ns. 

Aim 5: To prese nt this c ritique in a "respec tful, chari table and 

courteous" manner, 

I dceply 'lpprcci,nc til(' editors' int enl to fulfi ll this aim. And I be

liew they arc sincere. In light of thi s, I mu st confess I was mystified 

to discove r th .lI in The Nell' M Ol'/l/oll Clw//cllge, my beliefs a nd my 
(h urch arc referred tn by t..- rms such as: "p.lrasitc,"17 " paga n ,"I~ "cult," ' '1 

"pi t iab le," "worse th an scie ntific poppycock." "a fairy tale,"111 So me

how, tht'sc epit hels failtn st r ike me as courteous, respec tful , or chari

table. Give n their sta ted aim, [ :1sk the edi tors to help me understan d 

why thl'se disparagi ng desuiptions of my fai th :Irt' in their book, Let 

111e il lustmtl' the obj~'ct of 111 )' co ncern here by reading a longer pas

s,lge in the manuscript: 

Almost all COllVt'r!S to Mor mo nism come from a Ilom in

'111 y Ch ristian background .. .. Mor mon m iss io naries don't 

17. " 1 ,1111 '''''l'li':,l l lh,11 CI',II1):d i.,.li,m i ~ ",o", in" in lh~ 'ight kiml "f "';IY to ,1;11'<.' ofT 
{,lIr",'lI" "roul's lik,' Mornl<>tli,m.-I' I'M, 77; ,,',' NM{:, (,i. ro, ,,'vi,ed '·<.' r~inn , 

III. "Th~ h1.<!!"i.: I.l)S I'k'w "1'(;,,.1 l'ir lu"lIy m:1l<:h,'s Ih is pll~ml idl'a (of (,ki ty wh,',i:',\S 

the (;",t of ltl<' ()Id '1 .. "1,1111,'111 i> "uli(.,lly ,liffl""I11."I'I'M. no; ~:e Nil-Ie, 1117, (m n,'l'ision. 
I 'J. .. LI1!~ r- ,I"y S,I;I11<, Imlik<- Ih,' Illcl11lwr, ,,( 1ll0S1 olher N.'\\, Rdiginus M"WllleniS 

or 'mil.': h,l\',' hq~un hI cn l a Iht' ,1(,l<kll1), "n.I I',odu(,· ~"mlin<.' worh n f schotar.,hil'." 
"P;lu l C,mkn "bSl'f\'l" Iha\ 'fl'\\' I :h ri,<li,m .< in Ih,' lid.! of llli"illnS ,"'Cill 10 recogni~.' Ihe 

lllu lti -I:,Cl·I.·.! Ih re,l1 of 111l' ,.,,/t; ,Iru tl n.! th" !!l"b~, .. : Wilh r"'I"'<'1 10 1\.' I ()r1l\()n i~111 spccif

i.:,Il)'," " M<lflllnni,m ~ I ,1I1ds \lu i f, OIll " Ihn Nc'w Ikligiflu~ ,\oton'I11,' oIS ,mil (ulis in il> al · 

li,ud.' l"w,Ir,1 higha "d"<,,lIiol1 ,I nd ",:I", I,I"hip," 1'1'11.,1, 611, 77, X I, ","ph.lsis .\dded in ;111 
'1IH11,lli<'Il'; s~<.' NMc' (,CI, (,7. 71. S,'.' Mus,n's diSt:ll,siun uf Mnrmonj'l11 being" <'lIlt. 

PI' .\I,4')S-W'n.,' x\';~,·,'N"'\(:.oI U-llll.l. 

20. "Th~ i, I ~,1 th,lt Iher,' hJS h~~11 ,In ,'lnl1:!1 l'r"" r,'ssion of hUIlI .• nnid ,kilies (011-

,urtil1g wilh ,"l<' ,l1111 lhn is , ... ,,..« 1/,,1>1 Sf;""'i,;,· P"/'I'},n>f/.;-i l is II jillr}' 111/" of Olympian 

J'r"porti .. n~." T h,' nnl I'.Ir,'gr;ll'h rd,'" II' Ih,' I..ll!n-d.1Y S~in l God a s ":1 pili"Mr ddl)" 

inlleed!,' !' I'M, 171. emph,l,i, ,11\.1",1; ),',' N1I.1C. 147. 
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evangeliz.e. they prose lytize . MormoniSIll is <l paras ite reli

gion that gets its li fe from preexisting forms of Christi an it y . 

... If allowed to progress un checked, Mormo ni sm's growt h 

will have a sign ificant adverse effect on evangcliGl l growth. 

In the an imal world la rge parasites eventua lly cri pple the 

health of their hosts. Someti mes they even C,lllse their death. 

If evangeli cals shrug off pred ict ions of tremendo us grow th 

for a parasite religion like Mormonism, they do so at risk to 

the health of evangelica lism .... It is clear to me that the cur

rent eva ngel ica l response to Mormo nism docs not 

significantly retard th e spread and growth of the LDS fait h. 

VVe must somehow bring about, .. ",I change in the process."21 

What follows this passage, it seellls 10 Ille, is a vigorous C(1/1 to arms 

10 all sectors of tile evangelical community 10 do whalcvcr it takes to 

relard the spread and growth of the Church of Jesus Christ of Lalter

da y Sa ints. AC:ldemics, dergy, and laymen are illl urged to enlist. Tile 

New Man/lOti C/lflflclIgC then is presented as an arsenal of wea pons to 

be used, bot h defensively il nd offensively. in the campaign to impede 

the growth and progress of the Ch urch of Jesus Ch rist. 1)oes this re

sponse show Latter-day Solin ls and their beliefs "respect?" Perhaps, but 

if so, this seems to me like the kind of respect one shows for a feared 

and threatening enemy, This is certainly not the ki nd of respect 1 h,I\'(' 

for my evangel ical fr iends. I respec t them as valued ,lilies standing to

gether with me in the cause of Ch rist against his real enemies. 

Aim 6: ·10 engage Latter-day Saints in genuine .md "fruitful theo

logica l dialogue." 

2\. I'PM, 77- 79; see NI\·tC, 67--69, for Ihe whik-W,I,h,·J \· .. :rskm: ·'Almost ,111 C,UWCTlS 

10 Mormonism come from a nominnllyChristian thlekground .... ,\-lorm"n mi,.,ion'lri,'s 
don', cvangdi~,\ th"}· prme\yti~e. Mormonism i< la I rdigion Ih'll gds ig life mmt\y from 
precxisling forms of Chri.stinnity .... If ,·vangdi(,ll., .'illrug uff predictions of Ir,'nwnd"u, 

gruwth fo r a religion tih Mormonism, Ihey do M) nl risk 10 Ih" h,'allh of eV"' ''gc1ic,t\ism . 
. II is dear to llle Ihat Ihe curren I ev;tnll .. li c;t\ r<">I'<'>I)s,' ,n Mnrmonism . .. don not 

signitlc3ntly ret,mJ Ih .. 5pre,ld and gfllwlh of th~ I.\)S faith .... We mu.1I somehow bring 

about ... 'a change in Ih,' pnxl'ss,"" 
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Hallel uj il h! I ho pe Tile New MOn/WII C/w ifcl/gc helps to b ring 

abou t this end. But I have alread y noted some se ri o us tensio ns in th e 

seve ral aims o f the book. Fo r instance, on the o ne hand , the book is a 

call to ar ms to evangelicals and ot her Christ ians to jo in in impedi ng 

the growth and progress of my faith , proffering its essays as weapo ns 

with whi ch the wa rfare c;ln be waged . At the S;Hlle t ime, the volu me 

is p ro ffe red ilS a n olive lea f b t'cko nin g " fru itful" Latt er~day Sa in l

evangelical d ialogue. Someth ing does not qu itt, add up here. My puzzle

men t co nnec ts wi th ano1her im po rtant sense o f "respec \." It seems to 

m e tlMt tru ly ge nu ine a nd fru itfu l interfa ith d ialogue necessa r ily re~ 

q u ires so me not ion o f reciproci ty in the sense that a ll of the partici 

pan ts ;l rc o pen at least to the possib ility of le'lrTli ng so meth ing from 

the o th er. [ bel ieve that Latte r-day Sai nt s generall y arc open to thaI 

poss ibility. Indeed, as a prologue to their book, the authors quote the 

fo ll owin g st atemen t from Josep h Smit h : "One o f th e gra nd fund a

men tal p rinciples of ' Mormonism' is to receive truth, let it co me from 

whellce it may" (PPM , 7) . Latter-day Sain t Christia ns take th is sta te

m ent of the Prophet ser io usly. We do seek tru th, wha tever its source. 

In particu lar, I bel iev .. ' Ih ere is much {ha t we LDS Chri st ia ns C<l n 

learn fro m evangel ical Ch rist ians. Fo r instance, evangel ica l th inkers 

h ave been re ll ec tin g "HefuHy and d eeply for generat io ns on many 

q uest io ns of C h r ist ia n theo logy, es pt'c ial ly sot eri o lo gy. T hey su rely 

have m uch to teach La tter-d ay Sa ints here. Personally, I believe I have 

alread y lea rned an d w ill co nt in ue to lea rn much from them abo ut 

grace. O ne partic ular sentence fro m C raig Blom berg's co nt r ibut io n to 

HOlV Wide lite Dil'ide? fo r ex,lInple, mo ved me p ro fou nd ly: "Sal vat ion 

is absolutely free, bu t it will cost us our ve ry livcs."22 

O n the othe r han d , I do n o t ge t the im pression fro m read ing 

Tlte Nell' Murlllon C/wl/ellge th at the ed itors and con t rib uto rs are 

eve n open to th e possibilily o f learnin g anythin g fro m us, espec iall y 

pertai n ing 10 C hr is ti an doc trine o r theo logy. I ask them to tell m e 

21 . Craig I.. Ill"mhng .• ml Stcplh;1l E. I{"hinsun. Hm,· 1Vi,{f tI, ~ I);"id~? A f\1omum 

lIud ,m bwt~di"lI l in G ",....,-,,,r,ou ( l)owlla 's liml'C, III.: tnlcrVarsil)'. 1997). 169. 
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honest ly If my Impression is co rrec t. I f so, I hope they wil l help me 

understan d how they ex pec t The: New MorlllOIl Clwllellge to genera te 
fruit ful d ialogue. What is thei r definition of "fruit ful?" Exactl y what 

kind of "fru it" are they hoping to h,lTvest? 

Addendum 

In this addendum, I have outlined some of the significant cha nges 

made to the prepu bli cation man usc ript prio r to the book's going to 
press. Most of these changes were attem pts to add ress pa nelists' con

cerns abOll t Aims I and 5. The ed itors were distressed by my cha rac

terizat ion of thei r book as anI I-Mormon. My principal reason for do

ing so was their call fo r collective Christi an action (A im I) 10 retard the 

growth and progress of th e church, as explici tl y se t oul ill l\.'losser's 

essay "A nd the Saints Go Marching On." Mosser tried to make It d ear 
in the publ ished versio n of his essay that he was not call ing fo r co l

lect ive action to impede th e church's grow th simpliciter but o nly to 

preve nt the church's grow th when it is at the expense of Ch ri sli an 

churches. This qualifi cation, fo r me, h:udly changes the anti -Mormon 

natu re of Aim [. 
With respect to Aim 5, Mosse r made some signifi ca nt rev isions 

to Ihe dispa raging rhetoric contai ned in hi s own essay but largc1y left 

the rest of the derogatory languagc unchang('d. I quote at length a re
cent e-mail post from Mosser detai ling these changes. 1,\ 

As I recal l, most o f yo ur co nce rns werc rela ted to com

men ts in my chapte r. So, at the end o f th(' ema il I have ex
ce rpl ed from th e li sts o f cor rections/changes the sect ions 

pertaining to my chapler. 
A number of changes made before AAR prolepticall )' 

dealt wit h concerns the pa nel raised. The changes Illildc after 

AA R were mostl y corrections of new errors that had cmcred 
the lexl, mistakes Ihill we had previo usly missed, and fo r-

23. C~rl Mosser 10 David 1',lUls"n, 'J AUI!"SI 1002, ,·,nlJ i l.' n litl~d - ]ok: h~d: (h~nl!" S 

10 pr"'I,uh1ic31ion illS. "fTNMC." 
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mailing issues. But there wefe also a handful of cha nges and 

small additions made in light of th e panel 's co mment s .... 

There were a co uple of issues I wou ld have liked to hllVe ad

dressed in light of ollr discussion (e.g., what constitutes "ant i

Mormonism"), perhaps in the form of a short appendix or an 

additional section to my chapter, but that just wasn't possible. 

Changes that Mosser submitt ed to the publisher before AAR in

clude replacing the word "cu lts" with the term "New Religious Move

ments,"~~ altering the phrase "gets its life from" to "gets its life mostly 

from" in connect ion with th e term "pamsite" as a refere nce to the 

church.1s His deletions include removing the term "cu lts" as an inclu

sive refe rence for th e ch urch,21! the \",ords "parasite"27 and "parasiti 

cal"2lS \"ith refe rence to the church, and th e sentence, " In th e anima l 

world large parasites even tuall y cripple the healt h of their hosts."19 

Mosser adds that in onc instance, "I used the word [parasite ] because 

[ \va nt ed the eva ngelica l missio logical communit y to clearly get the 

poim I was making and did not intend to impl y anythin g pejorative. 

In rereading the essay I see that Mormons would take thi s in a very 

different way." In ligh t of thi s consideration, and probabl y others, 

Mosser elected to dcletl' all occurrences of the te rm "parasite." 

After the AAR a few additional changes were submitted to the 

publisher. One modification was insening the qua lifica tion "defi ned 

theologica ll y" after the word "cult" in tbe sentence co nta in ing "how

ever, wlr is the only word .. . "JO 

Mosser omi tted th e sentences: " If allowed to progress unchecked, 

Mormonism's growth will have a significan t adverse effect on eva n

gelica l growth . In th e anima l world la rge parasites eventuall y crippl e 
the hea lth of their hosts. Somet imes they cven cause their deat h."31 

24. 1' 1',\1, <1% 11. CX\'ii; st'<.' NMC,<I II n.2. 

!S_ I'P~I, 78; .ce NI\ IC,oil. 
16. I'I'M,ill;S<'cNt.H :.71. 
17. I'PM, 77, 78;M~eNMC,07.oll. 

2R. PilI-I, %; ""'<' NMC, lB. 
29_ l' I'M. 7i1 _ 

JG. l'PM. 4W.n. ,~vi;Sl·cN/l.IC."11 11.1. 
31. I'P ,\1, 7R;~l't'NMC.6!1. 
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With respect to th e problem,Hi c first fu ll pMagraph ( PP M, 79; 

NMC 69), Mosser ex pl ained , 

The LDS respondent s a t AAR look p;lrt icu l:ll' offense at 

th is parag raph ,1I1d labeled the book "ant i-Mormon" because 

of it. Therefore , Ihere are a few cha ng('s ] would like to makc 

to il. Since a few lincs arc del eted 011 the prev ioll s page, Ihe 

lenglh of th ese additions should ba lance ou t pre! I y well, First, 

change the first sentence 10: " It is clear to me that the current 

eva ngelical respo nse 10 Mor monism (;md to New Religiolls 

Movemen ts generall y) does not signifi can tly retard the sp read 

and growth of the Ids lsic] f:lill1 (a nd o th er NRM s) a t th e 

expense of orthodox Christian it y." The I,ISI phrase will be 

slightly repetitive with the phrase "at our l'xpense" Llsed laler 

in the paragraph , but thai is by intent ion. [ want this po in t to 

be emphasized. Second , after th e se ntence ending " ... on 

which its current growth rests," in se r! the followin g sc n

tences: " ] am co nvi nced th at a major factor con tr ibul ing to 

Mo rmon growt h is th e wides pread bib li cal and th eolog ica l 

illiteracy among the laity of Protestant and C lIholic churches. 

People in our chu rches need to be grounded hett er in bas ic 

bibli cal doctrin e. We shou ld also invest igill e o ther factors 

tha t cont ribu te to Ids growth and redress those tha t are du e 

to failings within th e Chri st ian communit y." Third , rep lace 

"counter-cult " wi th "apologetics." Fourth, in the last sen tcncc 

inse rt "(and ot her N RMs)" after "Mormoni sm." The entire 

revised paragraph should read: 

" It is clear to me that the current evangelical respo nse to 

Mormonism (and to New Religious Movemen ts ge nerally) 

does not Significan tly re l,lTd the spre,ld and grow th of the Ids 

fa it h (a nd o ther NRM s) at th e ex pense of orthodox Chr is

tianity. We must someh ow bring abolll what Stark ca ll s 'a 

change in the process' if we want to prevent Mormonism 

from becom ing one of th e larges t worldwide fai ths at Ollr 

expense. Somethin g will have to shift th e basis o n which its 
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cu rrent growth rests. I am convinced th;ll a majo r factor con

tributin g to Mormo n grow th is the widespread biblica l and 

theologica l illiteracy among the [;lity of Protestant and Cath

o li c churches. Peop le in our churches need to be grounded 

bt'lter in b;lsic biblic<l l doc tr ine. We shou ld al so investigate 

ot her factors that contribute to Ids growth and redress those 

that Me due to failings with in the Christian community. This 

can not be accompli shed by le<lving th e task solely up to the 

nu merou s small and fi nanci<llly st rap ped apol ogetics min

istri es. Nor ,lre th e vast majority of those engaged in such 

ministry equipped to do ,III that needs to be done, even if 

finan ces and personnel were not so limited. A proper response 

to Mormonism (a nd olher NR1'vls) will requi re the enti re eV'\Il 

gcl ical com munit y." 

Though the abow changes a rc la udable, my origin ,l l ana lysis 

(l ike much of the language ;lIl d focus of the book) remains funda

mentally un cha nged . In my judgmen t, the book relll:lins :l n li

Mormon for two reasons: ( I ) their « 111, <l lbeit 110\\' qual ified, for co l

lect ive action to n:lard the g rowth and progress of the cllUrch; :lnd 

(2) th eir fail ure (refusal ?) to sta te Latt er-day Sai nt beliefs in LDS 

h."rms o r to refer their readers to LDS explanations of our belicfs

e.g., the recommended !ems the Christ and The Articles of f"aitll. As a 

rt'slllt, th eir rea ders arc left with the Ostli ngs' b iased (sometimes 

scurrilous) slants on Latter-day Sain t doctrin e and histor y or, even 

worse, with characterizations of that doctrine like Cra ig's " infinite 

progress ion of hum a noi d de il it's conso rt ing with one another from 
clem it y." I! 

32. NMe, 1<1 7. 





Or C OURS E MO RMON ISM Is CHR ISTIA N 

Benjamin L I-lu ff 

r-ro be a Christ ian, in the most impo rt ant se nse, is to re pent a nd 

.l co me to Christ. O ne might also say that aile becomes a true disci ple 
o f C hr ist by bei ng reborn, bei ng co nve rt ed, or, as Blombe rg says, 

"by sincerel y trusting in the )cS lI S of the New Testament as personal 

Lord (God and Master) and Sav io r an d by demonstrating the si ncer

it y of th at commi tmen t by some perceivable measure of lifelong, bib
lical bel ief and behav ior" (p. 329),1 I t<lke th ese ex pressions as essen

tially eq ui va lent when pro perl y understood .! For an instil ut ion, to be 

I. Blo mberg p j (" ~ 'HI1 thb , CIl H' as Ihe one l-v ,l1lgdical< normall y have in mind 
",hen th.,y ask whclhn a I'cr~m is Christian (I', 328), It is al so the (Inc Chri~ t pi.:ks out as 

d~fi ning nwmhership in his church in Door;n ... and CIlWn,lIlts 10:67. 
2. I ,)Iso t,lh ' 1111:111 to h ... equ iv,lIen t 10 I).mid C. l'ctason and Stt'phcn D. Ricks's 

"cununilnl<' lIt 10 !eM'S Chr i~ t ," in Offmdcr, fur <l 1I'0rd ( I'ro"n, Utah: fARM S, 1998), 27. 

~Iombcrg ~uggesl s th;n l'ekr5On J nd Ri.:ks do not acmunt for till" p·ussihil it y of insi ncere 
commitmnlt. HI' misundl' rSlanus, though. Wh,'n th .:y say, " If :lIlyone cla ims 10 see in 

k.u. of NJ~:l rd h ,I persoll.lg'· of unique and I' ,,'wl im." nl au thorit y, that ind ividu:l1 should 
be consi(k r<.'d e hri ,' 1 ian H ( ibid., 1 ~ 5), they .I re not ch:lnging Ihd r defi nition. Commit

ment involves rdorm in bdl:lvinr ,IS wt'li as \'crbal pmfess ion of Christ. Their poinl is IlwI 
it is r;ITel)' :l1)Propri ,.te for us nlOrlals III :lC(US.: Mlm("<J nc uCinsincerity in Ihat very impor· 

1:1111 cla im . relcr.~o ll :lIld Hicks's cr it...,ioll m:l)' differ from Blo mberg's by not requir ing 
th," bd icf Iha t k sus Christ is liod (though th <' Lauer·day Sa ill1 K fiptures ckJ rly teach 

thdt h ... is). On thi . po int I sy ml' ,H hil'.r with Peterson and Itkks. I do not hold Ihest" 

charJcterizations of wha t it take. to b ... J Christi,1n os ('quivalent to IllO l11 berg's "sal·('u.» 

I Rev'iew of Craig L. Blomberg, " Is MormonISm Chri st ian?" In '/1 
New Mormon Challenge, 3 1S-32, 
.. ------
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Christia n in the most importa.nt sense is presum<l bly to hring perso ns 

to beco me Chr ist ians. In thi s sense, th en, is Mormonis m Christi an? 

Docs the Ch urch of Jesus Chr ist o f Lall er-day Saints bring its ad her

ents to repent a nd co me to Chr ist? Or, in o tbe r wo rds, docs Lalte r

day Sai nt bel ief and pract ice invol ve accq)l ing the jesus of the New 

Testament as one's Lord and Sav ior and showin g one's co mm itment 

to him by some perceiv'lble measure of lifelong, bibl ical bch'lv io r? Of 
cou rse it does. Of course Mormonism is Christ ia n. 

E.ach week, by sharing bread in sim ilitude of the last supper, L.ltter

day Saints ind.i vidually reaffi rm th eir com mi tment to take upon them

selves th e name of Jesus C hri st, the Son of God, and keep his com 

mandments.3 They read, ponder, and endeavor to live Christ's teachings 

together as co ngrega.ti ons. as famil ies, and. as ind ividuals. They serve 

eac h o lher, fo r exa mple, by visiting sick members o r prov id ing for 

their needs, by hel ping new arri va ls within a congrega ti on wi th the 

heavy work of movi ng in , and by fi nd in g wholesome W3yS to fell ow

ship. They se rve in their comm unit ies by prepar ing mea ls fo r the 

homeless, by laboring hon estly in Ihe wo rkplace. by serving on school 

boa rds, and by lobbying aga insl the peddlin g of po rrlOg r;lphy a nd 

o th er un savo r y practices. They cul t ivate the vi rtu es o f p;l ti ence, 

fo rgiveness. hum ili ty, and co mpassion. They sing hym ns with titles 

like " I Believe in Chr ist" and "Jesus, Savio r, Pilot Me."4 Every active and 

co mmitt ed Latter-day Sa int acce pts Christ as his o r her Lord and 

I helieve saJ~alion PTl'SUPPOS<.'S SOllle' degree of ",·hat ~vangdic'l l, e,1 II '<<IIu·lirimliml, ,Ind I 

bdi('~(' I 3g r<'~ I"ith nlMI l.alt~r~Oay Saints on this point. !llthough $I(.·ph.:n Rubinson 

Illigh t disagre<.'. I.eav;ng it to God 10 ."'f who is or wi ll h<: .,;\wd, I llo 11,,1 .I!tach J ill' com

Ill<'nt on salvat ion ,IS such \<) nIl' usc of the word (."1,,;,,1;1/1, . 

3. The pml'~r offer~d w\:l'kly over th~ brc,ld, in frOllt of the COllgrq;.Hioll, r<,.ld~,"O 

God, the Eternal F,uhcr, we ask th,'<, in the 11,1111<.' of Ihl' SOil. kSlls Christ, to Ilk,s and 
Silllctify this brc,ld to the >Ollis of '1IItho.o;(· who p .... t,.ke of it; tiMI Ihey Ill.'Y <·al in r<·m~lll· 

brallce urthe bod)' of thy Son,:lnd witlll'SS unto Ih<.\·, 0 (;nd, th,' Etcrn .• 1 F.I\hcr. that they 

arl' wi ll ing to take upon them the Il,nne of Ihy SOIl, ,lIld alw'IY' T<.·memh<:r him, 'Illd keep 

his COmnlJIIOlllents which he h.llh giwn IlwIll, Ih.11 Ih<.)· m.1Y always haw his Spirit to br 

with the-Ill." This p raye-r 'Ippe-ars in the U""k of Mormon (M"TOni 4:3 ) unJ in I)o{trinl· 

and Covenants 20:77. 

1. Hp""$ IIf I/'r ChUf(h of I,..,u" eh,;" "f I.Ill/cr-d"y S"i"ls. no •. 134 ''' 1<1 I O~. 
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Savior and to a sig nificant degree follows Chr ist's biblical teachin gs 

in belief and in behavior. That is what being a Lltter-d:lY Sain t is all 
about. 5 

Why, thl'n, docs Blomberg not co nclude tll:l! Mormo nism is 

Christi an? Simpl y put, he docs not address the question in its most 

rel ev:ln t and im portant sense. He does not address whether the Church 

of Jesus Ch ri s! no rmally brings perso ns to become Ch ristians. In the 

sect ion of his essay co nsidering Mormon ism as a system o r institu 

tion of belief and practice, he discusses va rious meani ngs one might 

,ll! ach to the claim that Mormonism is Christian, bu t not th is one. In 

the sect ion asking whether individual Latter-day Saints may be Chris

ti ,lIls, he gives the definition of Chrisli{lll I quote above and quest ions 

whether Mormonism leads persons to be Christians in thi s sense. I-Ie 

says he cannot answer th is questi on affirmatively but docs not ex

plain why: thl' brief discussion that follows wanders off th e point. [ 

wi ll first exp lai n how Blomberg fai ls to address whether Mormon ism 

is Chri st ian in the most importan t se nse. Then I will consider his dis

cussion of other, more taxonomical se nses of th e quest ion_ 

Just before the end of hi s essay Blomberg asks, '"Can a person 

who has had no religious influence on his or her life except the teach

ing and practict." of the LDS come to true, sav ing faith withill the LDS 

Church, if he or she is ex posed to the full range of o ffi cial Mo rmon 

doct ri ne and sincerd y beli eve[s] ,I ll of that teaching?" (p. 330). Th is is 

(al most) a carefu l way of saying, "Does Mormonism lead its adhere nts 

\0 become Chri stians?" whic h 1 take to be the most natural construal 

5. Thai' art: .11.<0 nwr~ !nuncl.n,," ~rns,'S (,f die' tnlll c'liri$/;dll. such ,IS lhosl' in my 

copy of \\~'/'.>/.-r'~ Third New 11l/,'rt!>lIi,JIIII/ Vifli"'lIIry <If/he fllg/is/I /.dJlS'lIIgc, U"'I/,ridsc,1 

(Springfi rkl. ,\bss.: Mari.lIn, I >.J7(,I. In rderl'nc<' to a I"'rron: "one who \)('til'Vt's o r pro

f"s~s or is .IS5UI1l<'<1 In hdi,·w in ksus Chrisl '111.1 Ihl' tflllh ;l~ l~ught Ill' him" and ;111 ar

r;,)' of simitM .Ihl"lll,lh: .'~nS\:s_ In r.:fn'·IK'· to.m insti lution: "prufcssing or betonging to 

Christi'llIil )',~ .lInullJ; nlhrn, wh~r" Chris/illuit}' is " lh<- religion stemming fr01ll 1he life, 

lc,Khings, and death nf Ie"'-l' Chris\'~ which is (rr t ~inly the focus of l.altn-,tay SainI 

teaching .md pr.lCtkc. Any IlH.J{kratdy (ummil1 .. ·d L'tkr-day Saint fils 'I whote bauery of 

\\'.-/",<"'); ddillilio lls of CI"i.<tjrlll. ,,"d ~o dnl'S the Church of Jesus Christ of Lauer-day 

S'li ll l>. Bluml ..... r!:! dOl'S nnt ,nmidl"f any uf thl·s,., nor dnes hi' SoIl' why he docs nuL 
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o r " ls Mo rmonism Ch rist ia n?"" Thu s Blom b<"rg se<" lns 10 havt raised 

the im po rtant quest io n. Why docs he not give a posi li ve ;mswcr? 

At first he seems w offer an explanat ion by sl.\I ;ng, "Then.' still rc

main major contrad ic ti o ns of fundament ;ll doctrinal issues between 

hi sto ric Chr istiani ty an d o ffi cia l LDS teachin g th;lt m;Ik<.· it impos

sible to cOllsisrcmly hel ieve all o f the Bible and simultaneollsly beli/.' vc 

all o ffi cial Mo rmo n doc tri ne" (PI'. 330- 31). This st atl' lll l' nl is p rob

lemat ic as an ex piamll io n fo r at least two reaso ns.' For o ne thi ng, 

Bl ombe rg see ms impl ici t ly to concede tha t thl' n.'<ld ing o f th e Bible 

he finds to confl ic t wi lh o ffi cial La tter-da y Sa in t tl'<lch ing is o ne tha t 

takes historic Christianit y fo r g rant ed- I hat is. o nt' th at nwkes ex tra

bibli cal ;lss llmpr io ns 111111 conni Cl with Laller-day Saint teaching and 

hence begs the qlleslion.~ More im po rtantl y, bel ievi ng all o f thi.' Bible 

is hardl y invo lved in hi s dc linilion o f what it is to be ,I Chr ist ian. I 

suspect a huge number o f Christ i'Hls don't e\ICn know all o f the Bible, 

let alo ne believe it. Nea rl y all Christ ians misundena a nd parts of the 

Bibl e, even though they h.lVC re.ld them in since re f.lilh , and Christ at 

the last day is unli ke ly to ~sk those who visit the widows and th e fa

lherless in th eir afniClio n whetllt." r th ~y al so know and believe the 

writin gs of Hal><lkkuk. 

6. A<:tu~1!y. ""binning Iho: '11H .. ,tion wil h uC.ln~ ralha Ih.1Il ~!),>o:," m.lh·~.1 diff('T

""KI'. 1\101110...'1\ h.\~ ~Irl·~d)" d,,~(l hi ) d;S,:ui~i"n or wh,·lhn MUf l11Un"I11.1'.In ,")I;IU 

tit>n is Ch(i~l i~n wilh d n ... I;Jli ... · <:nndll!OiulI. I !.-n.:o: al Ihi~ I',nnl 11<· l'h·~u I'I""i."S thJI i1 

,",'ould Ill· ,·xc ... pl inn;11 r"r.l L;\ltl·r. d~y S"im UI hnum .... \ Chri'l i.111 wil houl Ih ... illllu ... nl\· 

of wme <)thl'( Chri~tiJn ~y)l l'm of !ldier alll1llr J([i( .... S[ilI, hi, ~( :;jI1 ~ 111lt'~[iun b .:Ius.: [" 

Ihc il11l'or lanl '1 " l'Sliul1. ~nd .1 .' <I", ... ;1' hI' gl·ls. so in wh.11 fnl1"w~ I wil! uwrlllnk th ... 

\I if(o:r,·ncc. 

7. As ,\ third I'mhkm. nl1l' ':0111..1 .tbpu[I· 1I 1'"l1hn~'> !iw.p"i III ~ 11 11111l ,l( )' of !.al1o: r· 

d.,)" Saint dOdrines h(' t1nds .. "bj,-.:Iiun.lbl ...... dd i",· ,,',t in .1 (""I n",.: '" Ihi, 1'.ISS"!lC (p. "IN 

11. (9). I "ould l)Jrlicnlar\y disj)u l<' 1,,-.inIS Ihr,-e .IIIlI ti",·. Slil!, ;I~ Ht'"l1hcr)!." ku"wb.t )t .. ,. 
11 i, n,,1 dcaf whl"l hn 1h,'S\.' I<'a,hin!!, COl1 tJ k l with th .... mhk, .• nd S<I .• disJ'ul(' ,)\W whal 

l.allcT.d.lY Saints offid;IHy ur .-nmmollly h.-t il'\'\" (111 1h,· ... ' l'"il11) ~I,.,ul,l \'oJil f'IT iUlOlh,'( 

IXC"Jsion. 
II. In a $imib r ,·cin. on the pfi."<<,<lin~ Ihrl'<' I" I~"-S. Illnm hl'r!! .111"\\'('($ ~" 'cral qm·,, · 

linns JOOIII how bcing a Lll ter.day $;]i111 rd.ll''''I<> lx"il1): ( ·hri"li.1Il ,imply hy .IPllC~ l il1l> 10 

wh.1I ~mo'l ... "ang..-l ic.l Is- (I' . J2'1) wnuld $.Iy, wilhnul <lIT,·rinl! .In)" "hjn lil'\' hJ.<i,. 
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To hi s credit, Blomhl.'rg himself seems unsatisfit.'d with thi s ex 

planation. Ht.' ackl1()wledgt.'s tha t co nsistency in belief is not of para

mount importance and that it is deba table whether or not official 

L.ltter-day Saint teachillg is consistent with the Bible. He then spends 

sewrallines expn.'ssing his desire that every professing Chri st ian be 

jo ined to the fold of true Chri st i,111it y, including LlI ter-day Saints, 

One mi gh t l'xpect that what would come nex t would be another at 

kmpt at exp laining why he does 110t believe that Mormonism leads 

it s adherents to bccomc Chri stians. Yet instead of;1I1 explanation he 

si mply offers what appears to be it resta tement of the concl usion: " I 

cannot, as of thi s writing, therefore, affirm with int egri ty that either 

Mor monism as a wholt.' or any indiv idual, based so lely on his or her 

affirmation of th e totality of LDS doctrine, deserves the label 'Chris

tian' in any standard or helpful se nse of the word. But my fervent 

prayer is that, through wh;l1ever develop ments God may \ ... ish to use, 

I will not always have to come to that conclusion" (p. 331). Wit h th is 

he ends tht.· section and the main body of the essay. In the remaining 

half page he sim ply ;lddresses whether it is uncharitable to claim that 

Mormon ism is not Christian. 

Thus Blomberg does not ex plain why he does not co nsider Mor

monism Chr ist ian in the sense that matters mosl. The o nly reason he 

offers is OI1l' that he h imsdf recognizes is inadequate and that 11 clea r

headed reader will recognize is beside the poin t. One might attempt 

to read hi s resta tement as so mething of an explanation, but it is no 

more relevant than the explanation he himself sets aside. Since being 

a Chr istia n involves behav ior as well as belief, IIV affirmation of doc

trin e is eno ugh fo r a perso n to deserve the label Christiall, whether 

the doctrine be L<lllcr-day Sa int, evangelical, Ca tholic, or whatever. 

Blomberg's concluding restatement focuses on beliefs solely, as though 

there were any sort of belief that could su ffi ce to make a Christian. 

Thus he raises but does not address the pertinent question. St ill, 

for any reader who takes the initiat ive to consider the question. Blom

berg's essay includes all the ingred ien ts for the correct answe r. Two 

pages prio r to statin g what it takes to be a Christ ia n in the se nse of 
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being converted to Chr ist, he lists what he acknO\v ledges to bt.· good 

features of LatteNlay Saint belief and pr,lc ticc: 

a strong commillllcnito win people 10 Christ; a bibl;Cil l em

phasis on numerous fundamcntal moral val ues, induding 

putting family relationships ,IS a central priorit y in li fe; gen

erolls financial giv ing; a good blend uf self-relia net.' and help

ing others who genu inel y Cilnno t Cil re fo r them selves; all the 

st rengths of class ic Arminianism wit h it s emphasis on hu 

man free wi ll and responsibility; mechani sms for spi ritual 

growth and acco untabil ity for eve ry chu rc h member; ... 

gen uine comlllun it y and warm interpersonal relationships; a 

desire to restore o rigi nal Christ ia nit y and remove corrupting 

influ ences from it; soci,ll and potitica l llgt.·ncl:ls often simi l:lr 

to evangelical co unterparts; and so on. (p. 327) 

These fea tures are more than enough for Mormonism to lead its 

ea rn est lId herents to become Ch ristians, b)' Blom berg's slated crite

ri a: "since rel y trusting in th e jesus of the New Testament as persona l 

Lord (God and Master) and Savio r and ... demonstrati ng the since r

it y of that co mmitmen t b)' some perceivable llle;lSUrc of lifdong, bib

lic.1l belief and behavior" (po 329). lndt.·ed, lhe first two points of Blom

berg's ack nowledgment alone wou ld suffice to Ill;Ike Mormonism 

Chri stian . Of course it is. 

Si nce his essay includes more than adequat e gro unds fo r co n

cluding that Mormonism is Chrisli,lIl in the se nse of teading it s ad

heren ts to Christ, and no wholehearted explanation for why it would 

not be, one may wond er wheth er Blomberg has quite th ought the 

question through. That said, it is clear th.1I he has man)' objections to 

Mormonism, and SOllle of these Illay make him reluctant to ac

know ledge it as Chr istian eve n if th ey do not prec isely bea r un th e 

question. After all, for someone who believes th at fo ll owi ng Christ is 

th e key to ri ght eo usness and eternal happiness, the term Christiall 

does no t eas ily take ,\ strictl y ta xonomical mea nin g. It inevi tably im

plies some level of approva l, and there is much abo ut Mormonism of 
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which Blomberg does not approve. Yet if Blomberg wishes to usc the 

word Christia/l in a "mealJilJgful" way, as hI.' cla ims (p. 331), he should 

be prepared to di st inguish between call ing someone or so mething 

Christian and giving it unqua lifi ed approv<ll. As it is, I am unsure 

what meaning to attach to Blomberg's unwillingness to ca ll Mormon

ism Christ i an.~ Further, key aspects of hi s di sapproval renee! mis

understand ings of Mormonism, as I wil l explain. 

Blomberg brings up a number of his objections in the course of 

conside rin g three other se nses for the claim th at Mormonism is 

Christiilll , renect ing va ri ous ways of fitt ing Mormonism into the 

broader C hrist ian picture. Th is taxonomy is important, though far 

less important Ih'lIl the question of whe ther someone is a disci ple of 

Christ. Blomberg di scusses the hypotheses that th e Ch urch of Jesus 

Christ (1) belongs to one of the th ree largest branches of the Christian 

tradit ion (Catholic, Orthodox, and Protesta nt), (2) is the "restoratio n 

of the origina l Ch ristiani ty of Jt.'sus and the apost les," and (3) is sim

ply a new denomi nation (or a new branch) with in the Christian tm

dition (p p. 317- 18, 322). l31 0mberg fin ds each of th ese hypotheses 

untenable. He is right \0 quickly rejec l lhe first hypot he~is, 'lhhough 

his discussio n of it is highl y problematic. Only the second capt ures 

the Latter-day Saint self- und erstanding. St ill, a cha ritable obse rve r 

\.,.ho is not a Latter-day Sai nt should carefull y consider the third. 

Blomberg says a number of sensible thi ngs along the way to rejecting 

poin ts 2 and 3, but hi~ re.lsoning leaves substantia l gaps. His d iscus

sion le<lves ample room for the reader to co ncl ude that Mo rmonism 

is Christian in a taxo no mical sense. 

Taxonomy: Is Mormonism Orthodox or Catholic or Protestant? 

The sectio n d isc ll ss ing the first hypothesis is co nfusing because 

Blomberg means to be employing a "defini tion" of Christial/, bu t it is 

not clear what his definit ion is. On one readi ng, his definition is "a 

':). A. fJr .1~ I (:111 !e1I, ill !hi> (SS.IY Illoml>c'rg ~IS<I rdrains from <knying that Mor

!11oniSI" i> Christi,ln. 
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member of an Ort hodox, C l th olic, o r Pro test an t I.:hurch" (p. 317). 

Accord ing to th is definit ion, clea rl y Mormonism would no t be Chr is

t ian, but it is an unh,' Il ,lble ddin itioll , like <klin ing an AllleriwlI as "a 

perSO Il from the East Coast, West Coast, o r en.'a t Lakes regions of th e 

U.S." The fact that these defi nitions cover the IllHlll'r ica l m;ljo rit y of 

Ch rist ia ns o r Americans docs 11 0t ma ke th em plausible. They si mpl}' 

do nol (" pIUre the COOll11on English Illcan ings of th e terms. Blomberg 

also quotes the WorM Book Elleyt/oped;", which docs capture the com

mon English meaning of C/"'islimlil),-"the religion based on the life 

;m d teachin gs of Jeslis Chri st" (p. 317)-and indic.lIcs tha t no t ,III 

(ra ther, "most") Christians a rc Ort hodox, Ca tho li c, o r Protesta nt. A 

differe nt locut io n mi ght preserve Blomberg's legi timate poin t, 

th ough. Since Orthodox, Catholics, and Protestants are Christians, he 

might reasonably ask, " If we we re to say that Mormonism is Chris

tkm , wou ld \ve mean tha t it is Protestan t, Catholic. o r O rth odox?" O r 

he migh t ask, " Is Mo rmo nism Ch ristia n in the sense of being Protes

tant , Catholic, o r Onhodox?" 

Of course, Latter-day Saints have never represented themselves as 

Cath olic, O rt hodox, o r Protestant, ;lOd this fa ct might bt.' enough to 

justify di smissing the fi rst hypothesis. Seemingly to ill ustrate, though, 

Blo mberg goes o n to present an inn:l ml11 ato ry vicw of La tter-day 

Saint teachin g about thest.' three major branches of the Christian tra· 

dit ion. Reg rettably, some Sai nt s take ro ughl y this view, bu t it is not 

a n official teachi ng. no r is it the teachin g of La tter-day Sa in t scri p· 

ture. Blomberg reads th e Book o f Mormon as teachin g th at "all of 

Christendom after the apostolic age prior to 1830" is a church fo unded 

by the devil (p. 317). This interpretation fits poo rl y wit h the co ntext 

of th e passages to which he refers. Accord ing to tha t disc ll ssio n. 

"there arc save two ch urches on ly; th e one is the church of the Lamb 

of God. a nd th e o th er is the chu rch of th e devil" ( I Nephi 14: 10).l(J 

Si nce there are just two, these churches clearly do no t correspond to 

10. II mal' be inlt'Tesling 10 <ompar~' I}o\)k nf Mormon rde renc~s II) Ihi s "abom· 
inable" church wilh biblical rder~nc,·s 10 "lhe mol her of h~r1nI S ,111<1 .lhnl11in3I io ns" 

( l~e""hl1ion 17:5). 
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any o rdina ry denomination;ll divisions. Thus it is implausible to take 

Book of Mor mon rderences to the "church of the devil" as references 

10 traditiona l Christia ni ty. My own view is that th e churc h of the 

LImb of God includes Ihl' humble righteo lls o f aU nations and d e

nomination s. 1i For a chu rch that teaches tha t many who dil' with o llt 

knowing the fulness of the gos pel wi ll be saved ;I t the la st day, it 

wou ld be ra ther odd to tC;1Ch tha t ewry Catho lic, O rthodox, or Prot
estant believer for a m illenni u 111 and a half helonged to the ch urch of 

the devil. Blom berg's o ther para phrases ilre ;lIso di sp utable.l 2 In the 

spirit of such Book of Mormo n tl':lC hings as 2 Ne p hi 29:7-11 and 

Alma 29:1), the Elltyclopcdia of Morlllol/islII gives a more sta ndard 

view: that non-LItter-day Sa int for ms of Chris tianity throughout 

history do "much good under the gu iciallct' of the Holy Spiri t," though 

they a re "illcomplete."u 

Sin ce the reading of Blomberg's "definit io n" I consider above is 

so p lain ly untenab le and clashes wi th the World Book defi nition he 

quotes, I co nsid er anot her reading. This reading better explains why 

Blomberg brings up the Book of Mormon ref('rence to the "chu rch of 

the dl'v i!." Perhaps Blom be rg d r;l\vs fro m Wort(1 Book the idea that 

Christianity is a fe ligion of wh ich most members are Ort hod.ox, Ca tho

lic, Of Protest;l11l. Then his re,lson i n~ m ight go: But Mormons bel ievc 

the religio n of which most mem bers are Protestan t, Orthodox, or 

Catholic to be tht' ch urch of the dev il. I-Ience Mormons arc not Chris

t;;1I1S. T h is reasoni ng LISt'S a mort' sensible cha racteriza tion of Chris

tianit y than the untenable OIlC I c ritic ize above, though it s til l does 

not reneet th e pri lll ary World Hook definit ion. Mormonism is b;lsed 

on the life a nd teachings of jeSliS Christ :lnd so ma nifes t ly satis fi es 

II. ,\1)' vic'\\' on this I',)int i~ ,imii.l r to Skllh.:n R{)bi1h<ln·.~. iU"mherg ,1'kll<lwkdS~~ 
Rohin-,,'n's r~;\ding in ,I ("otnotc· hul lhl"~ nut 1."~I'I,lill why he rl'jc·'I.> it. In addition, his 

llunt,ll;"" uf thc· i:1H"}"do/,,·diH I', M,J"'I<miml on this I'"int mJk .. s hb inlbmm:!lnrr read

ing: of I 1\kl'hi c'Wtl nlOr~ in~~plio"k. 

[~ . F,' f l'X.u"l,k, r"s~l'h ~milh-H i~!Ory I: 1 <) do,·~ not u$c· nioll1bc'rg·s phr;]Sl' ~hrptl

.:ri l kJll' rc·lc'n>l'~ 10 llc-snif ... ( :h ri~li,U1 wor~hip in 1"~l'h .smilh·~ )tJll1h. I ~ugg('SI " d iffi'r

l·nl gloss: rill"}' I'Hlp/,)}" III)' n·/m/s, 1!!I1/IrIT IIli.'lmd,·rJ."/,hU/ 11)1". 

13. This I'"ill! .11'1'~"rs in lIlt' I'a".lg~ Blumhag himsdf ,["otc's from 11o):o;r n. Kelll'r. 

"Chri~ti,lll' and ( ;hri>ti,lOl; Iy:· in J'tI<Y.-/"f',·d;" <If M"mwui,lI), [:274). 
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the World Book defi ni tion. Yet if Mormonism calkd his religion the 

church of the devil, Blomberg's reluctance to call Mormonism Chris

tian wou ld be at least psychologically und erstandable. I:o rtunarely, 

on th is point he just gets Mormonism wrong. This misunde rstanding 

comes up agai n later in his essay, again seeming 10 block what might 

olhe rwise be the most obvious way for Blomberg to class ify Mor

monism as Christian. 

Taxonomy: Is Mormonism a Restoration of Original Christianity? 

The Latter-da y Sain ts themse lves claim that th eir church is a 

resto rat ion of the original church Christ establi shed in the t ime of 

th e apostles. Blomberg offers historical argum en ts against Ihi s claim, 

and he questions the coge ncy of various LDS scholars' historical ar

gument s fo r it. He raises points that a careful assess ment of the his

tory should address. St ill , hi s arguments arc less than compelli ng. 

That Christ woul d need to restore his church in 1830 presup

poses that the Christian tradition had go ne astray. Bl omberg objects 

to this presupposit ion: " the amount and suddenness of tra nsfor ma

tion l in the ea rl y Christ ian wo rld ] requ ired to defend the Mo rm on 

view of apostasy si mpl y can not be eli cited from the ancien t sources 

available to us" (p. 318). He acknowledges tha t substantial change oc

curred in the first several cent uries of Chr ist ian history but empha

sizes th at th is change was too gradual to fit the Lattcr-day Sa int vicw. 

I sec three main problems with Blomberg's co nten tion. First, the 

Latter-day Saint view of apostasy docs not require sudden chan ge. It 

only requires that enough had changed by 1830 to ma ke a restorat ion 

necessa ry. Second , certa in earl y and cru cial chan ges are consisten t 

with the historica l cvidence. For example, if crucial authority was lost 

because the original apostles we re not propcrly replaced ,IS th ey died. 

that 1~1Ct CQ uid make necessary a subsequen t restoration, even if doc

trinal error crept in very slowl y thereafter. The na ture and location of 

authority in the early church is thorough ly disputed, but the Lal ter

da y Sain t view thai the apostles held crucial auth ori ty is consisten t 

with the ve ry incomplete histori cal cvideno: we now possess, an d it 
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finds support in the New Testament. Th ird and most important, 

Blomberg's co nt enti on th.lI a di st inct entry into apostasy "cannot be 

elicit ed from the ancient sou rces" is simply not to the point. The facl 

is that the ancient SOllrces we now have ava ila ble leave in dou bt a 

grea t man y im portn llt quest ions abollt th e early chu rch. While his

torica l ev iden ce for a Latter-day Snin t vicw is in terest ing and we l

comt', Ihe legitimacy of thc C hurch of Jes us Chr ist of Latter-day 

Saints and its claims, incl uding it s cI,lim to be Christian, does not de

pend on the ex istence of so me unamb iguous historical demonstra

lion of them, any morc than Ch ri st 's aUlhority depended on scrip

tural exeges is showi ng Ih.lI he was uni quely the Messiah foreto ld by 

the prophets. Where evidence ei th er for or agai nst is incom plete and 

subject to dispute, a lack of strong historical evidence fo r Laller-day 

Sain t claims is not evidenct.' against those claims. 

Blomberg goes on 10 crit icize ill broad strokes variO LiS historical 

obst.'rvat iolls Latter-day Sa int scholars have offered in co rroborat ion 

of the clai m that th eir church is a resto rati on of the original church. 

He is surely right that so me Latt er-day Sa int ci ta tions of ancient au

th ors invo lve misunderstandin gs that co uld be cor rected by more 

CiHeful stud y. However, hi s <lTgumen ls are no t developed eno ugh to 

support hi s sweepi ng con cl us ions. He presupposes an extremely nar

row view of wh,1t memhers of the Church of Jesus Christ wou ld have 

to show in orde r to legit imatd y cla im th,ll Mormonism is Chri stian 

in the se nse of being a restora tion of the o ri ginal chuTch. He wriles 

as though they must "demonst rate" (p. 320) on the basis of ancient 

so urces that teachin gs and practices parallel with Mormonism we re 

not only present but formed a "coherent doctrina l system" defi ned by 

Jesus and the apostles (p. 320), free of any Hellenistic influence 

(1'.319), and joined wi th a "monarch ical epi scopacy" (I'. 32 1), and 

then were lost sudden ly (p. 318), declining in "straight -line" fashi on 

from orthodoxy to heresy (p. 319). 

In fact, Ihe Latter-day Sain t claim is consistent with many other 

scenar ios. Fo r example, surely the real story involves heterodoxy pres· 

en l, ebbing and flowing, fro m the earl iest days of the church . Sure ly 
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th e complex Hell enisti c culture was not a uniforml y b'ld infl uence. 

Wha t is crucial to the LOS claim is that correct teachings and aut hority 

to lead th e chu rch were presen t together in the time of the or ig inal 

apos tles, whereas by 1830 this authorilY was no longe r present and 

the teachings had changed enough to warrant ,\ restoration. More

over, whether or not Mormonism is C hri stian does not depend on 

anyone's demonstrating even this mu ch from ancient sources. 

I will linge r a bit on one of Bl omberg's oversimplifications. The 

Book of Mo rmon teaches that ma ny "plain and precious p.l rt s of th e 

gospel" were lost from the Ch ristian communit y over time after the 

deaths of the apostles (I Nephi 13:26-35). Such loss of truth is a key 

part of the LOS view that a restoration was llecessilTy. Blomberg cla ims 

this mllst mea n eit her th at th e text s forming tod.lY's New Testament 

were substa ntiall y miscopied o r that other tex ts cont'lining key truths 

were lost or d isca rd ed. He then casts doubt on bot h these scena rios. 

Despite Blomberg's doubts, both may ha ve occurred. Textual crit i

cism is hardly an in fallible way to detect eh.m ges; there is no doubt 

th at cou ntless interesting ea rly Ch ristian documents have been lost; 

and there is no tdl ing how much oral discourse was never full y cap

tured in writing . Moreover, [ urge a third scenar io for the loss of 

truth. The Book of Mor mon teaching may refer JUS! as eas il y !o how 

the texts are read and understood as to how they arc worded. Books 

ca rry mea ning by vi rtu e of their being und erstood by peop le as lan 

guage, and if the readers cease to recogn ize th e same mea ni ng in th e 

words, then the mea ning is in iI rea l sense lost from the book. 

An important example of th is instability of meaning is the case 

of spiri/, as appearing in John 4:24, "God is a Spiri t." In the time of 

Origen, the fac t that God was described as a spi rit s ll ggested that he 

is co rporeal, havi ng locat ion and a so rt of text ure, like ai r, breath, or 

wind .14 Yct today Illany cite thi s p;lssage to argllc that God is incorpo

rea l. The me.wing of the word has changed, whet her in Greek or in 

English, a nd so people sec in the sa me text a very different mea nin g. 

1,1. O r i!;t:Il, Ik I'rillripii.<. in Til" "1II~· · Ni('.·I1<' Fafhers, Nt. AIHandt.'r HoOt.'rIS and 

,;lnlt.'S DUU;lldson ( ISSS; rcprim, Pt.'ah.-.dy, Ma~.: l-kndri .. kson, 1<)<14),4:242. 
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In some cases ca reful philology may recover th e original mC;1n in g. In 

other cases it ma y no t. Such words as faith and truth have evolved 

substantially through histo ry. Ph rases like laying 011 of hands, or Ch rist 's 

clai ms tha t he ,lIld his Fath er arc one, may have had a specific mean

ing that was not properly passed on . The significance of sy mbolic 

texts or teachings is especially vulnera ble to loss via di sruption or the 

trad ition of readers.l ~ 

The New Testament itself all ests to the importance not only of 

reading a correct book, bu t of having proper advice in its inte rpreta 

tion, as when Christ expo un ded the prophecies co nce rnin g himself 

(Luke 24 :25-27) or when the eunu ch appea led to Philip to expla in 

Isaiah (Acts 8:26-35). Second Peter 3:16 warns th at the unl ea rn ed 

may misunderstand Paul's leiters, o r indeed any sc ri ptures, and the 

e rrors of the scribes and Phar isees who did not recogn ize Chris t 

show th at one can fa il \0 unde rstand desp it e much study. Indeed, 

precisely this problem of a text's being "pla in" to a perso n with a ce r

tain preparation and not to others is the subject of a small discourse 

by the same iluthor who record s the vision of the book from whi ch 
plain and precious thin gs were taken away (2 Nephi 25: 1-8),16 Thus a 

loss of truth from the Bible cou ld occu r at least <\s easily through a 

fai lure in the tradition of readers and interpreters as through a fai lure 

of a copyist o r librar ian. 

Blomberg himself suggests that the most plain and precious truth 

of all is lacking from ma ny nominally Christian denom inations: 

Sadl y, in many li bt'ral protestant congregations and in even 

larger numbers of Catholic and Eastern Orthodox ch urches, 

it is possible to attend and be involved for yea rs wi thout ever 

15. Cunsider praying or Jcting in Christ's name (John 14: 13), <'ating his flesh (John 
(,:53), or ~ininl' in his throne OkvdJtion .1:21 l. 

16. This vision I'rominel11l)" fe,lllIres J boul; Ihat "I'roc<'eded forth fmm the mouth of 
a ]rw:' hut refercnn's to·'pl'lin ,1Ild I' re,"iuus thingsM oeing taken ,Iway ~rrom the gospel of 

th<' Lal11h·' app .. ·,tr roughly a. often <IS, ,lilt! appan.' ll tly in ler,hangc:.hly with, n::f",renccs to 

sllch things b"ing tak,'n JW.I)" fmm till' hook (sec 1 Nl.'phi 1.\:201-19). InJecd, the hook 

sc,'ms to b".1 repr<'~<·I11.I ' ion of th.· ",hoI<, gosI'd l11e~s,ISc ." tr;lced from the apostle., not 
rncrdy of bl>.pel wrilings. 
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hearing the message that one must perso nally accept Jesus as 

Lord and Savior and allow hi m to transfo rm every area of 

one's life. It often requi res some ex perience out side stich con

grega tions to lead to an individ ual 's salv'll ion. (pp. 328-29) 

He docs not sugges t I hill they have removed passages from Ilwir ver
sio ns of th e Bible. Rath er, he suggests that they fai l to discuss th e 

message and fail 10 sec it in the sc rip tures. J myself suspect that 

Blomberg's impress ion is inacc urate, tha t these churches frequently 

exp ress the sam e idea but in w,lYs Bl omberg docs not recognize. [n 

any chu rch, a person may attend fo r yeilrs without t ruly hear ing what 

is being taught. Still , my view of how pla in and precious truths were 

lost from the tradi ti on has interesti ng affin ities with some of Blom 

berg's OWll views. 

As in his discussion of the claim that pl:l in ;lIld precious truths 

were lost, B[omberg's rema rks in othe r cases Me not well enough de

veloped to co nsti tu te a refutation of the Latter-day Sai nt d,lim th at 

their churc h is a restoration of the origina l church. They ,Ire betle r 

read as a survey of hi s reaso ns for doubt. Of course, the lint er-day 

Sa int case based on histori ca l records is not exac tly airt ight. In the 

end Sa int s ha ve a[w,IYs relied on the wilness of the Holy Sp irit- an 

eminen tly anc ient so urce, but hardl y a pub lic commodity. Hence, 

Bl omberg's choice not to endorse this Latter-day Sa int clai m is rea 

sonab[e and shows no di srespect or lack of cha rity o n hi s part. But 

where docs that leave the question of whether Mormonism is Chris

tian? Since Blomberg has not refuted the cla im of the restonlli on, he 

has not refu ted the claim that Mo rmonism is Chris ti an in the sense 

of bei ng a resto ration. On the ot her hand, he (like others in hi s posi

tion) is not under il r<11ional obligation to assent that Mormonism is 

Ch risti.1n ill II/is sell se. So, decl ining assent here, he proceeds to co n

sider another sense. 

Taxonomy: Is Mormonism Simply a New Chri stian Deno mina tion? 

One would think th at si nce Mormonism fit s the World Book defi 

nition and standud dictionary defi nitio ns but is distinct fro m other 
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pr('sent denominations, this hypothes is wou ld be the defa ult. Blom

berg's reasons for rejecting it ,He a b it co nfusing. Pirst he enumerates 

numero us parall els between Lal1er-day Sa int doctrines and practices 

and those ta ught by Alexander C:lInpbd l, who had strong t ies with 

Sidn ey Rigdon. He a lso lists a set of potential nineteenth -century 

sources fo r differences from Ca mpbel l. H is po int is clearly to argue 

that Joseph Sm it h's ideas were not ve ry new or ullusual after all. Yet 

the n he claims. "Mormonism appears to rela te to historic Christia n

ity mllch as Christ ianity ca me to rela te to Judaism: it changes enollgh 

clemen ts 10 be cl assified bel1er as a completely new rel igio n" ( po 324). 

One doubts he can have it hoth ways. 

At llrst Blomberg's point in listing sim ila rities wit h other move

men ts of Jose ph Smit h's time seeill s to be to support the hypo thesis 

tha t Mor monism might be a new nineteenth-century denomin ation 

within the restorationist tradi ti on to which Campbell belongs. More 

often, though, h is poi nt seems to be to undermi ne the cla im tha i the 

sourCe in Joseph Smith's teachings was revclalion. 17 Eviden tl y Blom

berg's aims are not merely taxonomic. 

The affinities of Joseph's v iews wi th other nineteenth -century 

views a re interesti ng, but they h'lrdly imply Ih,LI the re was no restora

lion. Ma ny of th e paral lels Blo mbe rg cites afe not surp rising, given 

that Smith and Campbell bot h read the Bible. Strong simi larity with 

many Christian denominations is on ly to be expected of a restor'Ltion 

of Chri stianity ,1I1 d evidences a shared source in revelat ion rather 

than lack of revel at ion . Further, the Latter-day Sa int view that God 

works by the Holy Sp irit among all peo ple fi ts well with the view that 

many leachingoS relatively dis tinctive to the restoration mi ght have 

been brewing for some l ime befo re Ihey came together in the re

stored chu rch. Nephi reports th at God o ftell teaches his people inc re

ment.Ll ly, " linl' upon lin en (2 Ne phi 28:30), and Jose ph Smith may 

J 7. I·k ';'Iys . ··nn,· might I"" forgiwn fur thinking" that theS<.' denll"nl.< w,' rr f<""ealed 

to lo:><'ph Smith, hu t th is hYl'llthesb '·ovaluoks ,III of tl\l's" ci",lrly docomented inlluen..:cs 

0 11 his '·;lri y life ,lnJ thOll);llt " ( pI" 32J-24). lII"mbag fo r his part owrlooks Iltc slu n

ningly fresh and ~r.'t .. nutic unit y of th .. g'''pt'l m~'"sagc n:stor,·d through Joscph Smilh

h ~ rdl y Ih .. hO(\g"po<\g'· Blu mbag .<u);gcs\.< it is. 
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have had inspi red fore ru nners, as Christ h:ld in John the 13:l pt ist. The 

para llels Blomberg ci tes wit h soun.:es o ther th:l ll Campbell arc agai n 

interesting but do litt le to undermine the d aim that Mormonism is a 

resto ra tion of the o rigina l church. Mormon ism is quite d isti nctive on 

the whole. as Blomberg quickly admi ts. 

Blomberg's allegation that Mormonism is so d ifferent frorn o ther 

Christian denominations that it should count as an entirely new reli

gion is more int eres ti ng than his attempt to assimi la te it to o th e r 

nin eteenth -century phenomena, but it reli cs on a dubio us not ion of 

what d istinguishes one rci igion from another. It is t ru e that in many 

ways Mormonism is to traditional Christianity as Chrislianit y is to 

Judaism. Christianity invol ved di ffe re nt ideas, diffe rent ritual prac

tices, and ad di tio nal sc ri ptures compared with Ju daism, as does 

Mormoni sm compared wi th t ra ditional Ch ristia nity. Yet Blomberg 

may be too qu ick to assume that thi s analogy impl ies that Latter-day 

Saint belief and practi ce constitute a diffe rent rel igion from trad i

tional Ch ristiani ty. There are difficult ies with the idea that Chris

t ianity is a d ifferent rel igio n from Juda ism, howeve r o ft en we may 

talk as though it is. The distinction is nowhere near as tidy as the d is

ti nction between, say, Christianity and Buddhism. 

Chris t did not offer the Jews th e co mfo rt ing idea that he was 

starting a new reli gion irrelevan t to their own . He cl aim ed that if 

they did not accept his message, they were not tru ly fo ll owi ng the au

thorities they alread y accepted: Moses "wro te of me" (John 5;45-47); 

" If ye were Abraha m's children, ye would do th e works o f Abraham" 

(John 8:39); " it is my Fath er that honoureth mc; of whom ye say, that 

he is you r God : Yet ye have no t known him ; bu t I know him" (J ohn 

8:54- 55). Wh ile he call ed for deep cha nges to exist ing Jewish prac

tice, he persistent ly refe rred to the Jews' own sc rip tures to support his 

teachings. As we sec fro m the Sermon on the Mount (H I am not come 

to destroy, but to fulfi ll" ; Matt hew 5: 17), Christ di d not co me to re

place the Jews' rel igion, but to correct and fulfi ll it. 

Th us if Christ is to be bel ieved , fo llowing their ow n reli gion re

quired the Jews to foll ow Christ. Paul speci fi c,llly call s the Mosaic law 
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a "schoo lmaster to bri ng us unto Christ" (Galat ians 3:24). Des igned 

to bring its fo ll o wers to Christ and deli vered by prophets who knew 

and wro te o f him, Juda ism as orig in all y deli ve red was evi dl'nt ly a 

form ofChrist ianil y, ahho ugh an incom plete fo rm. 

O f course, in everyday d isco u rse it is conven ien t to speak of co n

te m po rary Christ ian ity and co n tem pora ry Judaism as two d ifferent 

rel igio ns. T hey do have substan t ia l d iffere nces in bOlh belitof a nd 

practice, and o n most occasio ns it is no t <'ppropriat e for Chri stian s to 

press thei r view of the situ.ll ion 0 11 Jews who do not recogn ize Chr ist 

as the ir Messi;l h. St ill , fro m th e Christ ian pe rspec t ive, Ju dai sm can 

only be rega rded as indepe nden t fro m Chri st ia nit y insofar as it is a 

huma n t radi ti o n , oul o f to uch with its orig in in revelati o n. Ch rist 

recogn ized this aspec t of Judaism, call ing it " the Ir;ld iti o n of men" in 

contrast wi th "the co m mandment of God" (Mark 7:8) . His co mm ent 

o n this t rad it ion was th e same as hi s co m ment o n the Christ ianit y of 

Jose ph Sm ith 's day. Itl bo th cases he qu o ted Isaia h: "Th is people 

dra wetll n igh unto me wi th their m o u th , and ho no ureth me wi th 

their lips; bu t th eir hea rt is far from me. But in v'lin do they worship 

me, teach in g fo r doct rines th e co m ma nd men ts o f men" (Matt hew 

15:8-9, para llel ing Mar k 7: 6-7 a nd q uo ting Isaia h 29: 13; com pare 

Joseph Smith- Histo ry I : 19). 

T hus Blo mberg's an alogy holds rather close ly, pe rhaps m o re 

close ly tha n he realized . Mormon ism rela tes to trad it io nal Ch ris

t ia n ity m uch as C hri st's h.-achi ng rela ted to tradi t io mll Juda ism . In 

bo th pairs, the first mem ber claims to restore the original fro m which 

the seco nd has st rayed . Of co urse, Christ also prese ntcd m uch mo re 

than had bce n present in the o rigin al Mosai c teach ing. Indeed , Ch rist 

hi msel f was th e greatest revcla t ion . '~ 

Mo rmo nism differs from the tradi tio nal branches of Christianity, 

but not in the \V,IY Buddh is m d iffers from Isla m and Zoroast rian ism. 

18. IItumhng ,liso offas .1 mor." colorfut Jll,lillgy. this lim ... conwaring Ihe Laller·day 
~<lillls wilh ,\II im.'~in<lry gr.HII' .-I., im ing h> rq lfl'scnl ~ reSIUr~ I ;(ln of tsla[ll. Whik it 

Ill~k .. ~ ,111 amusin)l (,]fie,lIm.", I h i~ in>:lgillJry gTOul' fails 10 be analogous hl Ihe SJints;n 

kq' re,p.·,-IS (1'1" 324-251. 
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Rather, it differs in being a rivnl view of th e same orig inal teachin g 

and the sa Ill e original teacher, Jesus of Nataret h. These differences 

are reflected apt ly by d istingu ishing Litter-day Sa ints from Cat ho li cs, 

Orthodox, and PrOIi..'stant s, all as branches of Christ ianit y. Bl omberg 

understandably declines to call Mormon ism a restoration of origi nal 

Christianit y. Latter-day Saints, on the other hand , have no interest in 

ca ll ing themselves a new, nin etee nth -ce ntury denomination of Chris

tianity. Yet both they and Blomberg shou ld agree that th e Church of 

Jesus Christ is ei ther one or th (' other : if it is not a restorat ion, then il 

is a new, nineteen th-century deno mina tion- and eithe r W~l y, it is 

Christian. 

Mormonism has important differences fro rn the tradi tio nal 

branc hes of Christian it y- on th e nature of God as o ur Fa ther ,md 

creato r; on the nat ure of hi s unit y wit h his SOil, Jes us Christ; on the 

nature of th e author it y req ui red to le,ld hi s church ,wd administer 

sav in g o rdinances such as bapl ism; alld 01\ the nature and terms of 

sa lvation , ind uding the kind of uni ty we may hop~' to attain with the 

Fa ther, the Son, and e<"l ch other. While such differences <"IS our addi 

tional sc riptUi es. our modern prophets, Oll r temple ce remonies, and 

our belief in etcrna lmarriage ar~' more conspic uou s, we also have ,1 

unique perspective on the nature of the co nvers ion Blumberg elll

phasites as the key to truc Chr istian disciplesh ip. Indeed, perhaps th e 

choicest featu re of the Book of Mormon is its mov ing account of the 

change of hea rt wrou ght by th e Hol y Spi ri t on those who humble 

themselves and wish to be freed from sin- th e process of being 

(re)born of God (Mosiah 5: 1- 7; Alma 22: 15; 36:5- 26; 3 Nephi 

9: 16-21 ). Yel Catholics, O rth odox, Protestan ts, and Latter-day Saints 

all look to Jesus of Nata reth as th e author of our s,llval ion. We all be

lieve tha t he was th e Sun of God, thilt he died and rose again Ihe 

third day, th ;]t he prepared the way fo r us to receive eternal life 

through faith in him; and we all seek to show that f"ith by obed ience 

to h is teachings. We all accep t C hri st as OLir Lo rd and S<"I vio r and 
stri ve to show our commitment 10 him by wal king in newness of life. 

We are all Christians. 



AM I A CHR ISTIAN? 

Kent P. Jackson 

I n th e summer of 1968 when I W,IS <l young l11all, I made the deci

sio n to co mmit myself to Jesus Christ. After st ruggl ing for several 
YCMS to fin d myself and no t living the kind o f [ifc I knew [ shou ld 
live, I finally surrendered my will to that of the Lord and pllt my fu
lure into his hands. I chan ged friends, discarded o ld behavior and 

beliefs, and se l my life on a new cou rse Iha l ha s guided me to the 

present tim e. ThaI new co urse has led me to mu ch happiness-a 
happi ness I h'ld never felt be fore and was unaware that I \\I,IS missing. 
It is a joy in God throu gh Jesus Christ, " by who m [[ I now received 

the atonement" (Romans 5: II ). 

Although <11 the time I knew very little about sc riptural language 
an d ;lbso lutd y nothing about thcological defini t ions, I believed then 

and sti ll believe today thaI I was spiril uaI! y reborn. I ex per ienced the 

sensat ion of havi ng the heavy \\'cight of my prev ious life liftcd from 

m y shoulders. [ fel t li ghter, safe r, and happier. [ felt a "joy and peace 

in believ ing" 1hal was brought into my life by " the God of hope" 

(Roma ns 15: 13). Above all else, I felt more frec. Indced, the immedi 

ate and lasting se nsation was one of liberation. I had been freed from 

the th ings thaI had bound Ill e. I h<ld bcen libera ted fro m f,llsehood, 

co nfusio n, and doubt. And thus having been " made free fro m sin ," I 

was both abl e and determi ned to become a serva nt of God and to do 

[; 
- - - - - _. - - ---j 

Review of Craig L. Blomberg. " Is Mormon ism Ch rist ian?" In The 
New Mormon Challellge, 315-32. 

-- - - - --- -- -- -- ----
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his wi ll for Ihe resl of my life ( Roman s 6:1R, 22; sel' I Corinth ians 

7:22). Paul descr ibl's well the p ro~ess by which my oid sel f bl'c;lme 

dead and my rege ncratcd self wa lks " in new ness of lifl' " ( Rom ,lns 

6:4 ). 1 felt changes take place in my li fe by which I W<lS'\l ui cken, . .'d" 

and " fo rgive n" (Co loss ians 2: 13), a nd my int eres ts and des ires be

c:une increa si ngly set "un th in gs ahove, no t on things on the ca rlh" 

(Colossians 3:2). 

I wa s spiritually reborn , acw rdin g 10 Ihl'sl' dl'scriptions and defi 

nitio ns in the Bible. 1 ex per ienced "a chang(' of hea n " (Alma 5:26) 

" through fa ith on hi s IC hrist 's] name," ;.H1d I was "born of him" 

(Mosiah 5:7). So why, tlh'l1, do 1 ask, "Am I a Ch rist ian?" 

Latter-day SainI Chri stians 

In his chapt er in Tlte New MOI'III{l1l Chfllll'lIgl', " Is Mormon ism 

Christian ?" (pp. 3 1 5~32, 4M3~89 ) , my friend Crai g L. Bl ombe rg con

cl ud es wit h regret that I (;mllol be a Ch ristian bCCJ USC I ('x{'fcist' my 

fai th with in the Chu rch of Jesus Chr ist of Laller-day Saints and s in

cerely bel ieve all its teachings (I'. 330).1 13I0mbcrg's regret is real. In 

the most co urt eous and th oughtful chapter in The Nell' Marl/lOll 

CllIIl/ellgl', he analyzes the Latter-day Sa int cla im 10 Christiani t~, from 

a va riety of angles. He concludes Ihal neit her Wl' as a chu rch nor we 

as indi vidual s can be Christian s while holdin g to ollr un iquely 

Latter-day Saint beliefs.1 1 have observed e1 sewhl're that Olll' perso n's 

I. e mit: I.. IIlumh ... ·rlt is.1 rL·~I'L'Cle" NL'W ·!i:SI.Hll<'l1t ,d1OIM .1l1l1I hL· .1\llhur "I' S<'I\·r.11 
impmlJnl works. in..:ludin): IJ/lcrpr<'lill~ lilt, I'a",bl.·s (Downer, ( ;wI·<'.I II_: In IL·rV..r<il)'. 

(990) ~ l1 d '1'1,,' His/uric,1I IIdi,S//ili,y 4'''/11/'5 (;".'1'4'1 ( I )"WIl.-r, (;nl\'e. II I.: Im,·rV.lnil )·. 
20()2). His ( ''' ''I11 ill,, (.'nl as .1 ,kf,"ndl'r nf Ihe k,\I, "f III<' ( ;"'1'..1< ,m,\ "f Ihl' hisl<lricily ,,1 

Ih..: New ·1i.'SIOl ll1cn\ is <'vi"o.'l1l in th<'s,' .lIld "th.., houb .111<1 in his !,uilli,hed .I tlkl..:~. I-k 
s howed grc,1\ cou r,lgL' !U (u.nuhur with Slq,h<' n E. [{"hill,on 1/"11" lVid .. ,Ill' /);'·id,,!';\ 
Mum"", 1/"'/ WI HI·,"'g.·/I,.", ill CUnni"I;"'1 (I )"wn,' rs {;WW. III. : 1 n\(>rV .• r~il}'. 1 'Ni). for 

which \1(' h<ls 1'.lid " h," w}, pri(..- wilhin his vwn f,lilh '<lllImunily. 1 .I(\mir<' 1>I'l h h is work 

,IS a scho\:or ,lIlll him <IS" t:"'lllll(>r .• on. 
2. This (Ondll .• iull is 11,,1 ll niq"<' !n 111<l1lI1,,· r):. S,·,· :lis .. nl rl """",,·r. "1\1\,1111<' S.lin b 

G" M:lrchins On," in ,/,1", Nt'w M(!rm,m CiII,II" IIS'" (1(, 'Illd '11 2-1.\11. 2!'i. '1 he COlllllwn 
Ilwln l' of Ihis ImQk is Ih.1I Llller·.!:I )' S .• im s "<.'Ii.'v,' X. hilt (:!tri.'linus hd i,'\'(' Y. 
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ddlnition 01';1 Chr istian ma y wdl differ legitimately from another's. "' 

I agree, for exampic , that as a L;l\te r-day Saio t I am not pa ri of the 

his toric Orthodox-Catholic -Protesta nt tradition of C hri stianit y that 

ha s d~sc('nded fro m a ntiquit y. n ut ;In;' th ere 110 other defi nition s of ,I 

Christi.mth;!t include me? Blomberg rejects as too simplistic the defi
n it ion proposl'd hy Dan iel C. I\:tcrson and Step hen D. Ricks: "\<\'h<lt 

m ade;1 pnso ll ,I Christ ian in Ihe first cen tury, and what makes:1 per

son a Ch ri sti ;ltl today, is, si mply, '1 commitment 10 Jesus C h rist."·' He 
views this ddini t ioll as insufficient because one ca n profess a com

mitment to Chr ist wh ile fa lling sho rt in other ma ttcrs (citin g Gal a

ti ans I :8-9 and Ma tth ew 7:23) . Bloml)('rg's own definitions arc more 

spec ific: What makes a perso n il Chri stian, he writes, is whetha tha t 

person "is gen uin ely n:gcllcrt/(c." Th e quest ion 10 be asked , he argues, 

is " Is such a person StI\'Cl/?" ( I" 328, em phasis in origillill). Indeed, 

"Ch ristia n means 'converted'" (p. 328). To be a Ch ris ti an, "ont' mus t 

perso nall y accept Jesus as Lord and S;lVior and allow him to tran sfo rm 

every a rea of aile's life" (pp. 328-29). "AI/yol/e can beco me ,I Christia n 

by sin cerely tr ustin g in the Jes us of th e New Testament as personal 

Lord (God and Master) and Savior and by demonst rating the sinceri ty 

o f t hat com III ilmen t by sOllie perceivable measure of I ifelo ng, biblical 

bel ief an d behavior" (p. 329, emphasis in or igi nal). 

I agree with Blomberg's st rai ghtforward an d evenh:lIld ed defini 

tions. They makt, good sense. And I believe that most o ther thought

ful eva ngel icals would lise similar words to describe what it means to 

be a real Chri stian. Signifi cantl y, but no t surpr is ingly, those <Iefini 

tions are also cons istent with th e teachin gs of the Book of Mormon 

(see, for exam ple, Mosiah 4: 1-5: 15; Alma 5:2-62; 7: 14- 16). 

But Blomberg's defi niti o ns create a ser ious pro bl em: they make 

/lie a Christian too. They make OH.' a Christian because my own life is 

3. t\ l"111 P. Jackson, ",\ r~ Mormom Chri5tiJns? I)r; .. ~hrtc r ian s. /I.'Iormolls, ,md the 

Question of Ikligi<lll.~ Dl'i"ini tions." N""" Rl:'iigjp: rllt' 10llrl/(II of Alll'mmjw IIml EII/t'rgt'lil 
R"/igioll> '1/1 (Ckto\X'r 2oon): 52-(,5. 

4. Daniel C. I'ClaS<.!Il JnJ Skph<cn t>. Ricks. Offt'II(/"1'$ f<lr iI W<lrd: How Aul, -M(lrnI()IIS 

PIIIY \\~ml Cm"cs 1<1 AII<lrk 111<, 1~III"r- dIlY ,'><,illts (Prom, Utah: A.~P<·1l Books. 1992). 27. 
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governed by the very processes that h(' cites as ('vi(/eIKl' tor one's Chris

tian ity. I am a persona l witness of the redemptivl' power of Jesus 

Christ. I have been regenerated, I have been saved , ~ i.lI1d I have been 

co nve rt ed. I have pe rso nally accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior, 

and [ have allowed him to t ransform ('very area of my li fe. I tru st in 

Jesus as my perso nal Lord, God, Master, and Sav ior and have at

lem pled to demonstra te the si ncerity of my commi tm ent since the 

lilll(' of my conversio n by living according to Jes us' wi ll. And there 

aTe many ot hers like me. I ,1m not the onl y Latter-day Saint who has 

"felt to sing Ihe song of I Christ'sl redeeming love" (Alma 5:26) . Most 

of my Latter-day Sa int friends and neighbors have been similarl y 

changed by the sa me power. And there arc millio ns mo re, in every 

corne r of the earth, and each can testi fy as [ h,lve of the converting 

power of th e atonement of Jesus. The problem lor Blomberg's defin i

t ions is that they include fai thful , believi ng Latte r-day Sain ts. Al

th ough we Illay not descri be th e transforming process in the same 

words used by evangelicals, we know it nonet heless because we have 

witnessed it in ou r lives and have seen it in the livt.'s of ot hers. 

I believe sincerely that many of my evangelical Ch ristian friends, 

and countless o thers like them, have bee n reborn spir itua lly '1 I so.~ 

The fact that thei r "hearts a re cha nged through fait h o n his name" 

(Mosia h 5:7) is clear in thei r honest efforts to show the ex,IIl1ple and 

teachings of Jesus in thei r lives. They reflec t the charac ter of th eir 

Sav ior, just as faithfu l Latt er-day Sai nts do. Although I believe th aI 

the fulness of Christ's gospel is found in the C hurch of JeSLlS Chr ist 

of Latt er-day Sai nts, I do not doub t for a moment that the trans

formi ng power of Ch rist is at work in many good people whose be

li efs arc d ifferen t from m ine. Thus I do not hesi tate to call a good 

person like Craig Blomberg ,I Christian . 

5. L;U!a-day S,li1l1s typic,lll)' rt'Sl.'rw !he 1.lngll.lg~· uf heing s.lwd fnr lJ1\· b~1 jud\!
nl<'n! ilnd (10 nut mah·c\;,im !o .-;;,lv,l l ion in thi, lik At th~· ""m,' !im.;. h"'vc\"l"r. s\I(h "'n' 
gUil):C i .• uKd wilh res!,,'cl 1<) hdng rcs(lI<:d in this lif., frum <ill ,m,l .. vi l. S<:<·1),1I1il1 H. 

Oaks, " Havc You [ken ~ved?" bl:li)!ll, M,IY 1':I"91!, 55- 57. 
6. In the 1110,1 l"ompklC semc", ht"ing hurn ,lg'lin includ,'s rCl"eiving h"p!iMll 'Illd the 

laying on of hall(ls for the gifl of lh,· H<1ly Ghost. nrdin,lnl"l'S lh,11 rqm:.",·nt and fully ,l( l i· 

val~· t h,' spiri!u.ll PfQn'~'\("s (se~ <'SI'C(j,IUy R"m,lIlS 0:.\---1). 
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$0 why, then, am I no t a Christian? In ordcr 10 say I am nol a 

Christian, the authors of Tlu! New Mormon Clwllellge and every p'1S

to r o r publi sher who seeks to fi nd f<l ull with Mormonism musl do 

one of the fo llowing two th ings: th ey must insis t th at salvat ion docs 

not really come through Jesus after all , or they must insist that my 

ow n religious cxpcrience is not real. If I have bec n transformed 

through Jesus and live a life ce ntered in hi s gospel bUI 3111 nonethe

less not saved because 1 bel ieve the teachings of Mo rmoni sm, then 

sa lvati on is not in Jesus but in co rrec t thinkin g. Is th is sa lvat ion by 

catechi sm, f<lt her Ihi1l1 salvat ion in Ch ri sl?? The other opt ion to ex

clude me is equ ally unacceptable. Tht,y must di scoll nt my reli giolls 

ex perience and assert Ihat my relat ionship with Jesus is not real. But I 

won't let th em do that. I can testify of the red eeming powe r of the 

atonement because I am a wi tness of it in my own life and in the 

lives o f people I love. I cannot deny the life-changing power of Jesus 

Christ. Do those who seck to disprove Mormonis m really want me to 

deny that witness? I ask the authors of n,l' New MormOIl Challenge 

and o lhers like them: Do )'01/ really want me to deny th at witness? If 
not, then please take it seriously. 

An Invitat ion 

I say th e fo ll owing to every honest believer in Jesus Christ: I be

lieve thil t the Ho ly Spirit has placed within yo ur so ul a true wi tness 

of Jesus. Can ),O ll beli eve the sa me abou t me? Fo r me and fo r othe r 

Latt er-dilY Sa int s it is not a doctr inal problem to bel ieve that YOllr 
re lat io nsh ip with Jes us is real an d that he is at work in your life. We 

accept that and arc pk'ased to c.l l1 you ou r Christia n brother or sister. 

7. Stephen Ruhin,un .,u~,·stc<t Ih,' idea in II"w IV,,/ .. the p;\·;i/c? (s.:e pp. IM--65). II 
5\','rn$ It) Illc lhat if prupt>r. onlwdux dne trin,l] thinking is the key to sal vat ion, r,11 her 

than ,I litl' Inm, furlllc<i hy ,1I1d ,.'nler",d in "'sus Christ, Ihen this would also l"xdudc frolll 

sal,,:uinn 1ll,1Ily o th.' r Chri,li,lIls, in.;luJing ,'v"ng.-iicJIs, who- huwever ChriSl· cen!cre(t, 
(,Iil hfu l, ,111 <1 rqlent,lIlt thq' m,IY h,·-hold lllist<1k.'1l ideas or "therwise do not k"ow the 

proper pmlOml or v'Knj,ul.lry fur l><:in~ sawd. In this Ihnc "'·,'IllS 10 he a f"tal def,·" in 
... ,·,mgl"i i(;lllh",ulog),. And it is a dd ,'.; t thaI t:lvnr.~ the ('<iucalL-d el ites-the clergy and th,· 
,I"adl"lllk~-nver (:hrbl. luv ing. Il ihle-bd,cving (MIlICTS and f,1( tory wurk<:rs. ~c Blorn· 
herg in H"lt' \\';'/,·/11,· IJiI·,eI,,? (I'_ 11'\6, tir~t fuu r 1inl"~ ) . 
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And we believe th.1I YOll will go to hcavcn. But for you it is ,1 serious 

proble m if my relationsh ip with Jesus is rca l and if he is at wor k in 

Illy life. That is why peopk like th e authors of TIlt' NelV MormOI1 

Clwl/cl1ge resist th e idea 'IS vigorously as they C'Hl . There is very much 

at stake for yo u, and they know il. Here is why. If YO li believe that my 

spi ritual rebirth is real and tha t th e Hol y Spi rit ha s pi.lCcd a witness 

of Jesus Ch ri st in my sou l- and I testify that I haw.' that witness

thell yo u need to be aware of so me other things as wel l. The same 

sp iritual processes and experie nces that have bro ugh t about my spiri

tual reb irth have also brought about my conversion to the truthful 

ness of the Church of jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The sa me Holy 

Sp irit that has insti lled in my heart a su re testimony of Jesus has like

wise in st illed in my hea rt a sure testimony that Joseph Smith was his 

prophe t. The sa me workings that havc chan ged my so ul and regener

ated me from a fallen man to a di sciple of Jesus Christ ha ve also con

verted me to th e t ruthfulness of the Book of Mormon and the other 

Latter-day Saint scr iptu res. 

Am I a Ch ri stian? Of course I am. Like you, I belit've in Jesus as 

described in the New Testament and in the fact that th ere is "no 

o ther name given no r any other way nor means whereby sa lvat ion 

ca n come unto the children of men, only in and through the n,1Il1e of 

Christ, the Lord Omn ipotent" (Mosia h 3: 17). As yo urs has, my life 

has been changed through h is savi ng power. But I beli eve more th an 

th is because I also believc the tremcndous thi ngs thai God has done 

in modern times. I believe that in 1820 the Lord called a new prophet, 

Joseph Smith , th rough whom he restored to the earth the [Illness of 

the Christ ian gospe l. Thi s fulness of Christ ian ity incl udes Jesus' re

stored ch urch- a communi ty of peo ple who have come to Christ in 

the manner described in the New Testament and who endeavor to do 

his will. The fulness of Chri st ianity also in cl udes the restora tion of 

bo th the a ut hori ty and the inspiration of living apostles. Thus the 

Lord's church in our day has thc sallle relationsh ip to Jesus that the 

ancient church had under the ministry of men like Peter, Jam es, and 

John. And thus the channel of revelation found among ancient apostles 
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is open :lgain amung modern ;lP05tI<:5, The restored fu lness of Chris
tianity also indudes the restor.ll ion of Ihe Hook of Mormoll, an .111 -
ciell t rt"cord Ih:ll, !ike the Bibl\;" con lains the word of God, It is a sec

ond witness of jeSllS Christ that te.Khes in plainnl.'ss the truths of hi s 

gospel and bl'ars .1 clem .wd consistent testimony of him. O the r 

books of scr ipture h'1Vl' been revealed as well. Is this not good news? 

Should not all Chr isti ans eve rywhere receive these blessings wi th ca 

genH.'ss and joy? 

Blomberg quo tes Ihe invitat ion of Go rdon B. Hinckley, president 

of the Church of Jesus CllI"i .~t of Lat ter,day Sa ints: "Bring aillhe good 

you have with YOLI and let us sec if we ca n't add to it" (1',489 11. 68),H 

Another modern apostle tells why we bring our message to yo u, and 

he in vites you to jo in us in receiv ing it: "Through missionaries and 

members, Ihe message of the n.-stored gospel is going to alllhe world, 

To non-Chri stians, we witness of Ch rist and share the tru th s and or

dinances of His restored gospel. 'lb Chri stians we do the same. Even 

if a Christian has becn 'saved ' ... , we teach that there remains morc 

to be k arned and m OTC to be l'xpcrienced .... We invite all to hear 

this messagl" and we inv ite ,Ill who receive the con firming witness of 

th e Sp ir it to heed it:·" 

fl . ( ;"rJon II. Hin(kky, " J ~lrr y King Live·· Chri ~ 1 n\;l~ 1999 1...i ('vi sion ~ p • .'d,ll. 

~ . ll,lb, " H,lW You lie .. ·!! S.w .. "{Ir' 57. 





FAULTY TOPOG RA PH Y 

Louis Midgley 

'\: A T il b playful seri o usness and as part of all amusing respo nse to 
V V some t ruly dreadfu l anti -Mo rmo n literature, in 1963 Hugh Niblcy 

set down "" few gel/cml rilles observed by all sliccessful writers in this 
fasc ina ting and iucrati V(.' field .'" Three decades later. Massi mo Intro
vigne no ted Ih at "a new ge nerat io n of a ll Ii -Mo rmon w rit ers has 

emerged. and they no Jonge r follow Nib lcy's c1'1ss ic instructions on 
'how to write an anl i·Mormon book."'~ Though "the humor" of Nib
ley's essay, acco rding to Int rov igne, " is st ill enjoy •• ble, even th ough 
first publ ish('d more than twent y [now th irt y] yea rs ago, a visil la the 

anti -Mormon sections of most Evangel ica l booksto res d cmonstr:ltcs 
that th e a lH i- Morm o ni sm with which Nibley crossed swords is today 
largel y Qu i of fashio n."\ 

I. s--..· llu):h Nih1ey, "l luw to WritI.' .tIl Au ti· Murmoll lInok (A !-lanU1x.H.,k for lit-gin 

11<'r.»," in his SUlOIldill)! limn (~"It IA,k" City: I lu"klr~ii, 196J), 63, For the mOSt ren'nt vcr· 

sion of this eS!kIy. MT "filiAl",!: C)'IIII><'/1I11I1/ S"IIIIt/j,,)! Hrd$$; 1J,,· Art 0/1,-/1;1/1: ull,"j !loom 

Jos"plr !imirll "'lI/llrighmll \tm'I,~ (S-llt tAlk.' Cil)': Ik...:rt'l lktok .1IIJ FARMS. 1991). 474. 

2. M.I\SUIIU Introvign". MTh .. DC" il MJk~'rs: Conlt'mporary I'.v~ng .. licJl I:unda

m<"n t ~lbl Ami-M"rmon bm,- nj'II",~IIt, 27/1 (1'J';I4): ISS 11. h, 

3. Ihid. 

- - - - - - -- --C-- --::--
Review of Ca rl Mosser. "And the Saints Go Marching On .'"' In TIle 
New Mormon Clw/lellge. 59-88. 

Review of Richard N. Ostli ng and Joan K. Ostling. Mormon Amer;ca: 
The Power and tile Promise. San Francisco: HarperSan Francisco, 
1999. xiii + 454 pp., with nonspecifi c endnotes. suggestio ns fo r fur -

[ Iher reading, and index. $ 17.00, paperback; $26.00, ha rdback. 
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Whal is it thal l1<HI replaced the older slr-lin s of <lnti -Mormonism 

by 1994? T\ven ty years a fter Niblcy sci down his insight fu l and a mus

ing "gene ral rules," the pictu re chan ged when the funda mentalistl 

evan geli ca l world was bo mbarded wi th a n u nseem ly fi lm, shown 

extensively by cle rgy, entit led Tlte God Makers, whi ch wa s then also 

sold under the sa me title in book for m.4 In trov igne labeled th is (a nd 

simil ar, rel ated sec tnria n a n ti- Mo rmo n rh eto ri c) "post-rati onal " 

to disti nguish it from the so rt ofl it<.'raturc that Nibk'y was spoofing 

in the sixt ies, whi ch ha d at least the outw;l rd appea r,lI te<.' of rat ion

a lity. The o lder, somewhat less irrationa l varit· t ies of sectarian <Int i

Mo rmonism tended to attrib ute the existe nce ill1d success of th e 

church ma inly to a co mbination of human greed and gull ibility, though 

Satan was never entirely absent fro lll the explanat ion. In this recent , 

post- ra tional version of ant i-Mormon prop;lganda, according to lntro

vigne, fu ndamen tali st p reachers now insist that swarms of demons 

are res ponsible fo r the Church of Jesus Chri st of La tter-day Sain ts 

and have been in full control of its leaders and benighted dupes right 

from the start, though greed and gull ibilit y also appear as elements in 

the mix. 

The notion that everything preachers dislike is the direct work of 

Sata n did not suddenly come on the scene de novo in the 1 980s; it has 

turned up here and there in the past. Int rovigne was abk to demon

str<l te that the sensationalis ti c nonsense ad vanced by Ed Decker and 

Dave Hunt, and subsequently spelled out in even more lurid detail by 

writ ers like Bill Schnoebelen a nd James Spence r,s was in pa rt merely 

a recycli ng of much o lder nonsense. Th is kind of recycli ng had bee n 

described by Niblcy in 1963 ;lS the way in wh ich a n t i ~Mormon lit era

ture has been formulated from the beginn ing. lnlrovigne also argued 

that th e "theo logical and hi sto rical roo ts" of thi s post-rat ional ver

sion of s<.-'{:tarian <I nti-Mormonism "can be t raced to larger movements 

4. IOd Dl:ckl:r and n ave HUIll. 'I'll<' (;ml M"k.." I EUIlClIl'. Ore.: 1 'la r\'C~t House. 1':18<1 ). 
A de<adc later Ed Decker and Caryl MatriscianJ di, lribult'O for ~ ti me ;IIll'WIl more of· 

fensivl: J'lrr God M"k..,s /I (Eug('ne, Orc.: !-lan 'e,' HouS<'. I ':I'J.' ). 
5. Sec. fo r I:xarnp lt·. tht' b iz.trrc hook hy Wiltiam I. Sd1l10chc1ell ;111 <1 janl<'s K. Spt·n· 

Cef, Mumwui,mj 7bnple of /)j/fJlII (Ida h .. I'Jlls: Tr i p l~ I, 1':11171. 
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extcndi ng beyond narrow Mo rmon bo un da ries," even though it also 

con tin ues 10 bo rrow th emes and arguments from both sec ular and 

sectaria n ant i-Mormon pn..'dccesso rs/' Of course, anti-Mo rmo nism 

is st ill at least pa rtia ll y ,1 hac kn eyed, fo rmu la ic, pai nt-by-nu mbers 

affair, es pecially when one moves beyo nd the few age ncies and ind i

vid uals who devute their excl usivc o r prima ry alten lion to the Church 

of Jeslls Chr ist of Laller-day Sain ts and exam ines the la rger sectarian 

COli ll te rcuit indust ry, 

Bu t the re haw rece ntly been some sh ifts in the an ti-Mo rmun 

hilldscapc, In the last dCC<lde, a small group of evangel icals has se nsed 

a g rowing awa reness of the cm b'l rrass ing wea knesses in th e litera

tu re being m.l rketed by th e sec ta rian co unt ercult ve rsion of ant i

Mormon ism. The count crcu lt movement was given much of its cur

rent con figurat ion and direc tio n, espec iall y in its approach to th e 

Church of Jeslls Christ, by the noto rious "Dr." Walter Mart in, the veri

table " f,ll he r of Christian cult apologeti cs."7 Critics of the Church of 

]esus Christ h:\ve been put increasingly o n the defens ive, beginn ing 

in 1989, by the publication of sophislicated cri ticisms of both secula r 

and sectarian anti -Mormon books and cssays. For the first time, Laucr

day Sa ini scho lars h'lve had a venue in whic h they co uld publ ish such 

de tailed cri tiq ues, Thi s response to <ln t i-Mormon li terat ure com

menced wi th Ihe UCI';CII' of Books all the Book of MorlllOIl (now know n 

<lS FARMS Review of Books) and was soon supplemented by the pub

lication of two books exposing in considerable detail many of the basic 

6. Int,m';t:IW, "Tho: Del'i l ,,"·1.lkcrs.p 154-55, 

7. This 1,1I1t:IHI):" i~ lI lIOil"d from un editorial nol<: ~Ahmll the Author" in Walter 

I\!arlin, TlJr KI/l,~d{Jm "llh,' CUllS, rev" UI'([,llcd, and ,'xpandn[ cd. (Minn" "polis, Minn,: 
Ikth,lIlY Huu".;:, 1997 1,7. Martin 's book "'dS fir.,t !,uhlished in 19('5 wllh Ihe subtilleAII 

Alld/)',i$ oll/h' Mal'" C"II SJ';I.'ms iu lilt' 1',<,;",,/ Chri;/hlll Em. After !977, Ihe sublit!e did 
IIOt uppedr in any l"<.litiol1s or Ih,· book, Th,' ):i:no:r;I!l"ditor fo , Ihis thi rly·y.;:" r 'ln nil'er:;."ry 

edi tion of M.lrtin\ 1I"\"';OIIS bouk w,,, H,,,,k Han"gr;,aff, who, UpOI1 M~r t in's de;lIh on 

!6 Jun,· l'l!N al 'Ige 60. "ilhc, ((kl'l' ntlin): "n whom one hdit'ves) filchl'd the Christian 

Rcs,:a rch Insli lul<'. 11ll' luerati",. htlsine~s \'el11ure ~t"rtl'd by Martin. from his loyal nss()ci

,11~' ;md (,Imily or cl~~' W.IS tht' h.lI1d-l'i,k,'d successor to M.lrtin. Wh,lt h1lS resulted is:1 

billn il1lc rn~'(itt" battle fur fOUl r,11 of Ihl' CRI, wilh (UlISidl'r Jblc coni rowrsy ol'a Iht' 

unusu,ll hu"inl'SS pra(t i;;.;-s of H,tnl'!;r""f( This is but une nf Ill,my simil"r qU;lrrc!s 1)'l'ieJl 
nf till' inn;,-r ,,'orkin):' of III<' e"lIntl'r,ult ""lV,' lllell\. 
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\",e,1knesscs of sec tari an a n t i - Mormonism.~ Wha t was begun in the 

1960s by Hugh Nibley in two en tertainin g books~ ,IS:1 mo mentary 

d iversio n from his interest in the sc riptures and the ancien t wo rl d 

has now been taken up by a host of Latter-day Saint scholars . In ad

dition, anti - Mormonism took so me blows wit h the publi c llion of 

C ra ig Blomberg and Stephen Robi nson's HolV Wide the Dil'itie?)O 

Coun tercult islS le nd to despise this book and h.wc rt'fl.lsed to acknowl

edge it precisely because it docs nol fo ll ow the stereotypical patl ern 

of distortion and dissembling common among a nti -Mormons. It s 

lone was also civil, and it allowed a La tt er-day Saini to speak. Fo r th e 

fi rst time it hec:lInt' appare nt 10 some eva ngelicals that the COUnlef

cul l mOVClllent has been producing and Illilrkcling a dereslab/r lil(' ra

tu re. The counterclIl! movement wa s exposed to morally e:lrnest, 

conserva ti ve Protestants as an in tellectua l and moral fa il ure-a gross 

embarrassment 10 their fa ith. 

If this seems extreme, then one ought to consider the recen t state

ment by Ric hard J. MOllW, presiden t of th e I~ lllk' r TIH,'ologica l Se mi 

nary. According to MOllW, "as all eva ngel ical I muSI confess that I am 

ashamed of our record in rela ting 10 the Mo rmon co mmun it y."" Of 

course, there are, according 10 MOllW, dccp d iffl: rences between eva n

gelica ls and Luter-day Sai nt s owr sOllle cruc ial issues. " But none of 

those d isagreements give me o r any other evangel ical the license 10 

propagate disto rted ,lCco un \s of wha t l'vtormons believe, By /Jcarillg 

false witness against our LOS neighbo rs, we eva ngelicals have often 

sinned not just agai nst Mormons but aga instlhe God \vho call s LIS to 

8. Sl'<.' St .:phcn E. \tobiIlSOIl, ,\re MIIr"'OH5 Cirr;s/;,/lts? (s.,lt I,,, k,· Cit y: Ilo"ka"rt, 
1991 ); ,,,,d D"nirt C. l'dn~OIl JIlJ Sl<'phl'll I). Rick.<, 0})'·,,,1"'5 fi>r " \\'"rd: I/"w Ami
MOfllllJ//;; PIli}, W,,,, I GIIIJlI'S W Allu(k 1III'I.ttlla.II"r SlIitll.' (S,llt lak,' Cit)': A~prn ll,o<lks. 
t992), 

9, "fill' IHyll, f',/IIIi<'rs and S<Jlmdill~ Hnrs$. [loth .Ir~ now inc1ud.:.j in "l"illkliug C)·m/I"ls 

lIIulS""lUli IiS Bmss. 
10. S~e Craig L l31omh<:rg ,mil $1<'l'hl' n E. I~"h in-'nll. 1/,,11' \V;,/e Iltc Pi1'id,'? A 

Mormon IIIld 1111 f.\'w1Sdi,.,,1 III Cmll~'rs<ll;"u (])"wn~rs t ;mw, ttl. : f11ll'rV .. r~ily. 1')97 I. 

1 J. Hkhard 1. Mouw, foreword '0 rl,(' New Mllrlll(lll (/III/I,'''S'': l\csr()mlhl,~ /cI til.· 
l.lllt·Sl D('fi·us,>~ C!f I' F~"I.GrC!wil/g M""/'"u·ul, <'d. Fr.lIll"is I. lkckwit h, C.lrl Muss!'r, ~ nt! 

Paul Owen (Grand Ral'id~, Mich.: Zl illdcrv,,". 2U02), 1 J, 
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be trllth - teliers."12 I\ifouw clearly wishes to d ist.,nce h imself from the 

abysmal literatllre prod uced a nd marketed by the anti -Mo rm on ele

ments with in the fun damen talist/evangelical countercult movement ; 

he is appalled by what he descr ibes as the "very poor qualit y" of the 

"exchan gt's between evangelicals and members of the Church of Jesus 

Chris t of L.,tter-day S.,ints." 1.1 The two groups, he thinks, have either 

traded insu lts or talked past each other. 14 Perhaps, but in my own ex

perience, anti -Mormons do not primari ly target the Latter-day $<Iints 

as their <l udienCl'. They are not really seeking to eva ngelize o r educa te 

La tte r-day Sain ts. [nste<ld, they ,Ire busy selling a product to those 

anx ious (0 learn m ore o( the chall enge posed by th e dreaded cult s. 

Their target audience is composed of Ba ptists or other co nserv.llive 

Christ ians who hilve an appet ite fo r lurid tales abo ut th e Sain ts, or 

th ose who seCl'lfians fear are vulnerable to the proselyt izing e((ort s of 

Latte r-day Sa int s. 

The Latter-day Sain t responses to anti-NIormon propaganda have 

been defensive. We have not imagi ned that we must pe rsuade or can 

eve n eduGltC those in the co untercult industry. We have lea rned from 

sad experience that it i ~ simply no t possible to have a gen uine con 

versat ion with those whose business is to attack our faith. The few ef

fo rts that Ll llcr-day Sain t scholars have made to befriend and educate 

countercul lists ha ve bee n dismal failures. After some initial friendl y 

banter, no thin g eve r rC;llly cll<lnges. Latter-day Sa in t apologists haw 

instead sought to provide resources that answe r quest ions raised by 

those interested in hea ring our message or those troubled by anti 

Mormon cha rges or cla ims. 

What Mo uw see ms to wish (or is a reaso nable exchan ge o( opin 

ions between evangelicals and LlItcr-day Saints. Specific;l lly, he ant ici

pates a civil, respect ful , rl'sponsiblc conversation with what he describes 

as d a communit y of gifted Mormo n intell ectual s."I ; With this group 

12. [hid .. cmph.lsis added. 
U. [hid. 

[4. [hid. 

15. tbid .. 12 



144 • FARMS REV IEW O F UOO KS 14/1 -2 (2002) 

he hopes fo r a " m utual ex plo nlti o n of so me of th e funda men tal is

sues that bear on the huma n condit ion." It. However, th is cOllversation 

is no t o ne between eq uals or for the pu rpose of m utual understand

ing. Build ing o n some ea rli er experiences of countc rcult ists actuall y 

negotiat in g what may have amo un ted to an ideological surrender by 

the Worldwide Church of God and by the leaders of the Seven th -Day 

Ad venlisls,1 7 Mo uw a nd h is co ll eagues may hope th at conversations 

with a few Latter-day Saint int ellectua ls wil l evc nt ua ll y tu rn La tter

day Sa in ts (o r the Ch urch of Jes us Ch rist) into th eir b rand of evan

gelica ls. Mo U\,' seems to anticipate-or at least ho pe-that such a n 

"explorat io n" mi ght make possible a "s ignificant theological revision" 

of La tter-day Saint beli efs, perhaps as th(' resu lt of what he bel ieves 

are signs of "LOS theologica l nu idity." which he lin ks with tlt t.' "stro ng 

emphasis on cont in uing revel at io n" among the Sa in ts. He is th us 

"hopefu l that Latter-day Sa in ts will respo nd to the invitation to keep 

the conversation going."IS $0 it seems th at a few evangel icals believe 

th at a conversation or dia loguc has already begun th.lI mayevent u

ally lead the Sain ts to move morc in the direction of what eva ngct ica ls 

insist is ort hodox, h istor ic. tr initarian, bibl ical Christi ani ty. If th is is 

th e case, they clearly do not un derstan d Ihe Chu rch o f Jesus Chr ist. 

They mistake signs o f com it y as an indication of o ur p rope nsity to 

seek their approva l and even as a wi llingness to adopt their ideology. 

Wh:!t they offer is me rely a less st ride nt, so mewhat be ll er in for med 

version of sectar ian anti-Monno nism. Wh)'? 

Mouw's remarks are found in Ihe fo reword to a book ent itled Tire 
New Morlllol/ Challellge. This coll ectio n o f essays is not an effo rt by 

evange licals to set ou t th e history of the ir faction o f conservative 

16. Ihid .• \1. 

17. For a ,nunh:rcull per~pecti" .. · 011 Ih~ shift s Ih .• t h.I\'e I.lkcn pta'· ... mnon~ Adl'en

tislS and Ihe moveillen t ("undl'd I>y H.:rh,'rl \.1/. Arlll~lront:. ~e,' Kurl V~n (;ord ... n. -The 

Worldwide Church of Gnd: From Cull 10 Christi.,nily." in Ki'I~"'''11 <If" rilL' O,/H. 471-94: 

and for Wall ... r Marcin's de~(Til'lion (If ho,~ h ... and Dnn:d,j (irq H.lrn hnu.~c in Ih ... 1':170s 

bmught al)()ul a (:1p iIUI:lliol1 0', "arious is~ut'S by Ih,' \o::.(krs of Ihe Sevenlh-day Ad,· ... n
lisls, Set' Mnrtin, "The PillAr of Sl'I"<.,nth.d.lY Adl'emism:' in Kil/gdllm (11/10" CuJts., 517-601:1. 

18. J\louw, fnTCwonl, u. 
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Protestant ism and its complex rela tionship with the Chr ist ian past, 

to explain \0 th e Saints the v,lrio liS strands and currents in evangelical 

dogmatic theo logy, or to set Ollt eva ngel ical stan ces on issues impor

\<\11 \ to their faith comm unit y or currentl y bl' ing debated wit hi n it. 

Nor are these individu;ds offering-or eve n able-to engage in an 

interfa ith d iil logue, a genuine conversation between eq uals. It is also 

dear th,lI the rev'" L:ltt er-day Saint int ell ectuals with whom they have 

had so me fri end ly converSH tions arc not authorized to engage in such 

a d ialogue. When they ta lk abOllt a "respectful " conversation, do they 

have in mind one in which there is deference or esteem gran ted by 

each part y to the views of the other part y? For a genu inely respectful 

conve rs,lIi on to take place, there musl be an in formal and entirely 

vo luntary recogni tio n of the claims of the ot her one. To this point , 

there has been nothin g approaching the kind of interfaith dia logues 

that have taken place between va rious versions of Christian faith. 

Instead, The New MOrll101i C/w l/ellgc is mere ly th e la test attack on 

Latter-day Saint beliefs. It differs from the older literature in that it is 

less ace rbic a nd muc h bett er informed and more polite, courteous, 

and civi L It is still, however, a nti -Mormon to th e co re. 

Carl Mosser, the driving fo rce behind this new endeavor, makes it 

clea r that he believes that the existence of th e Chu rch of Jesus Christ 

threatens " the hea lth of eva n gelt calis lll."'~ Since he has discove red 

tha t Laller-day Saint s a rc both wil ling and able to prov ide sophisti

cated acco unts of their bel iefs and defend them against various cri ti 

cisms, he has been concerned over this "new Mormon challenge." He 

;md his assoc iates seek "to preven t Mormonism from becoming one 

of the largest wo rldwide faiths at our expense."2U For these and other 

reasons, he speaks of th e need 10 " retard the spread and growth of 

the LDS fa ith ."l l The analys is and arguments that inform and flow 

from thi s new, so mewha t more academic, eva nge lica l apologe tic 

19. C;lrl Mosser. MAnd Ill<: S,lims Go Marching On: The New Mormon Chullcnge fo r 
World r-,'Iissions, Apulugo:1ics, ,1I1d Thl'oloIlY'~ in Hlt· New MOflllVlI ChflllcIlX<', MI. 

zo. Ibid .• 6'1. 

21. Ibid. 
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effort being led by Mosse r dilfer in several ways from the propagan d'l 

advanced by the spate of cou ntercu lt preachers and ag<" llCi<.·s inspired 

by the late "Dr." Walter Martin. [n addi tion to not being nasty or vit 

rioli c and manifesting an ~l\vareness of La tter-day Sili nt scho l:lrship, 

th is new, more soph istica ted attack on the fo undatio n of the fait h of 

Ihe Saints may have as its goal Ihe radical transformat ion of the chu rch 

a nd nol simply the persuad ing of individual Sa ints 10 ab:m don the 

failh-a kind of negotiated sur render, first by intellect uals an d then 

eventually by the Breth ren . If they imagine that sllch might be possible, 

they are st ill losing the batt le without knowing it. 

In short, what Mosser and company seek is not i\ dialogue but an 

end to Latter-day Saint pros<,·lytizi ng. Mosser insists that he canno t 

"in good conscience conside r Mormonism'l legitimately Ch ri sti an 

fa ith ." He likes wha t he co nsiders to be signs that some of the Sa ints 

arc now mov ing in the right th eological d irection, and he hopes that 

"the LDS Church as a whole fo ll ows" th eir lead .22 He and his associ 

ates imagi ne that they are having a conversa ti on with people who arc 

not genuine Chr isti ans. They cla im to be evangelizi ng the Saints a nd 

perhaps the Church of JeslIs Christ. But they ,IrC wrong; they arc en

t irely in the proselyt izing mode. They arc not evangelizing those who 

have not accepted Jesus as Lord a nd Savior, since on th is crucial issue 

Latter-day Sain ts arc and have always been fu lly evangel ical. 

The Sa ints see themselves as the children or seed of Christ through 

a covenant in wh ich they take upon themselves his na me. But fro m 

th e perspectivc prov ided by the dogmatic theology of Mosser and his 

associ<ltes- thal is, from their read ing of the Biblc- "Mor1llonism's 

heresies a re legion."2.1 Wel l, the re are in fact some deep d iffac nces in 

the way we read the Bible an d what we bel ieve about d ivine things. 

But if th e issue is whether the Sain ts accept Jesus of Naza reth as Lord 

and Savior, and not whether we agree wit h a part icu lar re:ld ing of the 

Bible (a nd thus with a pa rtic ular theologica l form ula t io n that evan

gelicals assum e necessarily constitu tes a ge rlllin~ Christian ), then 

21. s~(' ibid .. 87. 

23. Ibid. , liS. 
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Mosser and hi s assoc iates C;1I11l0t in good conscience excl ude Latter

day Sa ints from th e ranks of Christians. And to grant that Latter-day 

Saint s put th ei r trust in Jesus as Lord and Sav ior wou ld then make a 

mockery of the evan ge li C<ll s' clai m that the y are eva ngeli zi ng. One 

does not, acco rd ing to their ow n ideology, evangelize those who al

ready trust in Jesus as Lord and Sav ior. But, of course, Latte r-day 

Sa int s make no distin ct ion between evangelizing and proselytizing, 

so we fi nd nothing problematic about baptizing Baptists. 

Though they may not realize it , the editors of The New Morllloll 

C/llllicllge are following rather close ly some of the ru les that Nibley 
set o ut in his " Handbook for Beginners." They hold the reader's hand 

tightl y, insist ing on pointing out their own qualifications and accom

plishments. With no trace of modesty, they claim that the book they 

have written and ed itcd " is a rare book that is worth reading,"14 that 

it "p ioneers ,I new genre of literature on Mo rmon ism" wi th it s "out 

standin g sc holarship and so un d meth odology" (dust cover). They 

asse rt Ih:l t " if you .Ift: sharing the gos pel with Mormons or investi 

gatin g Mormonism for yoursel f, th is book wil l help you accu ra tely 

underst:md Mormonism and see the superio rity of the histo ric Chris

ti,m faith ." They also maintai n tha t "th is book really ought to be read 

by anyone with an interest in the truth claims of Mormonism, re

gardless of rel igious b;lCkground or reason for interest. We think we 

can safely say," they boast, "without presum ption, that TI,e New Mor-
11101/ Challenge is a truly groun dbreaking and epoch-mak ing book."25 

Nib ley's first pla yful bit of advice to the fledgling writer of an ant i

Mormon book reads as follows: "1)ol/'/hc mOllest! Your firs t concern," 

he in forms the neopn yte an ti-Mormo n, "shou ld be to ma ke it cle,lr 
thaI YOII (Ire til e IIIlIII for tile job, th.1t amidst a ' mass of lies and con

tr.ldiclions' you arc uniquel y fitt ed to pass judgmeIl t."21' 

On the heels of this advice co mes Nibley's second rule, fo llowed 

close ly by Bec kwith, Mosse r, and O wen: "A beJl ign crilicislII of yOll r 

24. Ikckwith, Moss.'r, 0111 <1 OW"Il," I Iltrodu(t;oll : ,\ MIKh N~~\kd ,lIId Ch,tlkllgillS 

lIook," in Tlw Ncll' M"nllo)1I {:/hllI'·II.~"'. 19. 
25 Ihid. 
26, Nib1i:y. "/-1""'10 Wril.';H1 Anli·Morm,m n"ok," 474. 
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prctif!fCSSOrs will go far tow:lrds confi rming yOllr own preeminence in 

the field. Refe r ge ntly but fi rmly," Niblc y admonis hes, " to the bias, 

prejudices, and inadequa te research, however un conscious or llllder

standable, of ot her books on the subject."17 It sho uld be no ted that 

Mosser and Owen began their venlure into '1OIi -Mormonism with an 

essay in which Ihey ne.lI ly posit ioned themselves to come to the rescue 

of the cvangelicals overwhelmcd by the "new Mormon challenge" by 

doing what previous writers have lacked the skill and knowledge to 

accomplish.l~ 

Mosser thus stilllcctu res his fellow evangel ic.l ls that ";IS a COl11 -

munity, wit h respect to Mo rmoni sm ... , w!,,' hnvc often sll ccumbed 

to the sinful habits of caricatur ing ,wd demoni z.i ng th e enemy, req'

cl ing argume nt s th at have long been answe red, refusing to admi t 

genuine mistakes, and being generall)' u nch arilable."!~ He thinks that 

God is calling evangeli cals to change thei r evil ways and become more 

chari table, courteous, and respectful of those Ihe)' s ti ll insist are not 

Christians. But how G i ll one have be nt'volent goodwill toward those 

one muSI characterize as essentially unbelieve rs-even pagans-who 

have not cOllle unlo Christ, simply in order to get tll(.'1ll to sub mi t to 

a par ticul ar brand of theo logy? [s it Ihe Christ who saves or so me 

theological dogmas to wh ich one must assent in o rder to be included 

by evangelica ls in their club? 

Niblcy correctly saw-Sa tan, gr(.'{'d, and gullibilit y no twithstand

ing- that the " real vil l:lin of ever)' anti -Mormon book is Mo rmon

ism.")O And he also reminds hi s r(.'nders that "every anli - Mormon 

book is a sermon.".l1 Wi tho ut re'llii'.i ng it, Mosse r .md his associates 

have fo llowed Nibley's impish advice on this matter. One only has to 

look at the homi lies that begi n and end Till' Nell' MO/'llIOI/ Clwlfl'lIgc 

27. Ibid., H4-75. 
28. See u ri MusSt"r and " ,1U1 O .... en, kMunllnll S.:hnbr~ hip. Ar.olu~(,lit,;~ ,llId FI'Jn

Ild icJ I Nellle' l: L",ing Ih" Ilattk and Not Kn()wil1~ II?" Trimly ,,,,,,,,,,1,11.> .. t'>ll l (1')9IH: 
179--205. 

29. MOss/"r, ~Th(' Saints ( ;0 '-tarching On.~ 117. 
30. Niblq" " Ilow lu Wrill: ,111 All!i ·Mofllwn Ik,,)k," 554. 
31. Ihid. 
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to encou nter the passio nate se rmon izing clement. Mosser insists that 

this new challengt"-a d ire threat posed by our proselyti zi ng efforts

is suc h th;1\ it "cann o t be accompli shed by leaving the tlls k solely lip 

to the numerous sma ll and linallciall y st ra pped apologetics min 

ist ries. Nor," he adds, "a re the vasl majority of those eng;lged in such 

mini stry equipPl'd to do all that needs to be dOll e, even if fin ances 

and personnel Wl're not so limited. A proper respo nse to Mormonism 

... will require the enti re evangel ical co mmunit y."·'l He seems 10 wa nt 

10 turn Ihe ent ire fundamentalisth.:v;mgclical movemen t into one large 

cou ntercult agency wi th the Church of Jesus Chrisl as the enemy in a 

bali k- for the souls of milli o ns. 

Morlllot! America and The New Mormot! Clwlfellge- U An Excellent 
Compa nion" 

Mosse r and his assoc ia tes gran! that they do not provide in Tile 

Nell' MonllOt! ClJalfeuge "an introductory overview of LDS histo ry, 

cu lture, and belief."3J But th ey are confident that such a thing is ava il

abl e from an eva ngelica l perspect ive. They "heartil y reco mmend" 

MonllOIl America, which they claim "wil l se rve as an excc llcnt co m

pa nion" to their own collec tion o f essays attacki ng Lutter-day Saint 

beliefs:\-! The authors of bo th Mormoll America and Tlte New Morllloll 

Clwl/ellge distance themsel ves from th e di sreputa ble an ti-Mormon 

litera ture peddled by the essentially fundamentalist countercult move

ment , l~ but not from the enterp rise itself. The Ostlings seem to speak 

for a new evangelical response to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

3Z. Moss<:r, ~Th ... Sai nts tio ""archil,s 011.- 69. 
33. Bt'1.:kwith, Moss<:r, ,md UWi:I1 , "Introduction,- ZOo 

34. Ihid. 
35. Fnr ,I d{'taikd .. xamination IIf th .. fundam .. ntalistfcvangdical counlcn:ult move

ml'nt,~ .. Douf:las COW;lI1, UI"<lring f<l ISt'\Vi/ll!'fs? All IlIIrotiuCliolr 10 lite Cltri$li<l1l Corm
Ifmll, (forthcoming in 2(0)). This is a much r<,vist'd "ersion of ~' lkaring I:atsc Witness'; 
PrupagandJ., R<,ality-r.'lain l\·rtam:e, ~nd Christian Anticult Allologetics~ (Ph,D, d iss .• 
Uuin·rsity of Calgary. 1999). Though rt\'i thcr his book nor this 672-I,age study focuses on 

anti -Mormonism. Cowan docs provide insif:htful tr<,atlll<'rm of such anti -Mormon lumi
naries as Ed Ih'Cker, Wa\t{'r Martin.I);\w Hunl, Richard Abancs, Robert M. Ilowlllan Jr .• 
ROll Khodcs,lohn Ank ... rll<'rg. and I .. hn Weldort_ 
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day Sa ints-one that is both \ess repugnant and somewhat better 

infor med. 

Instead of imitating the petulance of sec taria n countercultists or 

the wasp ish qualities com mon among sec ulil r anticultists, with 

whom jaded journalists frequently have ideological i.lffinit ies, Richard 

and Joan Ostli ng, the husband-and-wife team respons ible for Mormoll 

All/erica, are said to have produced a religiously sensit ive, evenha nded, 

fair-minded, well -researched, scrupulous, dear-eyed, bala nced. ex

haustive, thorough ly documt'nted, instruct ive introduction to the 

Church of Jesus Chrisl:;t. 

Is this language merely hype? In answeri ng this question, I have 

chosen to overl ook such typica l anti-Mormon bromides as the obses

sion the Ostlings have- wh ich must co me with the craft-with the 

"fabled we:t1th" (p. xi) of the" Mor mon econo mi c em pire" (p. 395). 

(Justlh ink of all that tithing, and then add in those chapels and temples 

and their huge moneta ry v.l ltl e, and imagine the result ing financial 

a nd political power the ch urch must wie ld!) And co nl empl;l\c for a 

moment what the Ost li ngs imagine as a Mormon "penchant for se

crecy" (p. xxv i). Mormon "authoritarianism" (p. 383), o r Ihe failure 

to have an adm inistra tive style modeled on "democratic I\merlca" 

(p. 374). Accordin g to the Ostlings, the "chu rch is rig idly hierarchi cal. 

centra lized, aurh oritarian , and almost uniquely sec retive" (p. xv i). 

And yet the Ostl ings th ink that "Mormon ism began as, and still is. a 

un iquely Ame ri can fa ith" (p. xv iii ) .1Ild that "Mormonism . . . pro

vided nationalistic America ns with i.l very American gospel" (p. xix). 

However, despite- or beca use of-these suppos.ed ly profoundly 

American qualities, "no religion in American history has aroused so 

much fear an d haIred, nor been the object of so much pe rsecution 

36. I twvc drawn Ihis 1ung\LJ~" frum 11K l,," • ."nly- l,,"n bril:t' PJ~sages <Iuuted by lh.· 

puhlisher of M(lnmm Aml'riCll fmm variuus f.lVur.,hk fl'vi .. ',,"s of I his bouk. Thc>~ hturhs 

coutu be found in Ocloher 2002 al ,,"ww.hilrperc"lIins.c<llll/(al"loWhuok_~n11.;lsp?ishn= 
00606637H. Siuce ilS I,ubli>her~ an.' in the busi lll'SS nf selling this hunk r"llin thJI\ ",'eu 

ralely repreSl'll ling it s cnntents. lhrr~ is. of courSC". no hinl un Ihis \V,'b sile lh:l~ i~'fl)rlll~d 
L1uer.day Sainls h:we faulted "'/Of"'<l1I A/IIeriTl/. Sec. for example. Raymond I. S",,,·nSUrl. 

~Failh wilhou! Caric:! ture?" FARMS Ul'vi.·", of Ikmk> 13/2 \2001\: 64-7i. 
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and so muc h mi si nformat ion" (p. xvi). In light of all th is, th e reader 

sho uld 'Isk, why the ca tchy tith .. ? Does not the title Mormol1 America 

anno unce yet alloth er potboiler, ;md not, as the authors of this book 

cl ai m , <I n importan t llehi evement in understa ndin g th e fai th of the 

Sa ints? The Ostlings ask their read ers to accept impl ici tl y the fi ction 

tha t Marl/lOll Amer;((/ sUlns up the topic, witholl tl aking into accoun t 

th e facts that the Chu rch of Jesus Christ is sp read aroun d the world 

and that the majorit y o f Lalter-day Sain ts have virtua ll y no special 

interest in things AmeriC;lIl. If, in assessi ng Marl/lOll Alllerica, one can 

igno re these and many o th er simi lar predictable canards and quirky 

procl ivities (which tcll us more 'Ibout the Ostlings an d lheir co nceits 

than abou t the Saint s), have they, as curious outsiders, somehow 

ma naged to explai n "the power and th e prom ise" of the Church of 

Jesus Chr ist to th ose bo th outside and within th e church? Docs Mor-

111011 AmeriC{! rea ll y provi de a compete nt " introductor y overview of 

LDS histor y, culture, and belief," as the ed itors of Tile New MorlllOIl 

Challellge claim? Or a re we merdy taced wi th a so mewhat less recog

nizable form of <ln ti -Mormon propaganda? 

Despit e de ricien cies, some of which r wil l exa mine, MOrl/IOn 

Alllerica is superior to pn:vious, co mparable journalistic potboilers.37 

One reason is that t h ~ Ostlings arc bette r in formed than most jour

nal ists stri vi ng to market essent iall y lurid exposes. In addition , th ey 

have religious sensi ti vi ties, <lnd Ihese lend to sct their book apart from 

run -of-the-mill, seell!;lr anti-Mormon jou rnalism. The Ostlings, how

ever, see m a bit coy about thei r relig ious com mit ments- describing 

37. Fx,l lllpks o ( ,,· ... ,·111 e~"·ll1 ially ~,·nll,I' juurnalistic at t,lCks on the ~hurch inclU<.k 
I , ll m·~ C,"It~S, II! ,\f..,·"hHl (:;1"<./'-;,: (;,·IU;ks, lllfk MprIIltms. mull.lll1er-d<lY Sail1lS ( Reading, 

M,I ~S.: Addison -Wesley. 1\)90); I{obert I.indsey, A Gmli..,illg of 5<11111;;.- A True SWfy of 
"'v,,,"},, Murdrr ,,,,,I P"("11 (N~ '" York: Sinl<1l1 '1I1d s.: h u~ter, 191\8); Steven Naif.'h and 
(,'~gory Whill' Smith, TI,,· Murt/wlI MUll/en: A "l'ru .. SltIry of Gr<,("d, I'orgay. /)<"(1';1, <1m/ 

Vt'Illll (New York: Wridenf..td & Nicolson. 1988): Robert Gonlkb and Peter Wiley, 
Am,'r;<"<I·~ S,III1I>: "/1". U's .. of M",II/UII Puw,", (Nc,~ York: I'utnam, 1':181 ); John A. Farrell, 

.. Utah: I n;;itk the Church Stat l'," /)ell..,-r PM/, 21 - 28 Novcmha J 982 (a lso avai lable as a 

sp"cial reprint froml he J), ·IIL"Cr /'ml) : John Hrinerman and Anson Shupe, "/"lit' MOrll101I 

C<>'P"fIIl<· f lllpi,," ( llo-ton: Il.:<lCon l'r .. ~s. 1985). On .. of lhese: bSI lwo authors h"s 'lues

li"n"hl~ ' Tt'(knli:lls, ,tn ti th,: otht"r is" SO<."iulogist whu spcdalilCs in rdigiun. 
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themselves as, "admiHedl y. con vc ntional Protestan ts" (p. xi) . .111 Their 

cart.'c rs have been foclIsI.'d o n rel igious journal ism. In p romot in g 

their book, illustrat in g father well one of Niblcy 's gene r,}l ru [('s for 

fl t'dglin g anti4Mormon wr itl"rs, thl'y claim to be good at wha t they 

do and to be widely fecognized for thei r accomp li shmen ts. Ri cha rd 

Ostling is the bel1e l" known of the Iwo, being;1 rdigio n writer for the 

Associatcd Pre-ss who fo rme rly wrot e fo r Tilll £' magilzin c. In th,lI 

ven ue, when the oppo rtunity prescnt('d itsell: he offered a cra ft y sp in 

o n Mormon thin gs. Hav in g th eir own reli gious ideology seems to 

have yielded a somewhat different Ihrwa and 1011e in Morllloll AII}{'(iw 

than is common in the usual highly sec ular ized trea tments of the 

church written by jO llrrlnlists. 

In additi o n, th e Ost lings do not see m at hOlll e in the world o( 

countercu lt individuals ,md agencies that mnke w,lr on dreaded and 

dangero us "culti sts." They merely mention bits of the literature pr04 

d uced by the swa rm o( cou nt ercultis\ .m ti4Morrnon 'lgencies. Under 

the category "critics" in a section entitl ed "For Further Reading," they 

list onl y two out of the vast hordt· of it ems sold by coulltercult ant1 4 

Mo rmons: what th ey wryly descr ibe as a "self4publi shed and frt> 

quently updated book by Salt L.1ke City's best 4known former Mormons 

[Jerald and Sa ndra Tanner]"J'.! and a tawdry tOIll f." by James R. White,4!J 

which Ihey indicate-perhaps with a dab of irony-is "a fairly arlicu 4 

late analysis of th eologica l differt'lKcs as see n from an Eva ngelical 

perspect ive" (p. 436) . The Ostli ngs, unlike the o lde r, esse nti all y fUll 4 

dament ali st cou ntercll h ists, see m to speak (or a new s tyle of anti

Mo rmonism-one that is kinder, gen tler, and less ab rasive. 

38. Fur evidence Ih<111hl' O~tlings arc known 10 ()thl'r.~ as l'v<1Ilgdk<lb, sec Swenson, 

" Faith without Caricature?" 66, wh"I" refl'I"IKe i.~ made to curnm,'nts aOOUlth1.' religious 

idcology of the Ostling. by Richard J. N,'uh.,us in his " Is Mormon ism Christian?" First 

11lillgs, March 2000,97-102. 
]9. Jerald and SJndra Tanner, Mormonism-SIll/do", "r R<,"'il)'~ (Salt Lake Ci ty: Utah 

Lighthouse Ministry, 19\12). 

40. Janu's R. White, Is Ihe Mormon My /I,,,t/,,"? /)i"<'j,."inX /Ilc DiJ/"ffl/(1':) 110"'<"(:11 

Morlllolli5m Wid Ch ,i"timlilF (Minnc<Lpolis: Bethany IluUSl', 1997). 
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The Ostlin gs Enter th e Book of Mormon Wars 

True to th e disposi tion of man y journalists, the Ost lings focus on 

co ntrove rsy. Th us MonlWl1 AII/erica con tain s ;lCcoun ts, somC\."h,H 

loosely lin ked, of the dcb.lte ove r tht' his torica l au the nt ic ity of the 

Book of Mormo n and the quest ion of how the essen tia ls in tilt.' his

tory of the Ch uTI,:h of ksus Christ ought to be SCI fort h hy Latter-d,IY 

Saints. They make much of recent sqll ubbks over these matters, illld 

their account of them tUrtlS ou t to be ,I key ingred ien t in the talc they 

tell. As it turns ou t, whatever vi rtues MOl'll/OIl AllleriCil may have, it is 

at c ru cial poi nt s part isan, pa rt i;l!, and im paired. Despi te showing 

some fa m iliari ty wit h certain portions of rece nt La u er-day Sa int 

scholarship, their examinat ion lc;lVes much to be desired. 

T he Ostlings recognize that "the Book of Mo rmo n was co nt ro

versilll fro m the outst't" (p. 261). Thcy also reali ze that, "from the be

gi nning to this day, th t' react ion o r Book of Mormo n readers has bee n 

divided betwcen those committed to it as ancient literat ure and those 

who conside r it a prod uct o f {he nineteent h ce nt ury" (p. 26 I). They 

argut' th:l1 these "older polemical t radi tions" also "sp lil o n Iwo sides 

of ;\ sim ple prophet/fr;md dichoto my: ei ther Joseph Smith was every

Ihing he claimed to be, a true prophell'n trusted with a new scripture 

from aut hen tic ancient golde n plates, o r he was a cha rismatir fraud" 

(p. 261). T hey explo it tIll' fac t that recent ly a few a ut hor.~ operating 

on the fri nges o f the Mormon <iGlCiemic comm un ity, while denyi ng 

tha i Josep h Smi th was a genu ine prophel and the Book of Mor mon 

an au then ti c ancie nt text, hMe striven to avo id di rec tly ch;lrging hi m 

wi th being a conscio us fraud. The Os tli ngs a rc cor rect in claiming 

th at some of these wri ters recog nize that a "s imple pro phet/fra ud 

dichotomy" docs not exhaust all poss iblt.' expla natio ns (p. 26 1). They 

the n ind ic;lte tha t "some pa rti cip'ln ts in [the] curren t discussion" 

over the h isto rica l authenticity of the Book of Mormon, whi le reject

ing its authent icity, "would like to C;l rve Oul a middle path" (p. 26 1) 

so mewhere betwl'en its being read as an authen tic anci en t lext and as 

a n inetce n th-ce nlury sham. T his effo rt by a few cultu ral Mormo ns, 
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dissidents, and fo rm er Latter-day Sai nts is then turned by the 

Ostlings into a main co mponen t of their campaign against the Book 

of Mormon. 

What is descr ibed as a "middl e path" identifi es th e efforts of a 

few critics who refuse to co nside r th e possibility that the !~oo k of 

Mormon is an authentic ancient histo ry. They seek to avoid the usc 

of harsh words like hoax when they offe r th eir accounts of how and 

why we have the book. Who a rc those who seck this so-called middle 

path? The answer the Ostlings give is instructive-they indi cate that 

these are " respec tful and sy mpathet ic non-Mormons who recognize 

the moral and spiritual va lues in th e l300k of Mormon as well as lib

erat Mormons who va lue their berita ge" (p. 261). I am, of cou rse, 

pleased when "respectful and sym pathetic non -Mormons" choose to 

stress the va lue of the Book of Mormon for the fa ith of the Sa ints. 

Unlike sectarian anti -Mormons who cont inue the pa rade of in vective 

against Joseph Smith and th e Book of Mormon, a few gentile scholars 

curren tl y tend to ado pt a so mewhat more respect ful stance toward 

bot h. They have tried to find language wit h whi ch they can appropri

ately recognize the power that the ex istence of the Book of Mormon, 

as welt as the message set for th in it , has for the Sain ts, wi thout 

th ereby also gran ting that it is what it claims to be . Unfortunately, 

these writers arc so metimes allied ideo logica ll y with dissidents, fo r

mer Saints, and cultural Mormons. 

In this ca tegory thl.' Ostlings include Martin E. M;lrty (a promi

nent, contemporary America n religious historian), Rodney Stark (a 

sociologist ), Ha rol d Bloom (a lit erary critic ), and Jan Shipps, among 

othe rs, all of whom, acco rdin g to the Ostlings, see " the moral and 

sp iritual values in the Book of Mormon" (p. 26!). Whether the Ost

lin gs arc right in th eir claim about these authors is beside the point , 

since they do not appeal to th elll in their own attack on the Book of 

Mormon. Instead, they turn to those they label "li ber:ll s"- tha t is, to 

cu hural Mormons who flatly deny that the Book of Mor mon is true 

despite whatever linger ing sen tim ental attachments they may st ill 

have to their religious roots. Why? The Ost lin gs gra nt that, "from its 

beginning, the church has decl ared it essenti al th,1I the Book of Mor

mon be acce pted as it presents itself, as histor ical fact, nOI inspired 
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fi ct io n" (p. 263). Accordi ngly, those in thrall to var ious and some

times co nil icling revisionist explanations of the Book of Mormon41 

<Ire ou tside the circle of fa ith , though some may, of co urse, choose 

no l to remove themsel ves fo rma lly from th e church. The Ostl ings 

reali ze that this is the case- th ey gra nt th;rt am ong those who wa nt 

to ca rve ou t this so-ca lled m idd le path a rc "many excom mu nicated 

Mormons who sti ll idell t ify th emselves as Mo rmo n, as well as some 

thoughtful Sa ints who are " rrefully ci rcumspect in wha t th ey say and 

write but reg,mlthc Book of Mo rmon as most li kely of ni neteen th

centu ry or igin" (p. 26 1). 

Those described by the Ostlings as " thoughtfu l Sai nts"-that is, 

those cagey about their d isbel iefs-are depicted as fighting the good 

fight aga inst those the Ostlings denigrate as " loyal ist schola rs," who 

.lecep t and defen d the truth of th e Book of Mormon. Whatever else 

o ne mi ght say abOll t them, th ese "thoughtful Saints" would some

times seelll to lack what the Ostli ngs report that the for mer Mormon 

histor ian D. Michael Q uinn call s "s im ple ho nesty among scholars" 

(p. 251 ), since" in wh'1I they say and wri te" they appear to cloak their 

infidel ity. [n their own polemic, thollgh , thc Ostli ngs turn these dissi

dent s into heroes. The Ostlings do not hold sly unbeli l'vers to Qui nn's 

lo ft y standards. In thi s they are, however, fol lowing Q u inn's lead, 

since hont'sty seems to be fo r him so me th ing the Bre thren <md his 

critics hICk. All of this, of course, is fa miliar terri tory; the Ostl ings add 

nothing to wh at is alre,ldy known to those fa mil iar wi th the recen t 

debate over the Book of Mormon. l! They exploit for their own pur

poses wha t amoun ts to a t in y quar rcl going on between La tter-day 

Sain t schola rs and some dissident s on thc fringes of the chu rch. 

Regrett abl y, the Ostli ngs goss ip abou t what are serioll s in tellec

tu al issues, call ing at tention to th em lTlcrely fo r pa rt isan polem ical 

41. Tht' <1r r~)' ,,f (on fl icting .lIl,t (onl rad k tory l'xpl,lna tioJls of Iht' Book of Mormon 

is ill uslnled hy I h~ ~.,s.Jys Jsse Ulhk d hy n,m Vo):d and Ilr,'nt 1 ... ·1' MetC;l lfc in A I!I('fi<"lm 

tlpl>cryplw: fSS<lp,)II II"' /l""k 4 M"rm<J1J (S,.tl LakeCit y; $ignal'm: Books. 2002) . 
·12. Th<· cnl ir,· dd),l1e ova thl' Hook of Mormo n, whkh b,'g,m Cv.:ll heforc ils publ i

cJ tiun. is l·xam in ~d .lIld ,1~M:.,,·d hy T .. rryll.. Givens in his Ily Ilr,· /- /<111<1 11[ M"rmou; TI,,· 
rlmaj'-,III Snipluft· Tlr<ll I~r ",r.-llr,j II N,· ... \\,, )f/,l I?..!i.~i'JII (N,'w Yurk: Oxford Univcnil y. 
20M ). 
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purposes. They fail to clarify or cont ri bute to the conversation cu r

rently taking place. Co nsequently, when they confron t Joseph Smi th's 

prophet ic cla ims, they co nfin e theillselves to descr ibi ng the middle

path stance between reading the Book of Mormon as an authentic 

a ncient tex t or d ismissing it as a blata nt hoax . There is, however, no 

indication in MOrlllOIl AlI/erjCtl thaI the OstJi ngs see anything either 

insp iring or inspired in what they labd a historic ll hoa x; they remain 

sq uarely in the old secta rian anti-Mormo n camp. For their pa rt isan, 

polemical purpose they exploi t bits ,md pieces of the con ve rsat ion 

that has been going on for twenty yea rs over th e Book of Mormon 

and are the reby able to make use of the fact th at a few gc ntile ob

scrve rs, former La tt er-da y Saint s, and cultural Mor mo ns have sug

gested that so methin g might be inspi ring in th e Book of Mormon 

even if it is not true-with th e emphasis on tht'latt er qu'l lification. 

Those who make thi s argument, with perhaps one o r IwO excep

tions, do not indicate wh'1I exactly they fi nd eit her interesting or edify

ing in the Book of Mormon o nce they have rejec ted it as an authent ic 

ancient history. On the contrary, they often boast that they Ilnd not h

ing of gen uine valuc in the book. Robert Price, for <.'xampl e, in a most 

instructive instance, finds so mething at least a bit in te restin g in the 

Book of Mormon when it is read as frontie r fi ction. A member of the 

Jesus Seminar who is also heavily invo lved in the secula r humanist 

movement, Price sees in the Book of Mormon so meth ing resembli ng 

what he finds in the Gospels of the New Tes tam en t whcn th ey arc 

read through th e lens provided by essentially secu lar huma ni st as

Stllnpt ions about divine thingsY If Pr ice had pu blished th is essay 

earlier, the Ost tings cou ld have added his na me to the list of "sympa

thetic non-Mormons" (p. 261), some of whom, with urbane tole r

ance and even co mpassio n for virtuall y all communities rooted in 

th e Bible, and wit h evcr so gentle strokes, d ismiss the truth cla ims of 

both th e Bible and the Book o f Mormon for so mewhat si milar rea-

43. See Roh.: rI M. Price. " Ios<'ph Smith: lll~pir<'d Author of tIl<' Book of Mormon," in 

Amt'riaw Af'oaYf'lw. 3l l -6f>. 
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sons. i3ut, of cou rse, hi s reading of the Bib le challenges the Ostlings' 

evangelical religiosity:ll least as much as it does O UT faith. This is also 

tru e of Harold Bloom's way of reading both the Bible and Prolestant 

sectarian hi story. H 

Massimo Introvigne has show n tha t "the Book of Mormon wars" 

are currently beillg "fought nol around interpretation, but around the 

very nature of the Book of Mormon.45 Is it what it claims 10 be? Or is it 

merely somehow a product of Joseph Smith's crea tive genius or rel i

gious imagination ?"4t> Thi s way of frami ng the quest ion gets to the 

hea rt of the curren t squabbl es . Introvigm.' 'llso a rgues that " th ose 

claiming that it is neither of the two, but a fraud, excl ude th emselves 

from Ihe deb'lte and jo in the ranks of mere anti -Mormonism."47 This 

is, of course, whe re the Ost lings arc si tuated. Tho ugh they describe 

sy mpathetica ll y the stance of those few who want to picture the Book 

of Mormon as a product of Joseph Smith's unaided inventive powers 

and not an outright, blasphemous fra ud, they end up adva ncing "mere 

ani i-Mormonism." 

I am, howeve r, gratified that th e Os tlings desc ribe me as one or 

the "current loya list scholars" op posed to the so-called midd le path . I 

,1111 also no t di spleased that th e Ostlings quote me as follows: 

"10 reduce the Book of Mormon to me re my th weakens, if not 

destroys, the possibi lity or it witness ing to the truth abou l 

di vin(' thi ngs . A fi ctional Book of Mormo n fabricated by 

Joseph Smith , even when his inventiveness, ge nius, o r " in · 

spiral ion" is celebrated, docs not wit ness to Jesus Chr is t but 

'14. See H,lWld ~Ioom's (lI r j,)u~ '· ... l1Iu ro;- iml> whJI hl' calls ~rdjgj(lus crilici~m." in "/"I". 
tlm..,it"" R,.Ii~i'>!I: TIr .. Emr r):.·I!("t' of II,,· /'Mt·Clrri~ rilru Nil/iOI! (N ...... York: Simun & 
Schust~r, I~2). 

-15. MJ<SIIllO Imr<>"i!:nl", ·'Th ... H"uk of Morlllll " W.us: A Non-Mormon Persr«ti"c:' 
JOlOn",1 of lIu"k of ,\/"rllll"l $'IO,Ii .. s 5/1 ( l~~f> l : 1- 25. A sOll1l·whm truncalI'd version of 
this l'SSJY "pre,lrl .. j in Murlll"" 1",·/11;,;,.; ,,' "/",..",s;,ioll. <"(1. Dougla~ J. D,lVil'.~ ( 1.o I111"n: 

CaNI!. 1990), 25--.\4. 

41>. Intro"iglll", MTh., 1I""k uf Mormon W,lr)," 5 {in Da"i ... s, ""/urmlllt If/ell/irit's. 21». 

47. Ihid . 
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to human fol ly. A tr ue Book of Mormon is ,1 powerful wit 

ness; a fic t ion.ll one is hard ly worth read ing and pondering. 

(pp. 263-64 ) ,r~ 

History and the Faith and Memory of th e Sain ts 

Just as the Ostlings do not en tirel y sli gh t the conversa tion th,}t 

has been taking place over how 10 re,ld th e Book of Mormon, neither 

do they comple tely ignore the rel ated d iscussio n of how to explai n 

Joseph Smith. Indeed, they devote Iwo chapters to th ese closely re

lated issues (see chap. IS, "F<Ii thful History," pp. 238-58, and chap. 16, 

"The Gold Bible," pp. 259-77). They art', however. llOt clea r on th e 

relationship of accoun ts of the Lal1er-day Saint past to the crucial 

q ucstion of how the Book of Mo rm o n o ught to be rCild , and hence 

they offer a co nfu sed co m men tary on the deba te over how best to 

approach Joseph Smith's prophetic t ruth clai ms. In this tlH'Y go down 

a well-worn path-one familiar to the Sa int s fro m so me rece nt cul

tur,l ] Mo rmon polemics and now <l Isa found, regre tt ably, in so me 

sectari:lll ant i-Mormon literature. 

In addit ion to describi ng briefly the place of the Book of Mormon 

in the faith of the Saints and Ihe deba te over its truth th at bega n even 

befo re its publication, the Ostlings also focus att e nl ion on the W,ly 

the Saints devote themselves to und erstand ing crucial, even fateful, 

:'tspects of th eir past. They com plain that "the church has always tried 

to ret:'t in a propri etary hold over the telling of its own histo ry" 

(p. 250). Surely, though, th ey cannot be suggest ing th at the S:'tiniS 

could possibly be indi fferen t to the way the sto ry of the restora tio n is 

told, fo r they themselves slate that in "a vc ry rea l sense ... the church's 

history is its th eology" (p. 245)-that is, they realize that so me of 

what has t,lken place in the past both grou nds th e fa ith of the Saint s 

48. Thl' OSlt ings aT<' qUOIing fTolll my es,ay cntilkd "Th<' Ikid.1 ,If Mmkrnity ,inti tIl<' 
Crisis in Mormon HislOrinsrJphy," in 1-<,;1/,[111 H;~I"r)': [~"rs "" \I'm;,,!: ,\I,m/lUll /-/;SI<,,)', 

ed. Goorge I). Smith (Sal! lake City: Sign:llurl' \looks, 190,12 ),2 14. Thl'y (Ou ld h.II'<' quoted 

many rdatl'd 1,3ssages. Wh,lI rhey (hose It> quote rq>rr.'l'nIS only ",'llIe of Illy .Irgll lllcnt 
on the issm: thry addrns. 
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and provides much of its con tent. The Latt er-day Saint past has al

ways been co ntested tcr ri tory. The moment Joseph Sm ilh began to 

tell o f his enco unte rs with heavt'n ly messenge rs, those who were 

skeptical, hostile, full of disbe l icf~ threatened by his claims, or disen

cha nted have been busy telli ng their ow n versions of wha t they think 

happened-reporting on events in negative terms and contesting vir

tually every deta il and ewry prophetic claim :' ~ The churc h has never 

con trolled its history. Inste,ld , the Saints have struggled to tel l their 

sto ry in a WHy th at is co nsunant wi th, ralher than destructive of, 

fai th . \-VI1<It tht: Ost li ngs neglect to S.I), is th.It, for all those whose 

fa ith is rooted in the Bible, an understanding of at least a segment of 

the past is crucial. Why? That jeSllS, understood as the Messia h o r 

Christ, was crucified is a historical statement, as is the claim tha t after 

three days he rose frOIll the grave. The main difference between Latter

day Sa ints and others is Ihal , for the Sa ints, the story did not end with 

the deat h of the apost les-it continues even now. For the S:lints, this is 

one reason why his\() r), takes the place of theology, as that endeavor 

is undertaken by Christians generally. 

The Osll ings acknowledge tha t, when cont rasted wi th the Saints, 

sec tarians a re rather indifferent to thei r hi story, tho ugh, of cou rse, 

"Protestan ts vary in th('ir degree of histor iGl1 amnesia" (p. 247). From 

my pe rspec ti ve, th e Protestant histor ica l amnesia is not limited to 

indiffercnc(' to the quarrels of church men and to the divergent specu

l'ltion of theologians thro ugh the ages; it is 'llso ma nifested in an in

difference to recent Protestant sl'clarian and denomi nationa l history, 
little or 110ne of whic h forms part of the g round or content of their 

brand of Christian faith. For example, those curren tl y assoc iated wi th 

the Southern Baptist Convention cert'linly do not have as part of the 

grou nd of thei r faith a passionate awaren('ss that the denomi nation 

to which they subscri be was founded by preachers who were eager to 

49. H';:!l1,Hk"hk r,'(l'll! ~'x,lIllpk, of slich ,1 slls!~il1ed nnd ,tr"incd "uacks «111 be 
found in Hidl<1rd Ail,me., 011 .. N<IIi,," um/a (;"d,: t\ Ni,tory "r 1111' A""rmou Church (Nc"' 
York: Four Winds Eight Win,tvw.<. 10m); .IIlJ Ch;Hk~ L Wo<.J. The ,!.-'()rIII()!! CQU 

.<pin,cit's; A ikl' '''W ,if l'rl';wlII l>d}' <11,,1 l-li,I{>rimi Clllr,pinrci," I<l M{'mr"lti~" Am('ricn mrd 

Ilr.· II'or/d {San I)i,,!!o. (:.l!if.: I\!.l;k Fore~t I'ri:S~. 2001). 
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defend slavery againsl their abolilionisl brelhren in the North. 

Instead, riley are indifferent to much or all of Iheir own denomiml 

tiollal history, with all irs twists ;lI1d turns and filctional and some
times brutally internecine quarreling, since their {;rilh, as they insist, is 

drawn from :l nd rests upon an interpretation of the Bible a/Ol1t'. The 

history Ihey turn to is thus f;1r away and long ago and not, as it is wilh 

the Sa ints, also he re and now, with the heavens st ill open an d the 

story conti nuin g. This is signifi ca nt , si nce factions of co ntemporary 

co nse rvati ve Protestanti sm tend to sec themselves as guardi ans of 

someth ing th ey imagine to be ort hodox , histo ri c, tfinitarian, biblicill 

Christianit y. To the Sai nl s, however, they appear as!ol"/IIr1/isrs, who 

st ill manifest a form of godliness;(' but who, by dogmatically dosing 

the heavens, deny the power of God, arbitrar il y limiting him by re

stricting what he can and C;1I1I1O t do. Instead they turn to a closed 

ca non of scripture read throu gh the lens of Gnegories ane! explana

tions worked our in partly understood and long- fo rgotten theological 

con troversies, end ing al times in formal statements of faith. 

And unless conservat ive Protest,mts Me doing battle with Roman 

Cat holics (which some o f them have a penchant to do, es pec iall y if 

they subsc ribe to somc strain of fu ndamentalism ), th ey tend to ig

norc the details of what took place from the first century to the Refor

matio n within and among variolls, often warring, factions of Chris

ti.ms. In general, they insist on an apostasy of large proportions and 

co nsequent ly a need for the chu rch, or at any fille the esse nt ials of 

faith, to be radically reformed by theologians, though not necessarily 

restored by God. But h istor y is not a central concern in the disputes 

over th eo logy found today among the v,lrious factions of conserva-

SO. On 18 Nvvl'mher HIJO, the Revrrl'nd John S!Wfc-r wrntr 10 the Ikvcrrnu Absalom 
l'l·tcrs of th .. · ,\ mclican Home Mi~sion~ry St"."i(-ly, his I'r,:~hytrri'lI1 sU I'<"Tvi ~inl: 'lgCIKy. il1-
dicatinl: th,lt he hdd eIKount(:red Joscl'h :\01;lh "nd lhe Bunk of Mum"),,, .IS "'ell a. Ill<' 
tin)" Coksvillc hr.H1ch of the fll'dglil1!; Church of Chris!. Slwr .. 'r's ktl<: r i, quoted by 
J J. Michad MJr'lu:lrdt mId Weslcy 1'. Wa!ters.IIJI·,·mm.~ j\·foruwll ism: 1"I.."liliOil <1111/ Iii,· 

Historical Record (Salt L.lkc City: 5111ilh Itescaf,h A~soci(llc~, 1»'H), 1117. This tillY !:fOUI' 
nfSaims, accordi"g to Sherer, ""GIll themsclves a "lUrch "f(:hr;st. ,ll1<llh .. · only chu rch of 

Christ. AlIl'rofe.~sing christ i,lIls who d" not :Ilth~r(' to th,·ir sy~k ll1, they c"llsida .IS for
Illalists; 'hav;ll~ lhe form "f (;.x1liness. hul d"n)';ng Ill<" I'",,"er:" 
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tive Protestants-for examplc. the con trove rsy between radical and 

more moder,lIe Cllv in is ts, not to me ntion Arminia ns, over th e 

atonement and over wha t arc thought to be the att rib ut es of God. 

These ki nds of sometimes fi erce battles arc mostly fo ught by proof

text ing the Bible. Wi th few exceptions, contemporary Protestants

those in the pews- te nd to disregard the bul k of Christian history, 

dismissing most o f what actually happened in the past as irrelevant 

to the conten t and truth of their ow n faith, whic h preachers te nd to 

red uce to simple fo rmulas. Except for a few special ists in the histo ry 

of dogma, con tem porary conserva tive Protestants seem to me to wan t 

to believe thai evc ryo ne, everywhere, almost always has agreed on the 

fun damentals, whatever they are cur rently thought to be. And when 

they re presen t their own somet imes ferocio us domestic theologica l 

quarrels to those of us on the sidelines, they dow nplay th ese co ntro

versies by rep resenting them as me rel y sli ght diffe rences of op inio n 

over nonessentials. '1 

In fac t, though, so me of these qua rrels seem to me to be of con

siderable im porta nce. An instructive exam ple of the kind of contro

versy I have in mind C;1I1 be seell in a recent bitter excha nge between 

No rm an Geisle r and James Whi te, both of whom arc. inciden tally, 

strident an ti-Mormons. After Geisler published a work on a moderate 

version of Calv in is m,52 White coun tered with a passionate defense of 

what he considers to be Reformed, or Calvinist. pri nciples.5J The chief 

51. f ur a (i<'s.;r iption of the' enormo()~ v~ri<'1r of po~itions elli"Twined by presumably 

onhodox ChristiJ lls Si lKC the Sl'<:ulld Cl'Illll ry on such mal1crs as SCril'lUrc. divine rl'vela
lio ll , Ir:ldilion ml{t ih rl'lalionshil' 1<1 scriplur, .. s;)lval ion. Ih,' church, God, Ihe Trinity. life 
h"yond Ih,' ~r~\·l'. what i, ~s'~nti,ll and 11<11 ess~nliallo Christian d iscipleship, the e~
trdngcmcnt :md ):oodn"ss!lf hum:!II heings, and diville providence, sec Roger E. Olson. 

Th,' {...Ju;,ric ,'I ChriSI;"" lid;'! '/i"CUI}' C4'IIfUrics ')' Uuily /uHI ni,'crsil}, (Downers Grow. 
HI.: hllerV;lrsil y. !O(lZ). Olson si l"al~s his own lheological hcrcsic-s. whi.:h Jrc Arminian 

r~thcr lh,1I1 C3 I vinL~t, squ~rdy ,~il h in the unity he fi nds WJllewhcrc b"hind all the diver
si ly Ihal cunsli lull'S Ihc' hislnry of ChriSli.Ul thentogy. 

52. SCI." Norn)dll (;ciskr. C;hv, .. " hul Fr ... ·; A /Ia/rl/Jrcr/ V;,'w 0[ f)i"jlU' F./ariorr (Min
nc,.ll'oli,. "·Iinn.: Iklhany I I"" ..... ·. 1'0199). 

53. tam,·s R. Whih." TI,,' I'Mra'g I'",,·dam: A 1>'1"/15,· of 1/11: /I,'fimllllliolllllll/ll Udmlllll 
ofN"mmll G,·;,la', Chos.,·n bUI rrl'c' (,\mityv ilk. N.Y.: Calvary !'ress, 2(00). 
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iss ue was the so undness o f an "ex treme" reading of Five-Poi n t Cal

vinism, or what is often called TU LI P (Total depravity, Uncondi ti o nal 

election, Limit ed atonement, Irresistible grace, and Persevera nce of 

the sa ints). Geisle r had argued thllt even Ca lv in was not a Calvinist in 

Ihe way he is depicted by some Ca lvini sts and th at the contents of 

TULIP cou ld be t raced no fUrlher back into the Christian past than 

St. August in e, who advanced so methi ng like the heresies of TUL I P 

only late in his career- that is, arrer A.I). 4/7. This sent White into a 

round of proof- texli ng from the New les!ament. I-Ie IH'ver add ressed 

Geisler's clai m that nothing appro'lChing "ex treme" Calv in ism could 

be found 111110n g Chri stian th eo logia ns earlit'r than th e las t part of 

Augustine's career, when he wrote things that , if Geisler is at all cor

rect, were novel, unbibl ic;II, and si mpl y wrong. White d ismissed Geisler 

as an Ar mini an heret ic, a charge Geisler tbtly denied. Acco rdin g to 

Arm ini an vicws, th e ato nement is believed to have been un iversal 

and not lim ited- that is, the atonement is in force for al! human be

ings and not just for a few lu cky saved on..:s. At IC,lSI so me ev,lngc1i 

ca ls ent ertain thi s vie" .... La tt er-day Saints who bother 10 read this 

kind o f literature find il both aTllll sing ,Hld instructive: il demon

stmles so me of the problems associa ted with yiel din g to the urge of 

conservative Protestan ts 10 do theology. VVe find it odd that bot h fun 

damentalists and eva ngelicals often assu me tha I getti ng such matters 

reduced to nea t formulae is a kind of necess<Hy an.lIog or even pre

requ isite to gel1ing oneself saved---even, iron iC<lll y. wht'n o ne insists 

on an "extreme" llndcrstanciing of predest inat ion and elect ion. 

Thi s helps to ex plain the tendency among conserva ti ve Prot ..:s 

tan ts \ 0 subst itut e minimal, vague creedal stateme nt s- as well as 

asse nt to th e su pposed infallibility or inerrancy o f the Bible, th e 

mean ing of which is notoriously di fficu lt to pin dO\vn- for an un

derstanding of the full range of theologiC<11 controversy going on now 

and in the past. These tendenc ies manifest elements o f th e h istor ical 

amn esia to which the Ost lin gs casua lly testify. Conse rvative Prot es

tants can thus convenientl y overlook th e fact that the creeds and con

fessions arc themselves bu t the outwa rd sign a nd end result of nerce 
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battles that once raged beneath th e surface of t raditional, presumably 

orthodox faith , where it is assum ed that nothing much has ever ha p

pened that makes a real di fferen ce. 

Th is is no t, however, to say that Protestant s of d ifferent st ripes do 

not have histo ri cal co ntent in the ir faith , for the y do. Even if they 

wanted to, they could nOI entirely ban ish crucial hi sto ri cal elements. 

As mentioned, the claim that Jesus is the Messiah (or Christ) is nec

essa ri ly histor ical, unl ess one has adopted a rad iGlll y li beral Protes

t.Ult understanding of the Bible such llS people llssncia led wit h the 

Jeslls Seminar might now adv;lIlcc. And the cla im that Jes us of Naza

reth was crucified and later rose from thl' dead and .lppearcd 10 his d is

ciples is a histori cal one. !\ut conservative Protestants tend to focus 

on even ts and teachings recorded in the Bible understood through the 

lens provided by the creeels and oth er co nfusing theological specu

lations, the histo ry of which is of litt le concern to the vast bu lk of 

communicants. 

T he Ostl ings, lIfter gran ting Ihat Protestants have varying degrees 

of histor ica l amnesia ilnd afte r noting correc tly that Latter-day Sa ints 

take elements of their own histo ry serio ll sly, affi rm that, in the place 

of history, the "creedal chtlrches"- which presumabl y stil l incl ude at 

least man y if not most Protesta nts, as well as pio ll s Eastern Orthodox 

:lIld Roman Cillholics-"h'lVe official state men ts of faith, [wh ile ] the 

Mormon Church tends to have official ve rsio ns of sacred histor y" 

(p. 245) . The Ostl in gs thus aSSllme, since their own religious world is 

dogma tically se t in polished th eologica l formulae, that the Saint s 

must necessar ily have so met hin g analogo ll s th<lt takes the place of 

official creeds and co nfessions. T his may help ex plai n why they and 

anti -Mo rmons ge nerally target accoun ts of our past and seek to offer 

the ir own revisionist ve rsions. They assume that ident ifying a flaw in 

some accounl of the L'lller-day Sa int past wi ll do irreparable damage 

to the faith of the Sa int s. The Ostlings th en wrongly surmise that th is 

"offi cial history" includes "everyth ing th at has happened to the church 

ever si nce" the restoration, sell ing the stage for claims that "sensitive 

historical issues arc frequently downplayed, avoided or denied" (p. 247) 
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and for gossi p about how th e Brethren ha v(' rcCt'nll y becll mea n to 

some Mormon histor ia m , f('slric led access 10 church Mchivcs. and so 

fo rth . 

On Ihe other h;md, Ihe OSl lings co rrectl y sc nse thai hi story is 

imporhmt lo r the Saints, who call be sa id to live by and in a storr And 

we tell stories about our own cncou nters with the divine 1h;1I anchor 

ollr hopes and ex pectat ions for the fut ure. At It',ls t part of what t hi s 

mea ns is th;11 th e faith of the Sa ints is not deriVl'd from or dependent 

on recondite theo logical or philoso phkal spenila tion, nor is il th~~ 

result of so me mode of bib li cal exeges is-11';1I'IH'd or o therwisl'

fashion ed by theologia ns in long-forgoUl'll a nd little -ullderstood 

co ntroversies. Although Wt' make USt' of such wo rk ;mel ('ven do some 

of it oll rsd ves, it is alwa ys all .\Uxiliary to the fai th. We art' painfull y 

awa re of how Oll r ho pes, :lSSll Illpt iOIl S, a nel prCLL nd erst;l nd i ngs CO I1 -

trol or at least influence wha t we make of texts, so we aft' c;llI tious 

abou t bibli " ll studies or any apparent finding Ihat m igh t in SO llle 

way bea r on propheti c t ruth claims. Wc ce rtai nly do not see stich 

scholarl y endeavors as yielding proofs but perh,lps as assisting in our 

understanding a nd in our dcdiC;l ti on to God. We see the basic plo t in 

the Bible as unfin ished li nd therdore see olLr~clvcs living in a kind of 

charmed or enc han ted wo rl d in which the di vine is, (rom tim e to 

tim e. manifc.~ t in our ow n li ves in ways not at aJlulll ike those dc 

sc ribed in ou r sc riptures, wi th God st ill act i V<.' among hi s covenant 

people in essentiall y the sa me manner as that depicted in those texts. 

So, for th e Sa in ts, the he.IVens are not closed, thl' ca non of sc riptu re is 

not finished , the sto ry ha s not ended, the grellt d r<l ll1:l con tin ucs, ,md 

we are pa rt of it. We strive 10 fu se our own stories with those we find 

in the LlItcr-day Sai nt past and in our sc riptul'(.'s. Both the Book of 

Mormon ;md th e story of it s recovery have invited and faci litated our 

ent ry in to a world pul sing with d ivine powe r. They wo rk togetht'r to 

invite those who rece ive them to leave the wo rld of sl'ctar ia n co ntro

ve rsy ove r theology and live, in stc;l(1, in a worl d Illuch like the one 

described in our sc riptures. 

For the Sain ts, the scriptures arc thus not mcre ,lrti f,lets (rom <l 

dead past. And though they obviously descr ibe many th eo ph 'lIlies 
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,md other divine special rl'vela liuns, whal fe.llly co llnt s is not assent 
to their infallibili ty nor to their being the !inal, finished di vinc rcvcla ~ 

tion. We are not inlo hibl iohltry. The scriplul"l'S a rc JlU llheTllsclves 

r .... vela tions for liS, unless or un t il th e Hill y Spirit brings theTll 10 lifc 
in our he;Hts and minds- .wd then in o ur deeds. In this W.lY the 

scriptures provide us with a guid(· and a modd for our own imll1ed i
:lIe link , here and now, to the presence ,lOd power of God in ou r lives. 

What th is means is th ill, far mort' than with o thl'r C h ristians. our 

fait h is both grou nded in history .md has histo rica l evcnts central to 
its content. And these fo rm and di rect our identity in the present and 
direct our asp irations for the fUl ure, both here below and beyond. I 
have tried 10 cilpture this ethos by rcferring to the f(/ill l (luri memory 

of the Sa ints. What coun ts for us is nol nwrely an assent to theologi 
ca l formu lae; an in itial, momentary confessio n; or acce ptance of an 
invitat ion to come to the altar and be saved. We seck instead a trans

forming, eventually sanctifying, ind ividual and com munal exper i

cnce th at invo lves a lo ng and someti mes painful process of rebirth , 
fai thfulness to our cov(.' nants. constant repen tance. and a powerful 

linking of fa ith ,md del'ds thai often offends sectilr ian critics. 
Thus the faith of the Saints tends to be contested in th e are na of 

hi stor y and not that of theology. e ither dogmati c or systematic. 
Submiss ion to pa t theo logical formula e ca nnot justi fy or sanctify 

anyone any more than obedience to the ceremonial law requiring cir
cumcision ca n dete rm ine who is or is not gen uin ely right with God. 
What secms to trouble so me scc taria ns about th e Sa in ts is thaI we 

now li ve. like th e former Sain ts, in a wo rld of wonders-incl udi ng 
sec rs and prophets ilmong the covenant peop le of God- and not in 

th e sec ta rian wo rl d domin:Jted by theo log ica l spec ulati on, contro
ve rsy, care fu lly crafted c reeds, and dogma tiC hair-splitting. Evan
gelical cri tics of the Church of Jesus Christ need to realize that, in

stead of doing theology, especi:llly in their way-that is, strivi ng to 
sort out pm.zles generated over years of uninspired and uninspiring 

theo logical di sputation- we tell sto ri es. These stori es li nk us to the 
past, recalling God's might y decds, and shape the future as they form 

our identity as the covenant peoplc of God. 
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A wo rl d like that of the Bible, in whi ch the he,lVc ns are not 

closed, is a world pulsing wit h d ivine purpose and power and thereby 

permeated with gifts from God. To testify to these things, for us, is 

not to play the ga me of theo logic al or phi losophical disputat ion, 

however en ticing and amusing that so rt of thing may be. Neither is it 

to invo ke language that the evangelica ls tend to call witlless ing- a 

language in which, in add ition to co nfessing Jeslis ,IS Lord and Savior, 

one must ;l lso have the co rrect th eo logical dogma setting out the 

doct rine of just ifi ca tion, and one must proclaim the dogma tha t 

God, understood as Being-Itself, created everyth ing (i ncludi ng time 

and space) out of nothing. Our approach is, instead, a public witness 

of a rea lilY in ou r lives that is vo uchsafed 10 us by the Holy Spir it. 

Eva ngel icals may someti mes irn'lgine-bui lding perhaps on their 

own experie nce of a momen tary emotio nal lw inge as they answe red 

an altar call or had some si mila r ini t ial experience, when they were 

presumably rege nerated once and fo r all- that our fa ith is set out in 

the rout ine ways they commonly employ, or found in some thing 

similar to their ow n witnessi ng ri tuals. It is not. Instead, it is grounded 

in our own experience wit h the guiding, heali ng, and sanctifying in

Ouence of the Holy Spirit. 

The Ostlings sense tha i somet hing like this is t ru e by no ting Jan 

Shipps's comment tha t th e early Latter-day Sa ints "wc.::re co nscious of 

living th rough their own s,lCred history in;\ new .lge. They were also, 

in a sense, recapit ula ting the sacred histo ry of scripture through their 

ow n exper iences" (pp. 246-47).54 Th is expla ins why the Ostlings 

focus their attack on the Book of Mormo n as ,1 way of debunki ng the 

fai th of the Saints and collil te ring the prophetic truth claims made by 

Josep h Smith , whose exper ience opt'ned the heavens fo r those who 

have genuin ely trusled the restored gospel. This also expla ins why we 

sec the effo rts of dissiden ts or fo rmer La tt er-day Saints to fashion 

radically revisionist explanations of the found ing or generat ive events, 

o r anyo ne's efforts 10 exp l;l in away the Book of Mor mon, as fronta l 

;! Hacks on our fai th. 

54. While the stat~Il1 <'11I is ~ccur" Ii .. .I. far .IS it ):00. it is;1 ll1i ~lak..· 10 Ih il1k Ih,11111<' 

$<lints lin longer ,rc 11l<'llhcivrs this \V,ty. 
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The Os tlings cl ea rl y recogn ize th at our fa ith rests on histo ry. 
T hey se nse tha t, unlike Protestan ts, (h e Sain ts " remember" th e past, 

"and they remember in grea t detail. The remembrances bi nd them as 

a people" (p. 239) . This is exac tl y righl.55 And it ex plains why the 

Ostlin gs mock our somet imes clumsy effort s to defe nd , keep ali ve, 

and deepen the memo ry of the crucia l founding Iheophanies. It also 

explains wh y the Ostlings offer a rather pedestrian selection of com

pla ints abo ut the way we understand our own past, tell our story, and 
deal with revisionist accolln ts. 

It appe<lrs importallt for the Ostlings to challenge the in tegrit y of 

what we see as the hand of God in our illl illediilte past. Unlike some 

of th e less thoughtful sectarian cr iti cs, they sense that not hing much 

is to be gilined by qU:lrrel ing wit h us over competing interp retations 

of th e Bible. They (ocus instead on squabbles over the Latter-day Saint 

past, borrowing from a few di ss iden ts or former Latter-day Saints a 

tale of how "t he chu rch supp resses evidence Ihilt is con trary 10 th e 

offi cial interpretation" and of how it has "censured Mormon histor i

ans" (p. 25 1) who challenge wh;11 they call "onicial history." To defend 

"' traditi onal ' o r 'faithful histo ry,'" acco rd ing to th e Ostli ngs, "means 

that sensiti ve historical issues frequently are dow nplayed, avo ided, or 

denied" (p. 247) . Thi s is, of course, the ideological stan ce cu rrentl y 

be ing ad vanced by those who arc anx iOliS to place the chu rch in the 

worst possi ble light, who want to create public rela tions problems, 

and who engage in sensati o nalism or p,lrtisan propaganda as they 

avoid deali ng with substilnti vc issues. 

Certainl y, Latte r-day Sa int hi story ca nnot be shielded from cr iti 

cal attention (see p. 247). Thus, in order to point oul effo rt s by the 

Saint s to downplay "sensiti ve histo ri ca l iss ues" in an a ttempt- as 

they sec it- to shi eld our f.lith from the rca l trllth aboul the past, the 

55. I h'IVO: 'ldv,HK,oJ mor,' drlJiI.:d vasiuns of th is 3rgunwnt ds ... whrr .... S ...... , for ... x

ample, Ih~ 'lrt!unwnl Sd OUI in my l'SS'IY t:nlilled "Mod ... rn;l y, Hislory Jnd Lalkr-d3Y 
$.I;nl Failh ,~ whi~h 311" ... ;)r. in J'o'/QrIllViI 11I,.",i,i .. 5 ill Tr<lIl,ilioll, 20--24; and also s ... c a Im)fl· 

~ I.lbor.lk versiun of Ih,· 'lr);unwnl in ""'0 Iknl" mba mill K,>t:I'·' On Ih ... Book of ,\-\ormnl1 

as an Ancic.>111 Book," in Til" I )i,fipl,· <1$ .~clml"r: I:$$<lJ'S ,m Scrjpl""~ mid I/le Ancielll World 

ill /-I<>1W' of Riduml Llo}'<1 AII,/..,.« ',I. oXI. Skl'lwn I). Ricks, iJonald W. Parry. a nd Andrew H. 

I -Ied t!c~ ( I'mvo>, Ut,lh, FAllMS, 2(00). <J5-11O. 
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Ostl ings quote Marti n E. Marty, a distin guished Protestant h isto rian 

of Aml!rica n rel igion. Mart y was act uall y making a somewhat d iffe r+ 

ent po int about the Sa in ts, which the OSllings sce m 10 igno re. Wha t 

he argu ed is Iha t " fait h <t ll ached to o r med iated throu gh historical 

eve nts"-which is th e kind of faith ch<lracterist ic of mainstream 

Christianit y. Jmlaislll , and islam, 

has always had some dimensions of an "offense" or "scil1ldal" 

to the insider jLlst as it has bec n only that to the outsider who 

despises. Awareness of the pettinesses and peccadillos among 

leaders o r injustices in the record of a pcople-one thinks of 

the Christian Crusades and Inquisition or the papal corrup+ 

t ion in many ages-has to be some sort ofthreill to the c];lrity 

of fai th's " isiol1 , though it cl earl y ha s 110t mea nt the loss of 

faith ... o llihe P;lft of so many who afC awa re.'" 

Acco rd ing to Ma rt y, "whoever kn ows how C hr istian fa ith sur vives 

and can survive knowledge of all the evidences of fallibilit y and sca n+ 

da l that occurred through hi story will understand why the out sider 

historian finds trivial the qu estion of whether the faith lof L.lIIer+day 

Sain tsl is threatened by the revciat ion of human shortcomi ngs ."5i 

But, in o rder to appreciale Mart y's po int , one must have sc rut inized 

account s of Chri st irm hi sto ry th at move beyond the fi rst cC l1tury.$~ 

56. Martin E. M~rly. '''!'',o lnl';grilies: An Addr~.,> h' Ihe Crisis of " ' urmun His· 
toriography," in f(lith/1I1 His/ur)', 174. 

57. Ibid., 175. 

51\. I hJv" (om'" ~W,ty from reading U<>g"r E. Olson's SIUfY "f Chrisrirw TII<'ul"<~r: 

1i .... IIIY Ct'lIlurics a/Twdi/wlI IIlId RcfvrlU (Downers (;wn-, 111.: InterVaI's;ty, I <J~), with ,I 
de ... p melancholy. Ulson pmvid.:-s a nic" intdlo:ctual h i ~l {)r)' 'on-ring the m;';n outlin,·s of 
posthiblical tlK'Qlogkal disputation. hUI the even mor ... d"press in!: ."cou nts ~ rl' "ssc" li;lllJ' 
sO\'ial and polit ical. And there, ewn with the help of ,I t:lithful guid,., (In~ c,,,mot avoid th .. 
ug ly, depressing tales of human depravity 1 h,ll cunstitut,- the wry suhst,lI\ce of the s\()ry 

being told. It is in th(' fac" of theS(' "ppalling del,ti ts, I'n,fessor "'afl)' Jrgucs, that those 
with pious dispositions find various "'ays III SCC a gl immer of light in the midst of ;Ill Ihe 
intrigues and I11aneuvering, the l)omp and politks, Ih{' blood and gore. For In effort to 
put th is t{'rrihle t~1l- in th,- b,'SI possibll- light. on,' might mnsul\ 3 soci,11 hi .,\tory of 

Christianity like that provided by JuslO L. l,onzall'1, '/'II.' Swry pf CiJriSlilllli/),. 2 \'ols. (S~n 
Francisco: H3Tp ... r & Row, 1984- 85). Nothing in the l.;ltler·day $:Iinl pJst resembles Ih~ 
d"'adful story told b), ConZ<lla. 
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Of course Marty sees that we are concerned about what he calls "pub

lic relations" issues. The problem is not that we have not and can not 

continue to co me to terms with such matters, or that our fait h ca n

not surv ive an awareness of our rather obvious imperfectio ns, but th,lt 

these huma n imperfections and mistakes- if we are certain they are 

such- a rc co nstan tly being used to damagc the ch urch by cri t ics who, 

it must be noted, are orten not interested in the full truth 'lbout our 

past. An d yet the faith persists and prospc rs. Thc reason is that reve

latio ns of shortcomings among the Saints do nOI somehow nullify 

our experiences as ind ividuals and as a comm unity with the gu id 

ance and assurance of the Holy Sp ir it. The constan t barrage of effort s 

to embarrass the ch urch that appears in boo ks, newspapers, maga

zi nes, and tabloids is, of course, a co ncern to the Sa ints. But the Sa ints 

have never known a time when th is sort of lhing was not ta king place. 

And the stark contrast between the reality we experience and the 

lurid Slu ff in the latest offensive tab loid only deepens our apprecia

tion for the gifts [hilt cOllle from God, 

"Yel intellectually," according to Marty, address ing directly the is

sue of the sins of the Saint s, "these arc not of much inte rest."S'i The 

reason is that "most of the wri ti ng on Mormon histo ry Ihat poses a 

problem" concerns what he calls the "genermive events" -t he found 

ing theophan ies and the Book of Mormo n.1>O According to Marty

,1Ild he is correct on this issue- I he reaso n is that, "if the beginning 

of the prome nade of Mormon history, the First Vis ion and th e Book 

of Mormon, can surv ive the crisis, the n the rest of the promenade 

fo ll ows and nothing that ha ppens in it ca n really detract fro m the 

miracle of \he whole.""1 If the fou nding Iheophanies and the Book of 

Mo rmon "do not su rvive, there ca n be only antiquarian, not fateful 

or faith -full, interest in the rest of the story."/>! 

Gossip about a few dissidents and apostates ( those the Ost lings 

cal l "Dissenters and Exi les," PI'. 351- 71 ), the alleged rnistre-atment by 

59. M.lrty, ·'Tw<> Illtq;riti..,~: · 176. 

1>0. Ibid. 
61. Ihid. 
61. Ihid. 



170 ' FARMS REV[EWO[' 1300l-:s 14/1-2 (2002) 

some of the Brethren of a few historians, complaints that some mate

rials in the church archives arc not avai la ble to just anro ne, o r efforts 

of a few to focus attention on the ev il s of polygamy o r the terr ible 

event at Mou ntai n Meadows should not be of major concern ei ther 

to the Saints or to those familiar with the historr of religious move

ments generall r. And this is, I believe, the point made by Martin 

Marty. Those who focus on such issues-wheth er disside nts, former 

Latter-day Sa ints, or sec ular o r secta rian anti -Mo rmons, including 

journalists-have a superfic ial understanding of the ground and co n

tent of our faith, at best. At worst, they prove themselves willing to 

em ploy any means for essent ially polemical purpose~ . 

Co ntrar y to wha t some sectarians assume, we do no t view our

selves or our leaders as infall ible or inerrant. Instead, we recognize 

that our best efforts to find favor with God, our sincerest st ruggles to 

keep the commandmen ts and to build Zion, even wit h assistance 

provided by God, arc always flawcd. We arc alwa ys in need o f divine 

mercy. So pointing ou t mistakes o r trotting out tales of what appear 

to be imperfcct ions does not accompl ish what our cnem ics des ire, 

though it may so metimes const itute a pub li c rebtians problem for 

us. And what might we make of Ihe fact that Ollr criti cs some times 

have Ihei r own rather embarrassing foibles? These arc often ignored. 

Dissiden ts, journalists, and rev isio nist historians arc not P:lrticllJarly 

eager to reveal em barrassing tendencies about themselves and cer

ta inly do not welcome an inspection of their own shortcomings, which 

arc sometimes relevant to the issues being contested. Anti -Mormons 

who arc obsessed with our f,lUltS, and espec iall y with those of the 

Brethren, have often not been will ing to make public c('rtain details 

about d issiden ts whose reputations they have found it useful to pro

tect for their ow n part isan purposes.",·l 

63. For examl'k. $,Hl(lra and krald 'ElIlIll" r, invc\<.'rak so.·c t;lr iJll .lIlti·Morlllon publi· 

ci'ls, knew "bout D. r>.·lichJd Quinn'~ h"'I\OSe~\1:11 proclivities Inn" bd ...... , he fin.llly m.lde 

theS<." public. Sandra T.l!lllc r tuld nit. for exal1ll'le. that she found hi~ notorious sex surwy 

simply revolting. But the '1;lnncrs s .. itt no[hin~ th,'n or .~lIb"·'IUell[ I)' ahout this nl.lIla. 

Why? Is illhal they lind hi~ revisionist history ~nd his " "rson,,1 all;l(k~ on the I3r(·thrcn 

useful? This appears [0 be I ll(' C;lS'·. Si IK<.' th,'}" m;\rkd his stuff. If St~ w~ I",w ,111 ")(I'lall'" 
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Some Unfo rtu nate Ideological Label ing 

In addition to the debat(' over the truth of the Book of Mo rmon, 

the Ostl ings mentio n my closely related co ntribution to th e recent 
co nt rove rsy over how best 10 approach the Latter-day Saint past. 

However, in stead of dealing with my argumen ts, they me rely classify 
me as "ve ry conservative," wh ile they lionize form er Latter-day Saint 

historian D. Michael Quinn , whom they label a "libe ral." Quinn is 
made into a truly he roic figu re, presumably because of his se lf

procl ai med insistell ce on "simple ho nesty among scholars" (p. 2S 1), 

as men ti oned :lhove. The lise of amorphous, highly politic ized labels 

is, I su ppose, to be expected from journalists whose world comes in 
the form di cta ted by the sea ting arrange ment s in th e Fre nch parli a
ment- tha t is, right , center, left (or co nserva tive, moderate, libera l). 

Th is stu ff is th e very life blood of journ alists but the dea thbed of 

genu ine understandin g. The Ostlings, regrettably, employ such crude, 

ideolog ical pigeonh ol ing when they seek to desc ribe the conversation 

going on among hi stori;ms on how best to deal with the essentials of 

chu rch history. 
,<\'hen journa l isIs label someth ing "tradi tio nal" an d those who 

defend it "conservat ive," they consign both to the dustbin. That is just 
the way thi s kind of labeling wo rks. O ne hardl y needs an argume nt 

when one can substitu te pejor:tt ive l:tbels for plaus ible, co herent 
analysis ;llld a carefu l weighing of evidences. 1'0 cite one insta nce 

with which I am we ll acqu ai nted, th e Ostlings pic tu re me as one of 
the "arti culate adherents of the conservative posi tion" on how best to 

app roach the past of the La tt er-day Saint s (p. 4 l6). But beyond th is, 

the Ostl ings neglec t to ex pla in exactly what my pos ition is. Instead, 
they contrast me wi th Ric hard L. Bushman, whom th ey descri be as 
holding a "moderate stlnee" (p. 4 16). They fail to ind icate on which 

issues and in what w<lys I am supposed to differ with Bush man. 

Differenct's in style among wr iters would not seem \0 be suffic ient 

groun ds for the dist inction the Ostlings W'lIlt to make. I am fond of 

liOI1 fo r lhc·ir f;l illlr~· to 1l1 ~· l1 li(ln f,, ( ts ,Iholl l h im "nd hi ~ C SSJ y~ th"t might diminish his 

uSt"ful nc'ss in thdr own ":,I111I',lil(n ag;linst the dlUrch. 
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Bushman's essays on th e Latter-day Saint past;h4 I cannot identi fy one 

iss ue on which I am aware of a disagree men t with him , Why, then, 

am I placed in a diffe rent catego ry? Is it perhaps because the Ostli ngs 

do no t rea ll y un derstand th e li terature th ey ci te? O r if th ey und er

stand thi s lit erature, why do th ey choose to employ clu msy ideologi

call abeJin g? Is it because they a rc engaged in a partisa n, polemica l 

campaign? If not, then why not co nfront th e arguments? 

The Ostlings are, howeve r. correc t in di stin guishin g my pos i

tion-and also that of Bushman-from that of Quinn . as we ll as in 

repo rtin g that he claims no t to be dri ven by an agenda or ideology 

and therefore to be an objective historian,t.~ Both Bushman and I main 

tai n that such claims arc substantivel y empt y, concept uall y confused, 

and sel f-se rving,b6 Disregardin g th e literatu re o n the possib ilit y and 

desirabilit y of objec tivit y in doing histo ry, Quinn co nt rasts what he 

describes as his des ire to be "fa ir and object ive" with what he label s 

"ultimate objecti vity,"t.7 Seemingly, he refers to those who wallt their 

readers to view thelll and th eir associates as " fa ir and objec tivr"

th at is. disinterested, det'lChed, honest, bal.anced, o r dispassio nate

in the thin gs they write about the past, while they picture those with 

whom th ey disagree. especiall y th eir critics. as bi ased. polem ical, .md 

essenti ally dishonest. But , in fac t, no one either defends o r criti cizes 

wha t Quinn desc ribes as "ultimate object ivi ty." an d Quinn hi mself 

ignores th e lite rature tha t is foc used prec ise ly o n such cl aims, He 

blasts away at a straw man. seemi ngly as a way of prese rving his at

tachment to a thin vers ion of the myth of objecti vit y rath er than 

dealing with the act ual criticisms of th at ideology, Thi s approach has 

64. Set", for example, Richar(t L. nu~h]ll J "'s J"s"ph Smilll "11.1 II", /kt;""i"ss "f Alor
monism (Urbana: Uni\,{"rs ity of Ill inois Prt'ss, 1<184), 

65, SC(' Quinn's plea for "fullctiOl1.l1 obje..:tivity" ill his" Edi tor's Int roduction" to Til,' 

New A/om!!m lIislVry: Rt'visi,,,,isl F.sSiIYS "" III,' P,I>/, cd, I), /l.lidmd Oll;nn (S" h LIke Cit)': 
Signatllrl' Books, 1992), viii, 

66. $C(' Richard L. llush1l\Jn's cssa)' <' n tilkd "F,lilhflJj History," Pi<l/")lu" 4H (1 969): 

15-17; reprinled in /'ailllflil /-lis/or}" 6-7, Bll,hl11:ln's r,'marks (3 11 he Wlllpart'd with Illy 
views as SCI OU I in ~ n l'ssay enti tled "'['h(' Myth of Ohj(,divit),: SOil'" Lt's~ons for l.att~ r · 

day Saints," S"II5I011<', August 1990,54- 56. 

67, Quinn, "Editor's IntroouClion," \o 'ltl" Nt'''' Mort/mlll/;slorr, "iii, 
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beco me Quin n's stock- in -trade . Docs he wa nt hi s readers to beli eve 

that he is al lowi ng evidence to spea k it s tru th thro ugh him as a de

tach ed, objective, neut ral observer, while hi s c ritics a re pictured as 

pernic io us pa rt isans or polemicists driven by a corrupting ideology? 

Seemingly. He charges those with whom he disagrees with dishon 

esty, He ignores the need for comity among scholars involved in con

versa ti ons over int ellectual iss ues, In 'lddition, some rather deeply 

held prejudices seem to dictate his understand ing of what constitutes 

evidence, as well as to control his inte rpret ations and explanations , 6~ 

Is someone wholly "fair and objective," however those words arc 

understood, whi le cove rt ly advancing a private agenda?6\1 The Ostlings 

ignor(' such questions, In stead, th ey iden tify Quinn as a "liberal" and 

a lso as "a 'new Mormon histor y' sc holar who attempts to combine 

the goal of object ive scho larship and ca ndor with taking faith claims 

seriously" (p, 4 16). Leonard Arrington granted that "every histor ian's 

judgments were inescapabl y influenced by their interests, values, and 

private bel ie fs,"7U If thi s assess ment is true, and I believe that it is, 

then we have gro un ds for wonde ring if individua ls arc bei ng open 

and honest if they do not make public their lifestyle preferences until 

after they arc excommun icated from the church, while telli ng what 

amounts to tail tales about why they we re "officially" removed from 

the COIllIII un i! y of Sain ts, 71 

611. In his '·Th ... New Mormon tlyst<.'ria," 811I1S/011<', March 1993, S, Quinn claims that 

,,"hal he lal>ds di shOtH'Sl "Tr,lditiolhlll\·lOfmun History," whatl'v<'r Iha t is, Hs.Jnilite< the 

Mormon past of human j"fi,llibiiily'· (empha<is addcd). \\'1I,lt he lIlay haw I>ccn trying I .. 

~ar in Ihis dialrihe is Ihal 11ll" hislOry he loath.-s does nut eillphasize "human jiIWbi/i/y" 
69. Sc',', fo r n.lmplc, Qui nn , Sll/Ih··S,'X I »),l1Ilmirs IImong Nill,'IUIlI/t.Cl'lJlllry Am/'f;· 

<WIS: A Mor",o" E.:"",pI.' (Utba l1:l: Ullin'rsily of Illinois Press. 1996). Com pJre Klaus I. 

Ha!l><.'n, "Quinnsp<',lk:' FARMS R,'"j,'lV of Ixw!;,s 1011 (1998): 1 J2-40; and Georg;.' L. Millon 
anil Rhdl S. lanl<'s. UA Ih'sl'on,<· 10 D. Mich,ld Quinn's Homosexual Dislorlioll of LaUer

day Saint I-l islory," FARMS R"t'jrw "f H,,,,ks 1011 ( I '}(lS): 141 - 263, 

70. l.<'un,lrd I. Arrin~tnn, Adl·f lllllrn (If <I C/II/rell f-/iMorillll (Urbana: U ni vers il y of 

lIIinuis Pr,'s", 1'}'JII), 70, 

7 1. I'or" S)·1ll1''' lhdi( ,lcc<>unl of Quinn·s Imublc~ with Ihe church, selccliwly Jr~wn 

fn.>m hi~ <>wn p"pas, Sl'e l."vin:l Her,ling Anderson. ·'DNA Mormon: U. MichJri Qllinl1," 

in """nlwlI Mmw;.-h: bS/ly, /111 0;$5.."lrr.<. ,·d_ lohl) $;lIilo ~nd Susan Siaker (Salt [ ... lke 

City: Si!(tlatu,,'ll,)oh, 20(2). IN- OJ_ 
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Quinn has become a major figure in anti -Mormon attacks on the 

church. He has filled hi mself well for this role by, among other thin gs, 

fashioning a rep ut ation for quarreling with the Brethren over how 

the past of the Saints ought to be approached. 72 Th is makes of him a 

stick with wh ich others can beat the church. The Ostlings 1ll.lke con

siderable usc of him in that role. Rut why would journalists cite a nd 

quote my writ ings? The reaso n seems to be that the Ostlings have a 

story 10 tell, and the y need, in addi t ion to heroes like Quinn, a lew 

knaves to se rve ,IS foils. From th eir perspec tive, therefore, th ere ha s 

been a st ruggle between heroic " Iibt'rals" (li ke Quinn), who seek to 

be "objec tive and fai r," and malevolent "conserV,lIives," who can b(' 
portrayed as wanting to hide o r ignore the truth about the Latter-day 

Sa in t P<lSI, presumabl y so that th e Brethren can co n tinue 10 mo llify 

and manipulat e the faithful. Or, put in an alt ernative vocabulary, the 

Ostlings wallt to desc ribe a struggle between "new Mo rm on hi sto ri 

ans," who are pictured as wholeso me truth -lovers, and "traditionalists," 

who ins ist on sanitized, distorted version s of th e P iIS!. Th is is not an 

exagge rat ion: the Ostl in gs :lCtually pi cture me as nnxious to avoid 

telling the truth about the La tter-d,lY Sain t past (see pp. 250,4 16, 

418,425,426,436). In addit ion, they report tha t Elder Boyd K. Packer, 

speaking to teachers in the Church Educationa! Systelll assembled at 

Brigham Young University in 1981, commentt.'d on the way he be

lieved they ought to present the Latler-d,lY Sa int past 10 their young 

students (see p. 249). The cautions offered by Elder Packer are briell y 

sct fo rth by the Ostli ngs, who then cla im in melod ramati c languagt.' 

that his "stance has led to open wa rfare in hi story scho larship" (p. 250). 

In ali gning the I-lractit ioners of thi s " new hi story" on one side 

and " the propo nent s of ' fa ithful hi stor y'" (p. 250) on the o ther, the 

Ostlings abusl' an exp ress ion once employed by Ri cha rd Bushman, 

71 . l'or a WJOlon altack on Eldl'r~ Boyd K. l'ack.:r and Ezra 'l:,ft Ik"sn" II)' Q uinn , $,'~ 

his bi~.arrl' "On Bcing a Mormon Hi ~ t Qri .Hl (:,,).1 It s Aftam"th ):' in /·,,;r/,[ul Hi"orr. 
69-11 1. In th is samc css"y, Q ui nn hlasts away at my ti rst "cnHlrc i llln I\'lurmull intdk c

tu~l history. I have examined hi$ d i.llrihes dirl""t:kd at Illl" in nl ~ ,',;s;.,)' ~1l1 illed "COlllnl('nls 

nn (: rit ical Ex(hanges.~ PARA'IS R.'"jrw ,,[ /look.' 1 .l/I (200 1): 'B- 1 U3. 
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wh ile ignoring h is analys is.7.1 Bush man was not calling (or lyi ng (o r 

the Lord or fOf a san itized history tha t covefS over o r ignores anything, 

and neither a111 I. Wh;lt he invited is a 1110re thoughtful history-one 

more conso n,lllt wit h f'lith an d thereby less dependent on the indoc

trin<ltion tha i students umkrgo in secularized gra duate schools. He 

soug ht a history rnore ge nuinely devout and less dis int erested and 

detached. Bushm;l1l's own work as a Mormon histori<ln has exem pli

fied hi s presc ription s. WI..' arc not asking that the Breth ren or the Sa ints 

be presen ted as fault less heroes; they ought to be known in their fu ll 

hu manity, whi ch is clearly not without it s occas ional blemishes. We 

;1re, after all, struggling to obey God, ilnd like everyo ne we are imperfcct. 

I go a bi t furt her than Bushman , though: I also want my histo ri ans 

portr;lyed without halos. This has led, o( course, to some consterna

tion among those wh o h;1ve no qualms abo ut exposing th e faults of 

the Brethren but prefer Ihat their ow n remain hidden . 

The Ostl ings report that I alll among those who are "not histori 

nns," but who are, instead, "professors of political sc ience at Brigham 

Young University" who have been cri t ical o f so meth ing vaguely called 

"new Mormon history" o r "rev isio nist history." There is some truth 

to this, b UI no t Ill uc h. In stead of criticizi ng " new Mo rmon histo ry," 

I have mcn.·ly t ried to trace th e h isto ry of that slogiln . I have also 

so ught to figure out the func ti on of th is label in polemical literature 

like Mormoll AmcriCll, since there simply is no iden ti fiable movement 

tha t carries this name. Be that as it may, along wi th so me others I nm 

sa id to occasionally 

wr ite essays fOf independe nt joufnals sllch as SIIIIs/olle as 

well as ch urch-sa nctio ned publi ca tion s, defending th e idea 

thai "objec ti ve" or neutral history scholarship is an illusion. 

If one's researc h into history proceeds from naturalisti c 

7J, St'{' lIu,hlll,' Il'S {·"SoIY "ntitlcd "hlilhful Histo r y,~ in F"j/lt/lli fij,lof}', \- \ 7. A glallc,' 

at Ihis ,'ssay will indic,,!c how i"url1"I;~lS, following critics of the church, have 1ll;lnglt·d 

th~ m"~l1int: "f lIu~hlll ,m's 1,'llgUJt:'· hy turning it in to ;\ silly slogJn. 
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presupposit ions, it will inevitabl y do violence to faith claims, 

O nl y history that proceeds with in the language of fa ith ca n 

do justice to an understanding of the sac red, (p, 250F~ 

Elsewhere the Ostlings descri be SIII/slolle as u a styl ish outlet for 

liberals a nd di ssidents" (p, xx), For this and other reasons, I ha ve not 

been eager to publi sh in that magaz ine. The OSllings must have in 

mind essays by others, since all I have publi shed in that ven ue is a 

brief essay dealing wi th th e myth of objec tivi ty tha t captivates th e 

rhetoric a nd imagination of some Mormon hi sto rians, and two let

ters responding to radica lly rev ision ist essays'?s What the Ostlings fail 

to men ti on is that th e vast bulk of the response to th e radically revi

sionist literature produced by diss iden ts and (ormer Latter-day Sa int s 

has bee n publi shed by FARMS, In addition, th e Ostlings neglec t to 

set forth my argumcnts or those of others who have dealt with attacks 

on thc Book of Mor mon or our ma ny responses to various efforts to 

fashion some so-ca lled middle-pat h ex plana tion of Joseph Smith's 

propheti c truth cla ims. Ne ither do they indica te that, after two dec

ades, these arguments, as far as I can sec, have not been answered, ex 

cept with sloga ns and name-calling.1li 

74. This description mighl also fit iJi<l/ogm', which Im~ now 10S1 much of ilS eredibil 
ily. ThaI fact explains why m051 Luter.day Sainls view lhesl' I'uhli$hing venues wilh a 
measure of $uspicion. 

75. See my rt'view essay of Peter Novick, ,/,/,,1/ N,,/J/c /)rl'lIlII: 1'I1t' "OI'jcclil'ilJ' QII"~' 

Ii",," <lnd Iii,' Amrrialll /-/islOriw/ Profess;'m (N.·w York: Camhrids", University Press. 
(989), entitled "The Myth of Ohjectivity," '<;""51""r, Augu,t 1m. 54-5(,; ,1S well as a Ielkr 
entitled "Revisionist Pride," SWISIUHt', October 1991. 4- 5; and ,1 tener 1 w,m!cd entitled 
"Thl' Mormon Story:' nut which the editors .'milled "Thl' Mormun (1Iislslory," $lIIl5Ionc, 

februa ry 1992,9- 10. This fiddling wilh my title convinced Ille Iha t il is pointless t<> pull· 
li sh in lhal "enUI" si nce thl' editors Werl' not taking ser i()u~ly Ihe Ihings they included il\ 
their mag'l~ine _ 

76. An e~alllple of obfuscat ion, ironically passing;ls Jlfl'sumably "Objl'Clivc" s.:hobr
ship, can ne found in n. Mirhad Quinn's Ellrl,. Mon,,,,uism <II"/Ih,' MII~i( Wurld Vi,'h', 
rev. and enlargl'd I'd. (S;\ 11 Lake City: Sign;lture lIooks, 19911). In numerous I,;rssages, 

Quinn lurns his critics in lo "LD$ polemicists" ur "fAR MS pokrnicisls" by fJbricaling an 
idiosyncratic notion of ""h,l1 conSlitu!cs a Il()klllic, th,:,n they a,,' rout indy ,I(cus,',l of dis
hOllesly. and thcir vil'w,~ are caricJtured and rl'jl'c ted withoul oeing ronfrunled. St'<" 

William I. Hamblin, «Th,1t Old Blark M,'gi',~ fARMS R,'vi"", <>f /lImb 1212 (1000): 
225- )93, for sorne of th<" dct"ils. 
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The Ostlings, Countcrcultists, and Mainstream Evangelicalism 

As [ have indicated, the Ostl ings do not seem to be com fortabl e 

with the zealots who constitute the bulk of th e sectarian cou ntercu lt 
ind ust ry. Instead, th ey seem to rt'present a so mewhat more sophisti 
ca ted and responsible brand of sectarian anti-Mormonism--one that 

is so mewhat better informed and more courteous. (In fact , the evan
gel ical movement, into which the Os tl ings seem to fit, was started by 
Billy Graham and others in the 1940s in an effort to blunt and re

place excesses found in the funda menta list ideology that had come to 
dominate conservative American Protestantism between the two world 
wars.) The Ostlings seem to me eithe r not to have fi rst hand kn owl

edge of essentia[ly fundamenta iisl coun tercultism or to have chose n 

not to follow in the footsteps of the anti-Mormon segment of the in
dustry.77 [n effect, they seem to have borrowed much of their charac

terization of the agenc ies and individuals that produce or promote 

ant i-Mormon pro paganda from one of my commentaries on con
temporary sec taria n ant i-Mormonis m (sec pp, 34S_S0),7H 1 am no t 

sure how this fact will play ou t among countercultists, who may not 
be aware that the Ostlings move in other and somewhat higher circles, 

They may conclude that an enemy of their enemy, despite the differ
ences, is at least temporarily a friend, However, to fai l to distin guish 

th is new brand of ant i-Mormonism from their own would be a mani

festa tion of the propagandistic nature of these quarrels, For si mi la r 

77. Except for the Southern ijal,tist Convention, which, sadly. is now officially in

vo!\'('d in its ,Ktivit il's and rhetoric, th\! wuntercuh industry is still marginal "mong many 

conservative Protes t;",t,. I'o r details "hout the sue involvement in (ouJltercuhism, see 
Danic! C. Peterson, '''Shall They NO! Both !'all into the Ditch?' What Certain Baptists 

Think The)' Know ahnut the Restored GUSpcl,H !'ARMS Rey;ew of /)ooks lOll (1998); 

12-96; and also Mid~Ir)', MA "1:"'Slcd Web': The Walter Martin Miasma," I'AlUt1S Rel'i('w 

or/)ooks l2f1 (2000): .180-83. 

7!!. Th,' Osllings (it~ my ,'ssa), ~ntitlcd "Anti-Mormonism and the N~wf;"'gled 

Counter,ult Cuhure,H FAI{MS Revi .... · of H()ok" lOll ( 1998): 271-..\40. In this essa), I assess 

the r,mgt' of "nti-f','lormon ism found in the ,ectaTi"n countercuh mO"ement I do this by 

comml'nting un K~ith Tolbnt', Tire Oin'(f"ry orGlir RfS"I,rc/, Orglll,i;:"t;"",; A \VlIr/dwide 

Usri"li of 752 AS'·"r;," ""d 1",/;yid,,,,ls (Trenton. MidI.: American Rcli!1,iolLS Ccntrr, 19'::l6). 

It s<'ems that the ()stlin~s 1<11(>\\, of Tolbert's work through my assessment of its mll1cnts. 
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reasons, sec ul ar cri I ics of th e ch 1I rch for m tempor;l ry a II iances wit h 

sectarian co untercu ltists when firi ng at thl' Sa ints, and coun tercult ists 

may borrow from and be dependen t on for mer Latter-day Sain ts who, 

in other si tuat ions, arc their mortal enem ies. 

The Ostlings, it turns out, me nt io n my an alysis of th t' cur renl 

c ri.~i s facing what was once known as the Reorgan ized Church of Jesus 

Chr ist of Latter Day Saints, the co nt rolling fac tio n ot" whi ch is now 

know n as the Community of Chr ist (p. 426) .7'1 In Ihis selli ng, their 

tre,l lment of my publica lions is much like thei r treatme nt of those of 

the cou nterc ult industry-that is, my essays are not , as elsewhere in 

Morlllon America, unfavo rably co ntrasted with the ideology of vari 

ous noisy disside nt s, cultu ral Mormons, or for mer Laltt'r+day Sa int 

hislorians. Instead, my work 0 11 the cou ntercultists an d on the RLDS 

see ms to h'lVe been mined by th e Ostlin gs for lI Sl'flil in fo rmation, 

Thus, when bo rrowi ng frOIll some ot" my essays, th l' Ostlings do nol 

hint that I am a kind o f Nea nderthal conservat iv('. But when Ihey 

port ray the issues at stake in the current battlc ove r the Book of Mor

mon, their way of dealin g with my wri ting, and that of o thers as well , 

shifts into a fami liar negative mode. 

I am not the onl y Latter-day Saini scho lar who h,1S been puzzled 

by the way the Ostl ings de.ll with th eir work. Others whose nam es 

show up here and there in MOf/I/{JI/ Amerim hav(' indica ted 10 Ille 

that their posit ions on va rious issues have been disto rted in on(' way 

or ano ther. None of th ese scholars repo rts bei ng in t(' rvicwed by th e 

Ostl ings, a nd none was o ffered an opport unit y to comment on the 

book prior to its publication, The Ostlings could easily have improved 

the overall quality of their book if they had so ught t ile ass ista nce of 

those best fitt ed to com ment on th eir work, ra the r th'lIl tllrni ng to 

Ihose who <He perhaps eage r fo r a vin di cation fo r their ow n emo

tiona l estrangement from the mai nstream Latter-day Sain t intellec 

tual com munit y. 

79. $,..;: Louis Midgley. MThc nadk at Rdormatiol1 of ,t1<' Ikorganiz.llion of the' Res· 

toration: lt~een' C.hanges in ,he Rl. ll$ UnJl·rst,mding of thl' llook of Morm.)n," JOUT/hl/ 

or Ho.,k or /I.-lor",,,,, Stwlic! 212 ( 19'13): 132...(, .1. 
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Sign ifican tly, eve n moderate eva ngeli cals like the Ostli ngs make 

use of former Latter-d'1Y Sa i nt hi sto rian D. Michael Qui nn. H is essays 

a re cited and quoted more often in Morm(}11 America than those of 

any other author. [n other contexts one can assume that the Ostlings 

wou ld not be fond of his new ideology. The Ostl ings indicate in a n 

endnote that "three years after his excommunication, D. Michael Qllin ll 

let it be known publicly tha t he is hOlllosex ual , but th at issue played 

no part in his years of diffi cult y wi th LDS officials" (po 427). How do 

they know what did o r did no t pl aY.1 ro le ill his exco mmunicat ion? 

Did "LDS offic ial s" provide this informat io n? Elsewhere they opine 

that "official ly his \ 993 excommunication ste mmed from an arti cle 

... cla imi ng that Joseph Smith effec tively gave women the priest

hood " by incl uding them in the endowment a nd sea ling ceremo ni es 

"and a 1992 S/llIstolle essay on church repression" of what he consid

ers the tru th aboul the Latl er-day Saint past ( po 357) . Currently the 

ch urch makes no st<ltt'ment s, offici.1I or otherwise, on di sciplinary 

matters. There are no ofl icial announcements upon which the Ostlings 

could pOSSibly have relied. Instead, they parrot Q uinn's acco unt and 

label it "offi ciaL" But they are, after all, in vestig'1tive journalists, and 

th ere are ways of figuring out wha t might have led 10 Quinn's excom· 

municat ion . Eve n without a n official announce ment , it would not be 

e ntirel y im plaus ible to suspec t that his excommunication lllld hi s 

homosex ualle.,nings might be linked. 

Lavin., Anderso n, in an (Ipologia fo r Quinn, reports that in a let 

ter dated 18 May \ 993, Paul Hanks, his stake president, mentioned 

"'ve ry sensi ti ve mallen' that were not rel ated to Michael 's hi storical 

wr i tin gs ." ~u And what migh t they be? Acco rdin g to Anderson, "the 

allusion to Michael's se xual ori entation, which Michael had not yet 

made pub lic, was unmistakable." Despi te this acknowledgme nt , 

Anderso n repo rt s that Quinn rema ined skepti cal "that nonhistori cal 

questions prompted Hanks's persisten ce" in tryin g to have a conver

sat ion wi th him in which th ese "ve ry sens iti ve mailers" could be 

110. Al1d..,rson. " I)NA />"lormon; I). Michael Q uinn." ·\50. 
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resolved:'11 Despite what appears to Anderso n as an allusion to moral 

issues, Quinn seems to have wanted to believe that his problems wit h 

the Church of Jesus Christ res ulted from concern about what he had 
publ ished and not hi s "sexual o ri entation ." Why? I wonder if he 

avoided having a cOllve rsation with Paul Han ks so that he could con

tin ue to assert that what he had written about the Latter-day Sa int 

p.lst led 10 his excommunication. He dearly wanls 10 be seen as an 
hon est truth -teller who has been hounded for his virtu es. Lavina 

Anderson, thou gh, has now provided a more plausible explana tio n of 

Quinn's excommunicat ion th.mlhe one he has insisted 0 11 . 

Lamentably, much like bo th sec ular c ritics and countc rcultists 

gene rally, the Ostlings usc Quinn when it suits their own parti san 
polemica l purposes, whi le ignoring or down playing th e genui nel y 

tragic side of his story and its im plic;lI ions for the tales he 1ells. 

Partisan Advocacy 

Like the edit ors of The New MomlOIl Clml/clIgc, th e Ostlings do 

nOI wa nl to seem ope nly or stridentl y hostile towa rd the Sa ints. They 

are, instead , co ndescending in WllyS Ih;lI are anal ogo us to the way vir

tu ally every commun ity of bel ievers gets trea led by journ alists, in 

cl uding eva ngelica ls and their alli es. But at limes the' OSl lings drop 

the guise of ba lanced, objective reporters. An example of this lapse 

inlo partisa n advocacy can be found, amo ng other places, when they 
co nfront the issue of hu man deification (se~ pp. 307- 14). Th~y garble 

what the Saints leac h and believe on this mailer by initially reducing 

the early Chri stian doctrine of deification to an ex le'nsion or reflec 

tion of a bland "M~thodi st and Armin ian view or sa nctificati on, a 

doctrine of man's potential perfectibi lity through free choice with th e 
help of God's grace" (p. 307). But they then claim tha i this Armi ni(l n

style sa ncti fi ca tion, which is pres umably entirely unli ke the Laller

day Saint teachin g, "was thorou ghl y trinitaria n and retain ed a di s-

81. Ibid. , 3S l. 
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t inct ion between the crea ture and the creator" (p. 307).ri2 " In Mor

monism man has the po tenti al fo r ac tual godhood" (p. 307). T hey 

also more tha n hinl thai we do no l d istinguish be twee n ourselves 

and God, while they cla im tha t pat rist ic writers did not really mean 

de ific.nion as the ful fi llment of tht., potential for actual god hood. For 

those who reject the most mdical or ex t reme vers ions of Calvinism 

and consequentl y belic\'{: in gen u ine moral age ncy, if the Ostlings 

arc correct, sanctific<ltion bea rs little resemblance to deification. 

I n th is way the OS lli ngs str ive to rebut some of the scholarl y ap

pea ls by Latt er-da y Sa int scholars to the pat ristic literatu re in which 

deifica ti on is a cen tra l teaching. They ci te;1 few scholars outside the 

Latt er-day Sa int tra ditio n who in some cases have been coached to 

d istinguish what is found in the patristic literature from LDS teach

ings (see pp. 3 10-12). One of these insis ts on "an o ntologica l gap" 

between man and God (p. 31 1), whate,'er that st ran ge, non bibli cal 

language may mea n. T he Sain ts do no t, of co urse, deny th at pro

foun d differences ex ist between God an d his child ren. But philo

so ph ical not io ns associa ted with the Gree k word for Being (011)

ontology, onto logica l ga ps, :md so fort h-do not account fo r these 

differences. Since wc do not imagine that God, und erstood as Being

[t self, created everyt hing, including ti me and space an d human be

ings, o u t of noth ing, we have no di fficul ty with the biblical co nce pt 

th,lI, wha tever Ollr curren t weakm'sses and limitations, we are of the 

sa me genus as our Fat her in Heaven and his Son. We also believe that 

all of ou r Fat he r's child ren have, throll gh fai th (understood as t rll st 

in Jesus as Redee mer from sin, and also as Lord and Sav ior), the pos

si bilit y of becoming the seed of Ch rist. We thus hope to become one 

wi th the Messiah or Chri st, just as he is one wit h his and our Fat he r, 

82. By u1horoughly Irinil.lf i~n·· Ih~ Ostling.~ 1ll.IY haw in mind a form of th., old 

Sabdlian or modalist ha~sy-which is r,!lher common among critics of Ihe Church of 

ksus Chr ist. This h"resy dfl"<tively dl·nie.~ lhat ther ... arc three d isti nct members of Ihe 
(jodlw~d. This is .tone in Jll cffOrilo I'mll"Cl thl'iT undnstanding of monOlhl'isrn Jgaiost 

wh,l\ Ihey l"ron);I)' ,,,n'civ~' nf as Mormon potytheism. 
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by mak ing and keeping a coven,ln l thaI makes possi ble our eve ntual 

full rebirth through hi s gifts. in his likeness, and wi th whatever of his 

attribu tes he ca ll equ ip us with. 

Following those who invo ke ca tegor ies foreign to the script u res, 

the Ostlings also make much of wh,lt they ca l! the "nature" or "es

sence" of God (p. 31 1), wh ich they insist is both incorporea l .lnd 

nontemporal. This is pres umably done in an effort to drive a radica l 

wedge between God and hu man beings such tha t no one ever re.l lly 

has "Iht' potentia l for ac tual godhood ." They strive to turn their un

dersta nding of the anc ient view of I""osis into a version of Armin ian 

no tions of sanct ifica tio n. What the Ostlings do no t set out is exact I}' 

why and how the Latte r-day Sai nt idea of deification is linked to 

sa nctifica tion-sometimes also ca lled exalta tion. If they hold done 

this, they wo uld have had to in form their readers Ihat the Sa ints be

lieve that sanctification is possiblt· only as a girt from God. It is God's 

work through the Holy Sp irit. But this wo uld have then re moved 

their primary objection to wh,lI the Sa ints believe about deifica tion. 

In the Book of Mormon we find the fol lowing: "A nd agai n, if ye by 

the grace of God are perfect in Christ, and deny not h is power. then 

are yc sa ncti fled in Christ by the gmce of God, th ro ugh the shl'dd ing 

of the blood of Christ, which is in the cove nant of the Father unto 

the remission of your sins, that ye bcconle holy, wit hou t spo t" (Moroni 

10:33). The La tt er-day Sa int scripturl's offe r no teachi ng of self

sa lvation, which is the bel ief that the Ostlin gs seek 10 attribute 10 

Latt er-day Saint s. 

The Ostli ngs struggle to show that the Saints have no support for 

their understanding of deifica tion in the patris tic materials. Bu t this 

is not Irue. The Saints have not, of course, claimed th at the re is a per

fect co rrespondence betwee n what we believe and what the chu rch 

fat hers taught. The real question is whether conse rvat ive Ch ristians 

of any stripe can fin d in the pat ristic ]itemtu re support for the ir un

derstand ing of the dest in y of hum an beings. Pul another way, wh ich 

eva ngeliC:l l is will ing to grant any ve rsion, Latter-day Saini or ot her· 

wise, of huma n deifica tion? How exactly do the Ostli ngs propose to 

squa re the patristic materials with their own faith? Do they believe in 
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deificat io n " by grace"? If so, on this issue they arc closer to the Sa"ints 

tha n to eva ngeli ca ls generally. 

The Ostl ings also make an effo rl to distingui sh the bd ief in dei

fi ca t ion found in the writings of C. S. L('wis from what th e S:l ints 

really believe. They arc obviously troubled by the usc that some of the 

Sa in ts have made o f language found in th e wri tings of Lewis. They 

desc ribe "Jack," as he was known to his friends, as "the twcntiet h cen

tury's best- loved and most influential apologist fo r traditio nal Chri s

t ia nit y" (p. 307). But they also have to admit th ai Lewis bel ieved in 
dei fi ca tion. They do so reluctant ly. They seek ways of distinguishin g 

whell Lewis taught from what the Sa int s believe. This is no t difficult ; 

th ere arc o bviously so mc matters upo n which Lewis held opinions 

that d iffer from those held by the Sain ts. I wonder if the Ostlings ac

cept wha t Lewis taught about deificat ion. If so, how do they respond 

to contemporary conse rvative Chr istians, including both fundamen

talis t and cv,lIlgcl icals, whose dogmas simpl y do not tolerate any

thing approaching deifica tio n, however it is und erstood? And poi nt 

ing out that Lewis may have subscribed to some of the classical 

trinitarian ideas about God ha rd ly explains away, bu t m erely q uali 

(ies, his belief. 

The Ostlin gs quote seve ral passages from the wr itings of C. S. 

Lewis in which he se t forth in hi s clear and forceful style his belief 

th"t it is o ur destiny-if we so desi re. and of cou rse th ro ugh the 

grace o f God- to become "gods and godd esses" (p. 308 ). [ wi ll add 

o ne little passage th at tlwy neglected to quote. [n a letter consoling a 

woman for some suffering she had witnessed, Lewis wrote as fo llows: 

" It is so v]cry] difficu lt to believe that the travail of all creat ion which 

God Himsel f descend ed 10 share. at its Illost in tense. Illay be neces

sary in the process of turning fi nite creatures (with free wills) into-

well , Gods ."~J When confro nt ed wi th the c1;lim that Lewis ta ugh t 

deifica tion and fi nding it necessa ry to grant that he d id , they still ask: 

" Did he?" (p. 308 ). Then, instead of granting the obvious, they dance 

113. C. S. Lewis, k l l("r IU /-.lr5. Edwanl "' . IIHen, I Novemher I <,IS4, in 1."I"·rso/C S. 
Lewis.. rev. ~n,j t:nl~rs • .,j ex!., r ..... hr WJh("r Hooper {N.:w Yo rk: Han:ourl Uran' [IIJr\'Csll, 
1993). '140. 
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•• round this uncomfortable facl. They do thi s initially by pointing ou t 

that "th e real C. S. Lewis was aware of the Book of Mormon and as

sumed that Joseph Smith wrote it " (p. 30g). This is true, but it docs 

no t address what the " real C. S. Lewis" believed about deification, 

which is the issue they were presllmably confron ting. Then they point 

to theological differences bel\vecn Lewis and the Sa ints. Something 

like this is also true, bUI I am unawa rt' of Laller-day Saint scho lars 

who do not ackno wledge this facl. So I must ask their question agai n: 

"Did he" teach deification? 

The Ostli ngs event uall y grant that "Lewis did write a number of 

pass-lges that do appear to express deification" (po 309). "Appear"? Lewis 

is not murky on this issue-much of his popul:Hity ste ms from hi s 

cla rity. It is not Ihe case that he merely appears to have taught deifI

cation- he did so, precisely and ofte n. He did nol th ereby, according 

to the Ostlings, erase the distinction between God and all those with 

the potenti<ll to become Gods, but 110 Latter-day Sai nt scholar has 

said that he did. And the Sain ts do not deny or blur Ihis distinction. 

Lewis, aga in according to th e Ostlings, taught that "man has no lumi

nosit y of his own; he is only Gl pable, through gr'lCe, of functioning as 

a clean mirror to reflect the bri ght ness of God" (p. 309). What the 

Ostlings apparently do nOI real ize is that so met hing like this is also 

what th e Saints believe and what is taught in our script ures. It seems 

thaI the Ostl ings have not understood that the Solints believe that 

only God can save us and that sa lvati on from both death a nd si n, as 

well as sa nctification (or exa ltat io n), is always a gift from God and 

ne ver an autonomous human acco mplish nH'nt. The Saint s do not 

bel ieve in self-'lpolheosis. And the Ostl ings arc confused abOLit our 

understandi ng of the atonement. This co nfu sion seems to explain 

why Ihey dis rega rd schola rly Latter-d'1Y S'li nt appeal s to the church 

falhers and to writers like C. S. Lewis on the issue of deificat ion or 

s<lnctification. They wrongly assume th at they ha ve overcome the ar

gu ments presented by Latter-day Sa in t sc holars by quoting people 

who insist that deificat ion involves sharing in the manifestations and 

acti vities of God, "bu t only by grace, never of right" (p. 312). 
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Another issue upon whic h the Ostlings tend to flounder is the 

vexi ng mailer of the use by Christ ian churchmen and theo logians of 

c<l lcgories borrowed from Greek philosophy. I personall y do not be

lieve that the apost<lSy was c<lused by Greek philosophy. Instead, wh(:n 

things went wrong, efforts were m<lde by cle rics to sort the issues oul 

by turning to phi losophy. This tended to corrupt bo th phi losophy 

and Christ ian faith . Be that as it may, the Ostlings correctly sense that 

Latter-day Saint s have not been impressed with what theologi<ln s o r 

councils have managed \0 do with materilds th ey borrowed from 

alien sources. At timt's the Ost lings want to de ny that much of any

thin g was borrowed. But they coul d know so mething of its exte nt if 

they woul d consult some of the ir own best scholars hi p.HoI They ra

tionalize this bo rrowing by invoking wr iters who asse rt that it was 

rather incidental and did not , when it did take place, impose "alien 

philosophical ca tegories" on biblica l teac hi ngs. but was me rely "the 

resu lt of a necessary sea rch for words tha t wou ld capture the se nse of 

Sc ripture to guard agai nst dangerous misreadings of the biblical text" 

(1'.3\7).115 No doubt, if we put the best face on it , something like thi s 

took place. So there is some truth in the Ostli ngs' assertion . But grant 

ing this much, they have no t th ereby overcome the d iffi culties gener

ated when the voca bulary and co ncepts employed by pagan ph il oso

phers were taken over, espt'cially when they tormed so me of the crucial 

scaffolding arou nd which the biblical materials were then subtly wo

ven and theological di sp utat ions played out. 

Are the Sa int s Unsettled over Crucial Bel iefs? 

"Within Mormonism today," according !O Ihe Ostlings, " there ap

pear to be importan t competing strands relating to such core doctrines 

it '!. Olson, for ,·x<lml'k. du<,. not deny or sweep under the rug the he3VY illl1'3Ct of 

Gr.· ... k phj losul'hY-~I' ... 'i li"l lly ,1 (Oml>in,l1ion of Stuicism 'In<l Nwplatonism or 1>.1 iddk 

I'IJtoni.m- on ,',11 Iy cffOrl~ lU fJsh inn :l syst l'lllalic Chri~ti~n thl'ol0I:Y· Sec his SlIIf}' of 
Cl1ri~I'''u n,,·,,/ox),. 56. 1:16--!1I1. 't'}-11l6. 17J- <J5, !5l>-64. 

85. Quoting RkhMd I. Mouw, "Can a Relrl Mormon Iklkw in Jesus?" H<loks tlll'/ 

ell/tun· 3/5 (Sc l'1<'ml>n-<' ktol~r 1')97): 13. 
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as sin, grace, and the alonemenl, and how 10 express them" (I'. 324 ). 

They then introduce the speculation of 0. Kendall While Jr., a sociolo

gist-who has been d isaffected fro m Ihe ch urch fro m the mOlllent he 

bega n to write about Mor mon thi ngs in 1967, th us cont inuing their 

all iance with "libera ls" among the Saints. l3 uilding on White- and 

after rejecting as a "nco-orthodox" perversion of traditio nal Latter

day Saint beliet:<; what is clea rly taught in the Book of Mormon, hym ns, 

sermo ns, and lesson materia ls- the Ostlings claim that one strand of 

Latter-day Sa int thought downplays the atonement of Ch rist. T hey 

then coni rast Wh ite's high ly idiosync ratic understanding of ou r be

liefs- one nol found in our sc ri pt ures- with mainstream evangelical 

opinions on the atonement. 

The Ostl ings invoke Whitc to iden tify a profound shirt in La ller

day Sa in t teach ings. According to him, "the cu ltural crises since World 

War II have produced, inside Mor monis m as well as among non 

Mormo n Christian theologia ns, a perspective of pessimism" (p. 324). 

By "produced," wh at White has in Ill ind is "caused" si nce he holds 

that beliefs are merely ideological re Oect ions of the underly ing eco

nomic subst ruClllre that change when it changes. Whi te insists that 

th ere was, in post -war Europi.' a nd Amer ica, a tragic turn ing away 

from a li bera l, life-affirming, op timistic understanding of human 

things in which a redempt ion from death and sin was not stressed 

and may nor have been see n as necess;lry or desirable. What took the 

place of these o lder li beral, optimistic bel iefs was "a more !legal ive 

view of hu man nat ure . .. 1 along with an increased emphasis on the 

aspect of sin in human nat ure" (p. 324). I-I e claims that these shifts 

were taking place among both Protestants and Latter-day Saints and 

insists that the desire of the Saints for respectability and the urge 10 

prese nt themselves "as mainl ine Christ ian[sJ" is leadin g them to 

speak more "of grace" (p. 324). T he Ost li ngs a re encouraged by this 

presullled shi ft, since it leads the m to thi nk that we arc rap idly mov

ing toward evangelica l dog mas . T hey also recognize that r have ar 

gued that the asse rtions made by Whi te a re nonsense. Hence the 

following: 
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LDS apologists al I:ARMS hated Wh ite's book. The reviewer 

Louis Midgley cal led it a " fine example" of a book that faits 

to take lile Book of Mormon ser iously. White's "underlying 

<lss llmp tio n" is that fai th is "cha llenged by moderni ty" and 

th,lt "believers ough t to reach.m accommoda ti on wilh mo

dernity by adopting its assum ptio ns and reflec ting its val 

ues." Midgley c ri ticizes Whi te fo r ignoring "notions o f sin 

and dependence upon dei ty that arc fo und in Ihe Book of 

Mormon and in the c'Hly reve lat ions to Josep h Smith ." 
( po 324?~ 

In ,lddition, [ establ ished Ihat While was wrong in claim ing Ihal 

there once was a "traditional Mor mon theol ogy" tha t had down 

played or abandoned the ato nemenl of Jesus Christ. We have never 

resembled liberal Pro testants on these iss ues. Even the newe r ma ni

festations of eva ngel ical an ti-Mormonism cling to portions of While's 

spec ul ation . l'or example, Mosst'r has recentl y insisted that "White 

convinc ingl y showed that there was indeed a not iceable trend within 

Mormo n theology away from the tradit ional synthesis," which he de

scribed as consl itllting, among other things, an "optimist ic human

ism."~7 Mosser cor recl ly holds that While has tried to show that the 

new orthodoxy he thought he saw developing was "close r to Protes

tanl fundame nta lism and nco-o rth odoxy than what \Mosse rJ and 

olhers esteem to be traditional Mormon thollgh t."l\~ However, he ob

jects to Whi le's claim that the new emphasis on the contents of Laller

day Sa ini scr iplUrt·s has moved the Saints toward the Pro testant the

ology known as nco-orthodox y because " the characterist ics Kenda ll 

Whi te associat ed with neo-ort hodoxy-God's sovereignl Y, human 

fl/>. Thc' Os t ling.~ arc' ,ttlming fwm my eS,;,IY "ntitled ~,\ Mormon Nro-OTlhodoxy 
Ch"llengc~ euh ur,ll 1\.·lormon Nc'glec t of the Book uf Mormon: Some I-I.etkctions on thl" 
' Irnp,l(t of !l.lo •• k rnit y:" R,',·i("lv of /J" .. ks ,IIJ rill' lJ(>uk of M,mlll}ll 612 (1994): 283.285,2117. 

117. Mossc·r. ~Th<' Saints (;0 Marching On," 71'1. In this 5(>~ l ion of hi .~ l'~~ay. Mosser 
de'lls with wh.11 he calh ··TIl<." Chalkng" for ThwlogY:·l'rcsulll.lbly generated by whal be 
..-"lIs "Th,' RiS<,' of ."-'10rnlllll ·Nc"<., . .,rth"d"xy.'" 

1'18. Ih id .. flO. 



188 • FA RM S REVIEW 01: 1300 KS 14/1 -2 (2002 ) 

dep ravi ty, and sa lvation by grace-are not the !irst ones Ihnt the 

word l/eo-orthodoxy conveys to ma ny people's minds, al least among 

eva n gelicals."~'1 The differing opinions of eva ngeli cal theologia ns on 

nco-orthodoxy are a sma ll bu t instruct ive manifestation of what [ 

consider to be eva ngelical th eological promisc uit y or looseness. 

Mosse r also implies that While main tains tha t the success the 

Church of Jesus Chri st has enjoyed is due to ;m essentia!iy humanist 
or "anthropocentric (h uman created ) theology" and Ihat the I rends 

he imagines to be taking place among some La tt er-day Sa in t scholars 

prese nt an "ominous threat to Mormonism's fut ure."'1<1 Mosser also 

realizes, however, that the cu rrent attention being given to the teach 

ings in the Book of Mormon has not taken the Saints in the direction 

of eithe r Protestant nco-orth odoxy or the fundamental ist fa ction 

thaI turned up in Protestant circles between the two great wars, which 

st ill has influence in contem porary evangelical religiosity. 

Mosse r seems so mewhat encouraged to sec indica tions that the 

Saints stress human sinfulness, th e atonement made by Jesus for our 

sins, and our dependence on God for whatever is good .'~1 What he 

does not gmnt is that there has never been a time when the faith ful 

believed otherwi se . Mosser invo kes White because he wants to show 

that Latt er-da y Sa in t emphas is on th e ato nement is;1 genuinely new 

development. He wan ts to believe that he and his associa tes may now 

be able to evangelize the Church of Jesus C hr ist. In some ways, he 

likes th e renewed emphasis on the Book of Mo rmo n, since he be

lieves that " its theology is largel y or thodox in natu re"92-that is, 

somewhat si milar to what is be lieved by at least some factions of 

evangelicals. He and hi s assoc iates want to sec signs that on so me 

89. Some evangelicals s('C Karl B;lrlh as a kind of I'wleslant lib.:ral. Son1(.' pmminclII 

evangclicallhro!ogi~ns han .. how~vcr. b,'(' 11 fond of Harth. lJernard R:llnm is a ~ood cx

ampk. Sec Slanlc), J. Grenz and Rogn E. Olwn, 1iw",irIIJ -(.i·ulllry ,/,11"o/~y: God mId IIIC' 

World ill" '/'mll,ilimw/ Ag., (Downers {;rove, III .: lnH'rV,lrsily, 1997l, 297,303, J()7- 8. d. 

6>-77. 
':10. Mo~St"r, MThl' Sainls {io MarchinI; ()n," il'!. 

91. Jbid. 
'12. Ibid .. 7'1. 
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crucial issues the Sa ints ;m.: moving towa rd thei r own understanding 

of on hodox Christ ianity. They then wrongly imagine rhat th ey ca n 

persuade the chu rch that "many Mormo n te,tehings depa rt radically 

from biblical and hi sto ri cal Chr ist ian fai th " ~.1 by pounding away at 

the Book of Mormon, by showing th;lt Joseph Smith was not a genuine 

prophet, <1I1d so fort h. At th is po int, exactly like the Ostlings, Mosser 

and his assoc iates have an agen da co mmon to the more strident and 

less well -informcd coun tercult versions of anti-Mormoni sm. They are 

not the least bil interested in a genuin e interfait h dialogue in which 

we an d they strive to understand each other beller; they are, in stead, 

interested in attacking our faith and its foun dations. The difference is 

that they assume that they may be able to evangeliZC' the entire church. 

They entertain this hope pri ma rily because th ey have had a few civi l 

co nversations with a few Latter-day Saint scholars who have lea rned 

so me of their code la nguage and have been successful in communi

cati ng th at we arc in some ways closer to them tha n they had previ

ously suspected . Thus they wro ngly assume that a radical shift is taking 

place among the Sa in ts that portends a possible negotiated surrender 

to their quaint nOl io ns of Ch ristian o rthodoxy. But it is sim ply not 

th e case, as the Ost lin gs claim , that th ere are two "camps" that "clai m 

to be speaking for ' t radi ti onal' Mormonism, qu oting proof-text sup

port from LDS scriptures" (p. 325). 

As I have demonstrated, the Ostlings make mu ch l1 se of former 

Mormons, cultura l Mormons, and dissidents in building the ir case 

against the chu rch, although they ac tuall y share far less with th em 

theologiC<l ll y tha n they do with th e vast bulk of th e Sa int s. Thus 

when they encoun ter a literature that actually sets fort h what is found 

in the Laller-day Saint scriptures, they note that it so unds "very si mi

lar to the language of Protestan t Evangelicals ;md ot her tradi t iona l 

Chr isti ans" (p. 325). And well it might, si nce it is abo the language of 

the Bible ( though it is, of course, read differently), is supp lemented 

by fur ther revela t io n, a nd is !lO t burdened wit h the incrusta ti ons of 

93. Ibid .• 66. 
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creeds, confess ions, and spec ulations of un inspired thcolog i ~lrl S. The 

Ostlings make a serio us mistake by assumi ng that SO Ill e of th e qui rky 

stuff they find in the pages of SIiI/SIOIII! and f)i(l'o.~lIe or publications 

of Signature Books, provided by so meo ne on th e marg ins of the 

Latter-day Sa int academic com munit y (I have in mind Whi te's book ), 

either represe nts the fa ith o f th e Saints or const itutes a viable be lief 

op tion among them . If I were to att empt to desc r ibe the ra nge of 

evangelical theologica l stances and were to include within th is spec

trum liberal Protestan ts, including th e Jesus Se mina r, wo uld not the 

Ostli ngs ;1I1d ot her evangelica ls have eve ry ri gh t to co mplain that I 

sim ply had not understood what I was seekin g to descr ibe? I think 

they wo uld. Bu t fundamentalist coulltercult ists and even much more 

reasonable and responsible evangelicals do not seem to sec that trot 

tin g ou t those they describe as "libera l Mormons" makes exactl y th is 

ki nd of unfort unate mistake. 

But the Ostlings arc fond of those who describe themselves as in 

creasi ngly margi nali zed in bot h a socia l and intell ec tual sense from 

their o ri ginal Latte r- day Saint faith ; they love their " liberal Mor

mons:' although they gran t that these folks also "like to poi nt out the 

beliefs and spiritual in sigh ts they hold in co mlllon wi th 11011 -

Mormons." Accordi ng to the Ost lings, they ad mit tha t " the I.DS Church 

ca nnot si mply blend into the eCllmen ica llandscape and, presumably, 

never wi ll." Why? Acco rding to th e Ostlings, one reason is that "th e 

LDS scriptures simply do not allow Mormons to view the o the rs as 

legitimate ch urches" (p. 323). But if so mcthing like thi s is so, why 

mention the biza rre speculati on of White? He igno res the Latter-day 

Sa int scri ptures as he inven ts a Mormonis m, much of which has 

never ex isted. The Saints hHve always seen th emselves as members of 

the Church of Jesus Christ and not as a soc ial group celebra tin g life

affirming op timislll in which there is no nced for an ato nement from 

sin and death. 

What the Ostlin gs do not say is that some of these sallle " liberal 

Mormons" may " hold in cOlllmon with la t least some] nOll -Mormons" 

a fondness fo r the most radica l forms of femin ist ideology, homosex

ual hedon is m, or other currentl y fashionab le odd iti es that evangdi -
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ca ls tend to abhor, I assume that the Ostlings wo uld be bemused, and 

perhaps even a bi t annoyed, if someone d id this same sort of t hing 

when attempting to describe the tht.'ological cont rovefsies curre ntly 

taking plan' within the evangelical moveme nt, The Ost lings arc on 

1110re solid ground when they recognize that the Saints sim ply can

not, wit hout giving up their history .md sc riptures- that is, their 

identity- blend into the evangelical world. 

We have no in te rest in bei ng numbered among those who have 

cOllle to domina te conservative Protesta ntism in the United States 

since World War II. They m isread our justifiable annoyance at their 

cla im th.1I we arc not Christians. This docs not signa l that we arc (';\

ger to be included in their club. We have from the beginning seen our 

faith as 511; gel/a;". tho ugh Christian as we understa nd tha t labe l. If 

they want a genui ne interf'lit h dialogl1e with us, they Ill ust ce,lse at

tacki ng our bel iefs. The point of such a conversation is to bette r un 

derstand each o ther and not to destroy the o ther parly. 

Despite Wh<lleVer illusio ns they may entertain, eva nge lic,lls a rc 

no t for us the keepers of the gate 10 Ch ristian respectab il ity and or· 

thodoxy. Our evangelica l and fundame ntalist critics do not con trol 

our way of understan d ing ou rselves. Eva ngel ica ls do not have a kind 

of Good Housekeep ing 5e,,1 of Chr isti.1Il Approva l that we seek from 

them. And those among them who imagine Ihat they might be able 

to negotiate our surre nde r and our even tual entrance into thei r reli

gious world simply havc not grasped who and what we ;lfe. Evan

gelicals are li ving ill ,I make-believe wo rl d if they imagine tha t the 

pressure they put on the Sa ints by their efforts to de monstrate prob

lems in ollr histo ry. beliefs, or prac tices Of by their att acks on the 

Book of Mormon will eve ntua lly lead to ou r surrender to their rat her 

recent. highly lI nbiblical brand of conservative Prolest:lI1 tism. The 

ed ito rs of The Ncw MOrt/lOll ClWI/CllgC, who have indicated tha t they 

see MorlllOIl AlI1er;ca as '"an excellent companion" to their ow n cn

de,wors, make this mistake. <I~ From our perspective. we arc not losing 

the battle over the tru th of the Book of Mormo n. On the cont rary, 
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we afC encollr;lged to sec its criti cs reach Ollt for more subtle and so

phisticated ;lrgll men ts to buttress their unfa ith ;"ls th e old Olles fall by 

the wayside. And OU f past is not such that our fait h ca n be toppled by 

ca rping abo ll l th is or Ihal incident, as the OSl li ngs do, or by celebrat 

ing some reccnt revi sionist h istofY, <l nd certai nl y not by turnin g a 

fo rmer Mormon historian into a stick wi th which to hea l the church. 



A RESPO NSE TO PAUL OWEN'S COM MENTS 

ON MARGARET BARKER 

Kevin Ch ristensen 

The refofming Deu\cronomisis wit h their emp hasis on hi s

tor y and law have evoked a sym pathet ic respo nse in ma ny 

modern scholars who have found there a rel igion after their 

own hea rt. Thu s we have inherited a double distor tion; the 

reform ers ed ited mu ch of what we now rcad in the Hebrew 

Bible, and modern interprete rs with a similar cast of mind 

have told us what the whole ortha! Heb rew Bible was sayi ng. 

The fact that most ancient readers of thc texts rcad them very 

different ly is seen as a puzzle. I 

"' A T hy, in an articl e addressing La u er-day Sa int cla ims, does Paul 
V V Owen dcvotc a fifth of his p,lpcr to a critiq ue of a book by a 

Met hod ist writer, Margaret Barker, on the basis of a few citations by 
three Latte r-day Sa in t scholars?" Indeed, Barker reports that all her 

1. Marg,m:t liarker. TIr.· C;mu Angd; A SImi)' of Ism d's Scwnrl God (London: SPCK, 

1':192),28. 
2. OW~J1 rdcrs tv quo ta1ions by Danic! C l'dersoll, Marlin S. Tall llcr, and Barr)' R. 

Bickmore (po ,177 n. 107). Future li sts of LlIler-day SainI authors citing Barker should in

clude mysdf. M_ Catherine Thvmas, Kevin lIarnl'y, Juhn A. Tvedtnes, Ross David Uaron. 

"'-!;Irk Thom,ls. Eugene SC'lich, William I. Hamblin, Kerry Shirts, and Terryl 1.. Givens. 

A ~rowing number of Lalln·(br S,unl scholar. ha\'c hcgun1u rcad anti discuss Barker's 
work. so tracking citat i()ns willl>e(<lnle hoth mor(" ch,lli("nging 'Ind mort' Idling. 

I Rev iew of Paul Owen. "Monotheism. Mormonism. a nd the New 

I Testament Witness." I ~_ The New Mormon Challe~ge, 301-8. 
~~~~ 
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published work to da le has been done wh ile knowi ng "a lmost no th 

ing"·1 abou t La tt er-da y $ainll exts and scho larsh ip. In her book The 

Great AI/gel: A 5111dy of Israel's SecOIui GOfi, Barker add resses ques

tions of Chri st ian o ri gins, aski ng, "Wha t wo uld a man from first

cen tury G;lli lce have understood whe n he heard 'So n ofGod,"Mes

siah' and ' Lo rd '?"4 In The Creal Allgel, she ;lIlswers suc h questions 

with passages like th is one: 

What has become d ear to me lime and time ;lgai n is that even 

over so wide an area , the evidence poinl$ consistently in one 

direction a nd ind ica tes that pre-Christ ian jud<lism was nOI 

monotheistic in the se nse thai we use th(' word. The root s of 

Christbn trinitarian theology lie in pre-Christian Palestinian 

beliefs abo ut the an gels. There were many in first -century 

Palestine who st ill reta ined a world-view derived from th e 

more ancient religion of Israel [t hat o rthc First Temple ] in 

which there was a Hi gh God and severa l Sons of God, one of 

whom was Yahweh, the Holy O ne of Israel. Ya hweh, the Lord, 

could be manifested on eart h in hu man form, as an angel or 

in the Davidic king. 11 W(lS (I S II /lwllljestalioll oIYll/nveh, tl/(, 

5011 of God, that Jes/ls was (lckllowlcdged (IS SOli oj" God, /v1c$si(lh 

alld Lord. s 

In devoting a )jubstantial port ion of h is art icle to responding to a 

few pages in one of Barker's books, Owen la kc.~s dut,' no li ce of the pro

found significa nce he r ideas havt,' fo r Lntte r-day Sain t cl ai ms, and 

furth er, by so doing he ack nowledges that her wo rk challe nges the 

foundation of his own positi o n. In h is essay in Tile New Marl/lOll 

Challenge, he argues " th at the rel igion rcpr('sentcd in the O ld Testa 

ment is monot heistic" (p. 272) and tha t the ancient Israeli te mono

theism is different from th e Latter-day Sain t read ing. He goes further 

a nd claims Ihat "the religion of th e Bi ble is monot heist ic from start 

3. Barkt"r 10 Chris1cns.:n, <··nwil. !lugus1 20112. 

-I. Barka , TllcGr..'111III1Xd,1. 

5. Ibid., 3, emphasis in origin<lL 
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to fin ish. The New Testament wri ters included Jesus C hrist and the 

Holy Spir it ,dongsidc God the J' ather in th eir wors hip and in their 

view of God 's identity" (p. 3 14). Despite what this clai m, if true, would 

impl y about the clarit y and consistency of the Hible, O wen admits in 

a footnote that it remained for Ihe Nicene fathe rs to sett le various 

tellS io ns that had remained "unresolved." He bla mes "M iddle Platonic 

assum ptions" fo r Ihe interpretations of Philo ,llld of e,lrl y Christ ians 

such as Justin Martyr an d Origen (see p. 48 1 n. \ 69).1> He disp utes a 

few of Barker's readings of lexts in the Bible and Philo, but he evades 

a direct confrontation wit h Ihe evidence supporting her main thesis. 

Indeed, her discussio n o f Fi rst Tem ple trad itio ns sho ws that th ese 

spec ific readings of Just in , Origen, Phi lo, and much else descend from 

the views of e;lrlier Jewish ,md Ch ristian writers.' 

Startin g Positions 

The occasion fo r Owen's essay is a boo k ,.dled 'file New MOrl/lOII 

Challellge: R{'SI)O/uiillg to tht' Latl'st DefellScs of a Fast-Growi1lg Move

m(,lIt. [t is Ihe br;linchild of Paul Owen and Carl Mosser, who a few 

)'ea rs ago wrote an art icle call ed "Mormon Scholarship, Apologetics, 

and Evangelical Neglect: Losing the Ualllc and Not Knowin g 1t ?",1( It 

was a call for competen t eV;lIlgclica l schol 'lrs to engage Latter-day 

Saint sc holars in respectful d ia logu(\ and Ihe curren l volume comes 

out of that ca ll. The ed ito rs Slale that the key point of difference is 

Ihat "while the o rthodox Chri stian t radit ions all affirm that there is 

but on(' God who is th e abso lute Creato r of all other rca lit)', Mor 

rnonism has histor ica lly denied the absolute creation of the world and 

has affi rmed a plurality of deities" (p. 23). Si nce we ditTer on that point 

and o lhers that de rive from it, we arc deemed to be non-Chris tian; 

h_ (om!,.,,-., I\"rkt'r 's d bcus, ions (If Iuslin ,md Phi lo in '/'lit· (lrt'lll AI!.~d. 

7. tflw b t!"ill~ It> cJ.,.-.;ribc h.,r work "s conl .. ining M~w~ping and ullsubsl,mtial<'d 

a;;s.:rlion~~ ( I'. 3(9), 11<' should JI 1c'1~1 re;ld "II of her wnrk amI a<-count (or Ihe ~ubstancc 

behind h<'r ;,~s<·r ti'''l s. 

II. 1';11.1 OWi.'ll and Car! Mu,s.:r, " Mormon Schotarshil)' "1"(>logclic_~, and \:.v;mgeljc .. t 
Negl""': l.o,ing the 11.1111.: J lld Not Knowing h~" Trimly IOIm",l, n.s .• 1912 ( I99S): 17'J- 20S. 
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this is, however, expressed as politely as possiblc.~ A numbl'r of LOS 

scholars have written responses to va rious chapters, to which mine 
will be Clddcd. 10 The discussion will be endless, as such th in gs tend to 

be. Still , however end less th e discussion, the ou tl ines will no doubt be 

very clea r becaus," the ou tlines derive from consisten t starling 
assum ptions. 

Owen bases his response on two fundamental assumpt ions: 
• He ass ulll es the authority of tht, received Old ilnd New Testa 

ment texts-at least those passages and versions that he cites as proof 

texts-to be substa ntially acc ura te and without significant change. II 

• He ilssumes th e au thorit y of "orthodox" interpretations of the 

Old and New lcsla rnenls (that is, ;IS articu l;:ltcd in the counci ls of the 

third to fifth centuries), evCIl whell ill explicit cOl/trudictioll to the be
liefs of e(lr/ier Christi(lllS (sec p. 481 n. J 69 ). 12 

9. Craig L. Blolllberg, - Is MormoniSIll Chri.~li~,,?" in TIlt· Nt·,.. '\·/,)(I/I.m CJwll'·/J,~.': 

Rtsp(l/III"',~ 10 II,,· I.mrsl 1).j<·/J$Cs uf" hisl Gr",..;I1J: M"wl11l·III. ('d. I'r.lI1d~ J. Ikckwirn, 
Carl MosS('r, nnd Paul Owrn ( irand Kapid~, Mich.: Z(\ndnv~n, 2(02), j 15-32, ,"p. 411':1 

n. 09. See also p. 278. whrr.: he cornrnenrs Ihar !,hil\l",!,hic"'Il1\iIl\llh.:i~11l is M;l 1000ic,,1 0' 

l':llsion of rnc biblical dnclrin,' of crc;\ riull rx lIi/II/'). rh ,· .... 1111,' {io,! who (r"ale.! the 

world ,'xrrcisc$ ~b~ohlle 50v~'rri):n providcncr o\'rr ir." Comr,lsr MarS;lrd 1I.,.kcr. 0" 
Earll, OJ /1 /$ ill 1-/c1ll"'U: Trmpk Symb"lism iu 1/,,· N.· .. • ·/j·,I11"' .... ' (E<linburgh: Cbrk. 
1995),34- 35: wG" tlesis I dOt'S nOI dr:.crihe" crt'aliun OUI (If ntllhing. II is "n~ .. of Ih.: mrn
rnoncsr rn isrt'adiug$ of Ihe I('XI ro Ihi llk Ihal il dnr_. II d,·s.;rih"" Ihc nntrring and 1r;lns

forming of an c"i,lin8 cha~. Th<.' word rr.lnsl"kd '(reared' i~ " I khrn~ word only us~,t IQ 

descrio..' Ihr activiry of God . ... Th,· Aramaic "Chiou "f (i"ur,i.s. which b thuughl IQ b..' 
the old"SI we h .. ,· .. giving Ih(' rraditions of Ihe I',tlc~.ini"n kws, 'r,l!1sta'" s Ih,' oj><'ning 
verses of GrlU'sis Ihus: 'From rnr hrginning wirn Wbdo11l Ihr Sun nf Ih,' 1.0011l p.:rfecI,'d 
!nol (rcaled! I rne hravcn$ amllhc l"arlh· H (brilckclM 1n,lIcri;,1 in Ih,' uriginal). 

10. For eX"l1ljlk.llbk.: (hllrr h., ~ wme resl'"ns.:s ,II www.ansclfi r.:.cuml:ld/I.DC/ 

I'hito-;ophy.hll1l. 
I I. While hc ad.nowlcdgl'S th., possihili . y uf ediling (f"rex.Lll1l'k.l'p. 17·1, 470 n. 22), 

he alluws for no ~ubsranliallo~scs or chans~s (1'1>. 470 n. 19. 4NO n. 15" >' 11<, Ireal~ ,I fa
vorablc 35.'il'SSlll,·'lr of Josi~h in 2 Ki1\g~ B:25.likrly wrill"!l 1(1 hunor losiah during hi~ 
Iifcthll'", as ~ d"ci,iw r~hu\l.11 of I\,'rka'~ Ih~,is. Huwc\'t'r. 2 Chronickl' 35:~0--2J. J pml 

,'xili< cmnposi lion, dOt:s nor l1all,'r Jo~iJh . 

12. Ow<,,, ~1Ckn<Jwkdses H unr('solwd- I<'nsinns unlil "Ihe Nict"W falh .. r~ dearly id"n 
lificd rhe Son a5:L dis. ingllhhahlc rl'la lion wi lnin (io<!'~ own ,"UhSI,lIKl'" (I', ·1111 n. 1(9). 

From h~'rr, Owen reads back imo 111l' nld and N<'w T,:s';,m.:nr s. lIarhr sr ~rl\ fWIll rne 
first century in ordn ro re.ld forward i1>lo Ih,' N,'w ·k.tan",nl, nnha Ih.1I1 h.ld,w;>rd. 
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Barker's work deals directly with these assumptions in ways that 
undercuT Owen's fou nd:lt io ns: 

• Barker quest ions the authority of scveral key texts and readings, 

sta rt ing her arguments by identifying unresolved tensions in the scrip

tures as we ha Vl' them. including varian t re"ldings and co rrupt pas
sages, and by sea rching widely th ro ugh relevant lit eratu res in orde r 

to account for these tensio ns. 

• She und ('rcuts the ;ltJtho rit y of latc "o rt hodox" interpreta tions 

by citing a wide range of c;ul icr but neglected Christ ian tex ts and their 

Jewish antecedents. always work ing from a position of faith. not of 

skepticism. 
[n her (irst book, Tlte Ohler Testl1l11ent, Barker describes the prob

lem she wants to explore: What was the background for the origins of 

Christiani ty? She then spel ls out her method of inquiry: 

Wc have 10 find somet hin g appropr iatc for a group of Gali

lcans, relevant to thei r needs and aspira tions. bu t sufficiently 
cohl'rent (a nd even rccogniz;1blc) 10 draw the hosti lity of Jeru 

salem Jud;lism, as a threllt to the Law., .. Our task is to re

construct" background (Ill ite illfiepelldellt of New Testamellt 

collsitiemliolls, appropri;1te to the world of Jesus' first follow
e rs, and known to ~xisl (IS (/ single set uf idetlS wh ich th reat

ened thc Law ... , 

I n order to reconstruct such a background, it is neces

sa ry to di g deep, ,lnd 10 work bac k through the writings of 

severa l ccn turi es , I shall begin with the pseudepigrap hon 
known as I Enoch (Eth iopic Enoch), and shall then devote the 

rest of this book to establishin g the antccedents of this work, 

which is known to have been used by the c:u'licst C hristians. 

· .. This myt hology underlies the crcation theology of Romans 

8, the exorcisms and miracles of th e Gos pels, the heavcnly 

archetypes of Hebrews, and the fi rst Tem ple imagery o f the 

FOllrth Gospel. It is th e imagery of Revelat ion, Jud e and the 

Petrine Epistles, and thc so ng of its angels became the Sanctus 
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of the eucharistic litu rgy. Litt le of this is de ri ved di rectly 

from Enoch; the process rather h,IS bee n one orfo llowing the 

Enochic stream to its so urce, and seeing whal ot her walers 

have flowed from it. LI 

This is Barker's method. Her project is one of restor'ltion, :111 <1 it 

leads her to co nclude that th e origins of Christ ianity were linked to 

the Fi rst Temple traditions th'\I had been opposed by the activities of 

the Deu tcro nomist reformers (startin g with Josia h and co ntinuin g 

into the exi le ) but retained in the "evidence of pre-Chr ist i'lIl texts 

preserved and transmitted ollly lJy Christiall IUJ/lds." 14 The pictUfe that 

emerges from Barker's inqu iries involves her identiflcat ion o f a dis

tinct co nstellation of rdated ideas that she call track through a broad 

range of writings, including Enoch and the New Testament, part icu-

1:lrly Revelation. Owen barely acknowledges the existence of such key 

ideas or their antiquity. Indeed, his degree of re/uct'lllee inversely re

flects their importance: 

Temple theology is the o riginal con text of the New Testa

ment insofar as the hopes, beliefs, symbols and rituals oflhe 

temple shaped the lives of those who ca ille to be cailed Chris

tians. Tcmplc theology knew of inca rnat ion and atonement , 

the so ns of God and th e life of the age to come, th e day of 

judgement , jllstifl calion, sa lvat ion, the renewed covena nt and 

the kingdom of God. When temple theology is presented, 

eve n in barest out line, its striking releva nce to the New Testa

ment becomes clear. IS 

O f The Creal AI/gel, Owen admi ts that it "covers a vast body of 

material from the Old Testament to the early church fathers" (p. 30 1). 

But of that vast bod y of material, he rest ri cts his direct respo nse to 

just a few passages in the O ld Testa ment (one page of four actua lly 

\ J. Margan·l n"rke r, Til.: Old ... ]'·$I,WICIl/: Tllc Sun·i,·,11 vf "1"11<"111,·, f,mu lilt· tI"cit·m 

ROY'II Cull ill St't"Illrillll lud<li~", ,11111 I:"lI rly C/!ri~li,mi/y (1.(ll1<.l(>n: SI'CK. 19117), 5...(1, ~m 

ph3Sis in original. 
14. Ibid., 6, ~lllph" ~ i ~ in originJl. 
15. t\arkn, On Edr/I! M It Is i" I k,Il'I"!!, ix. 



OWEN, MONOTIIHSA! ANO MORMONISM (C IIIH S'I'ENSEN) • 199 

addressing her readi ngs), Ph ilo (four pages), and the New Testament 
(one pagcl In eveT), case in which he ch id es he r fo r reading without 
regard to contex t, he !leglects the overall contex t th at she develops in 
her work, which in turn provides her co ntex t for Ihe read ings he 
questions, " Barker's reco nst ruClion," he ma in tai ns, "could be ques 

tiolled 0 11 numerous points of de tll il- nearly every paragraph co n
tains ilssenions thai req uire more argu mentation tha n she provides" 

(1'.302). 

Everyone's op in ions can be questioned, and scholarship neces
sa rily involves ongoing discussion. But Owen not only fails to co n

fro nt mos l of what Harker does prov ide in Tile Gre(/f Angel, bu t he 
also docs not even mention th e existence of her six o ther books, all of 
which provide abundanl argumen ts and evidences to support her re

construction. Barker states exactly th is in her introduct io n: "My firs t 
three books ha ve bee n, in effect, ,Ill extend ed introd uction to TI,e 

Grcat Allgel." If> 

Objec ting to her basic premise in The Great Angel, Owen writes: 

It only becomes necessa ry to iden tify the Angel of the LORD 

as a second God if one postu lates (as Margaret Barker does) a 
lingu istic and conceptua l disti nction between the Most Hi gh 

God (EI ElyolI ) and the LORD ( YIIWH)-a distinct io n which 
itself rests on an entirely dubious reconstruction of Israel's 

religious hi story. (p. 280) 

Yet, read ing the fi rs t chapter of Tltc Grcal Allgel, we find th at 

Ba rker's actual argllment bllilds on ex isting dist inctions in the text. 

All the tex ts in the Heb rew Bible di st inglli sh cl early be

tween the divine so ns of Elohirn/ Elyon and th ose human be
ings who are called sons of Ya hweh. This must be significant. 

If,. &.' narker, Ti,e (;, .. ,11 Au):"'. ~iii. for ti tk,. ~ the bibliography in Kevin ChTis

knSc'll, uf'<lradigills Ikgained: A Survey of /I'I,ITg,Het lI;1rkt'r', Schot,lrsh ip-Hld l! .~ Sig' 

lli fic;lnn: f') T Mormon SI\1,jic.~:' /·i\/lMS OU<lsimml Paper$ 2 (200 I ): 89. Owen cites only 

nu: Gre," AII),:d. h"r {"urlh btM,k. an,j nne jouTildl Jrtide. Iler T('ccnt journal articles form 

the' ba,i~ ofh,'r ninth b<. .... k, Tht' Grml HiXh Pnl'Sl. which, at this writing. is in the h3nds 

uf ha publish,'" She' COllllllctl-d "COmmenlary nn bdiah in 1 ~7. 
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It must mea n that the lerms or igi nated at a tim e when Yah 

weh was d istingui shed from whateve r was mean t by Ell 
Elohim/Elyon. A large number of tex ts con tinued to d islin 

guish between EI Elyon and Yahweh, Fa ther an d Son, a nd to 

express thi s dist inction in similar ways wi th th e sym bolism 

of th e te mpl e and the royal cu lt . By tra cing these p,lIterns 

through a great vMiety of materia l and over several ce n

turies, Israel's second God can be recove red. l ; 

Whi le Owen wants to lock th e ca noni cal a nd tradit io na l barn 

door, insist ing th at no thing is mi ss ing, Barker not only follows the 

hoofpri nl s, but she also finds, saddles, a nd rides th e missi ng horses. 

She invites us to jo in her exp lo ratio n of th e co nce pt that " from th e 

begin ning Chr istians have c\a ilm'd that Jesus was th e fulfillment of 

the hopes ex pressed in the Old Testa ment. Our problem is to know 

exactly what those hopes were, and how they were exp ressed in flrs t

centur y Palest ine.",ft 

The Authority of the Received Text 

Owen ass umes the au thority of tradit ional tex ts and orthodoxy. 

Barker does not make this assu mption but obse rves: 

Recent work on the t ran smission of the New Testa men t has 

shown conv incingl y th at wha t is curre ntl y reg;uded as "or

thodoxy" was constructed and imposed on th e text of th e 

New Tes tament by later sc ri bes, "clarifying" difficult points 

and resol vin g theological problems .... it lll ay be tha t those 

traditi ons which have been so confidentl y margina li sed as 

alie n to Christianit y on the basis of the presen t New Testa

ment text, were those very t raditions which late r authorit ies 

and thei r scribes sct out to rcmovc,i'J 

17. B.lrka. Ti,e Gn'(II Angel, 10, emphasis in originJI. 
Ill. tbid.,2. 
19. Uarker. ~The Secret Tradition," Jorm",l"f Higher Cr;ririlllr 2/l ( 1995): 50. Shc' is 

c iting liar! D. Ehrman, Tlte Orll""lox Cormplirm of Scriplll re; TI,,, /:ffar of Edrl), Clrr;j
rv/ogiwl Conrrover,;"s 0.1 lire Tl'xr "frlre New 1"',1"",,'111 (New York: Oxford Uniwrsity 
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Owen also takes a conservative att itude toward the received Old 

Testament text and contends "that the religion of the Old Testament 

W<lS explici tl y monotheistic and that this monot heist ic outlook was 

inher ited by Jesus and the apostles" (p. 272).20 However. it is one 

thin g to argue that "the rel igio n represe nted in the Old Testament is 

monothe istic" <lnd quite another to argue that the religion repre

se nted in the cur ren t Old Testament co mpletely represe nts ancient 

Israelite a nd early C hr istian thought. Notice that Owen bui lds hi s 

case for a st rict monotheistic orthodox ou tl ook by citing exactl y 

those passages in Isaiah 40-48 and Deuteronomy 6:4 that Ba rke r at 

tributes to ex ilic edi tin g and com position (pp. 272-75). 21 That is, he 

bu ilds his foundation upon the very passages that are in question. He 

avo ids the quest ion of whether th e state of the received Old 'Iesta

ment provides grou nds for question ing the author ity of the received 

text s and orthodox readings. Barker observes: 

In Exodus 24.9- 11 there is an accoun t of how Moses re

ce ived the Ll\v on Sin1l !. He saw Ihe God of Ismel and he saw 

the sapphire pavement beneath the throne .. 

In co mplete cont ra sl we have the teaching of Deuter

onomy, \vhich emphasizes very strongly that th e Lord was 

not see n when th e Law was give n. Deuleronomy 4.1 2 says 

tha t onlY;J voice was hea rd , cf. Exodus 33.18-23, where Moses 

asks to see th e glory o f God and is told that nobody can sec 

God and li ve. Now the Deuteronomists played an im porta nt 

part in collecting ;md transmitting the Old Testament texts, 

!'r ... , s. 1993). For oll""r evidcl1( .. ·.)iCC Ilugh Nihky.Sill(t' C,mUlwh. 2nd ed. (Sail L"kc CiIY: 

D(·,;,t.·r .. t Buok a nd f ARMS, 1988), M- 104, 'Illd MoPItlJlltsm mul C'a .. ly Cllri5litmil}, (S'111 

Lake City: Dcser<'1 \look ;lnd FARMS. IW(7), 168- 322; John A. T v.-lltnes. TIl,' MOSI ('..om·rl 

1~I{)k: 1!l$i,~hU fro m " H<)<lk "f Morm'Hi ScI",I,,, (s .. 11 I ~*e City; Cornerstone. 199':1).99- 103; 

JIlJ Barr), It Ilkkmor .. ., i<"sl{lriIlS Ih.· AI/ciem C/wrci,: losepl, Sm;,11 IIml Ellfly Cllfis/ilmily 

( lkn LomOll(t, Calif.: Foundation for Apologetic Information and ltese'lrch. (999),25.--62. 

20. CnmpMC 1I"rk",. The Old,., ·/j·jlllmCIlI. 30: "No si mple map of Ihis process is pos

sible, bUI Ihe wholc amI has I><.'<.'n t'''n~ider;lhly muddkJ by Ih .. Iwin assumplions of Old 

TeSt,lIllenl primacy a nd OIJ T"st'"lleil1 puri1y:' 
11. Compare \larker, '11,,' Old.., 7"slmm·llI. dlaplers on " lkuleronom y" and ~S('cond 

l>ai3h ." 142- 83. 



202 • FARMS REV! EW Of HOOK S 14/1- 2 (2002 ) 

and it wou ld seem that they were opposed to some of the tra

dit ions in Isa iah , Ezekiel, Enoc h and. later, Revela tion, This 
may mean th at th e type of Jewish re lig ion in which C hri s

tiani ty had its root was seen by so me Jews ;IS heretical even 

before th e time of Jesus,ll 

Owen d ismisses scholars who substitu te "hypothetical and spec
ulati ve reconstructions of Israel's religious hi stor y for the words of 

th(' bibli ca lt cx t" (p, 274), but Barke r perce ives that what Owe[1 ac 

ccpts as an ort hodox view of Israel's history is it self a reconstructi on, 
Which reconst ruction best accounts for the Bible a nd o ther relevant 

materials? When the question is Wh ich is bes t? ra ther than Which is 

the most orthodox ? then genuine comparison and risk en ter in, Owen 

sidesteps the fi sk by neg lectin g relevant compa ri sons, Of her own 

position. in comparison to o rthodox su pposit ions, Barker says, 

Eno rm ous develupmc nt s took place in the wake of enor

mous destruction I that is, the destructi on of the temple and 
th e mona rchy by Ihe Babyloniansl, and these two facto rs 

make certain ty quite impossible, They make all certaint y im

poss ible, and this 100 must be acknowledged, for the cus-

22, MargarcI Barker, nlc Lost P",plic/: T/u'/look ,'./T"''''/I ,wd liS IlIjllI""<'(, <III 0'1';5' 

r;IIIl;ly (J.ondon: SI'CK, 19811), 51-52, In(i,k)]IJII~, Ow,'n Sl'(' nd~ I""" I', ' ge.~ diS(\l,~s in!O Ih,' 

~Son of M:ln~ p~~sage s iI' th" New T~SI:l!n{"nL but although h~ includes iI r<'faclle.' III 
lI:lrkcr s Gr"ilI AuSc/, hc docs nOI address lI.!rkcr's readings and sugg,'s. iom for ,111 Fno,'h 
background, heyond Ilw cJ noniol re fercnce 10 Ihniel 7:1:1- 14 ( 1'1'. 2~1I-90),!-In /."'1 
P"'pilrt also incl udes a eh,lllll'r on "Till' SOil of "·I,ln." Owcn clililllS Ihal "1 he influence 

of Danid 7 played a role in helping Ihe ('arlie-s l Christians 10 arlin, I,ll" Iheir hdid in 
Jesus' d ivi nc ,'i l : 1 Iu~-lhal is, his inclusion wilhin Ihe uniquc ide mil y of the OIl<' God" 
(p. 21'18). Here Owen', nOle refers to '1'1,,' G, .. "I I\/I~d, 225-211, with the' ';:'lV~at Ih:ll he 
would "diffcr wil h .umc uf Ihc d,'wils of hcr r{""ding or Ihc cvidene.-" (I', 474 11.77). 

Barkcr comnll'n ls,"t have heard Ihis phra$c '[ncluding ksus in Ih" uni,!ue idenlily of 
God.' What docs il mean??? [1 s':ems 10 ml' 10 hc devo id "f COnkn!," fudg'" A ((IIn m,,,, 
misund('fsl,H)ding among e"angclicals is Ihal Ihc Sei;ond 1'<'rS<Hl 'bc'g,m' in [lc thkhclH, 

i,e., Ihal God SOlllehow dividcd allhal point and ksus W,IS burn. Th,' Chri ~li,1l1 1'\Khin)\ 
b Ihal Ih(' Sc'cond I)(" rson is clcrrw l and hccam~' ilK"rnalc' ;1l Chri.~lnl.l." nOI Ih,'l Ihe 

Sccond Person originaled all hal lime. The <'"dy C hriSli an undersla nding was th'll 

Ihe Second Pcrson appeJIl'd in Ihe 0'1' 'not yet fully i""""ale'" ( !larker I" Chrislcn::.cn, 
c-mail. Augusl 2(02), 



OWEN, MONO'r/IF-ISM AND MORMONISM (C HRI ST ENSEN) • 20 3 

to mary descriptions of ancient Israel's religion arc themsel ves 

no more thall supposi tion .!1 Wha t I shall propose .. . is not 

an imposs ib ility, but onl y o ne possi bilit y to se t alongside 

otlH.'r possibilities, none of which has any claim to being an 

absolutely accurate :1ccoun t of wh:1t happened. Hypo theses 

do not become fac l sim pl y by frequen t repetition, or even by 

del<lil ed elaboration, Whal I ,lIll suggest ing does, howeve r, 

mnke considerable se nse of tilt' evidence from later periods,24 

Given thai th e Bible con tains lex ts thaI demonstrate compa rnt ivc 

varia nt s, along with interna l and theologica l diffe rences, how do we 

accoun t for such diffcrcnces?25 Accept ing the existe nce of vnr ian l 

texts (such as Ihe Dt.\ld Sea Scrolls ;md th e Targums) :1nd corrupt pas

s,lges (sec Barker's comments on Provc rbs)lf> th at demonstrat e co n

scious ed it ing and selec tio n, what theologies and historical processes 

,Kcount for such ('di to ri .11 trends? While the Jews and Christ ians of 

the cn rl y ce nturies acc used o l1 e another of changing th e scriptu res, 

wh,lt arc th e impli cat ions of th ose acc usat ions, parl icu lnri y when 

th ey provide exa mples of such changes?!1 Both Jewish and Samaritan 

13. Sill: giv.:s h~'r "rgll llu'llt, ill Tilt' (;/'t',11 tlIIS..t, 10-27, wi th rd':rl'll.:e to till' deh;lks 

th.,t foll (",'ed 1>11 th" I'ublic;,tiutl uf I .. hn v,u, Sdcr~, In St''''''/' .if I-Jistury: Hisloriogmplly 

ill ,I". Au .. i",,/ \\~'fld "'11111,,' Ofi.~ius lif Hi/J!iml HisWf, (New Haven: YJ Ie Univer$i1r P~$S, 
1983). :-'he ,1'1>0 cit", It. N. WhybrJY. Hit· MIIA-iug ofllU' Ih,frlll'ud, (Shemcld, Eng.: ISOT 

SUPI,lclI1"tlts S<- ril's, 19/17), Mor~ r."(cnlly, Rit-h,ml hk<lrmm h'ls responde.! to VJn Seters, 
arguing f.'r ,u t.:ast the ,'Illiquily of the ~ourn' rl1 at~ri;J l s for the Bihle. though Fricdlll;1n 
lvo sees th .. fin,ll furm of th.: Old l"sl;m".'nl hi.'1uries,,~ produCls ,'f a redactiotl by 1~1ra 

"ft"r Ih,' rdurn (rum .:xik. S.:" Richard Eo t' ri,-dmJn, ~The Anti'lui,y of tht' Work,~ appen

dix 2 in 1'11,'/ lidd,'" IklOk iu 1It,"liM,' (San Frand$Co: llarpaS.1nl'r:lnd..co. 1'H9), )50-{>o, 
for J clefen .... · of the ag~ of ,h.: ~OUf(n ,,( th .. Torah. and ~' l.a1l' for a Vcry Important 
1)..11.:,'" Jpp,'uJix 3 in illi.l. , 361-/19. t~r arg"m"nts a!\,lillst .:xi lic w,lIp,osi,ion. 

14. ]l.lfkn, HIt' ('I't'1II AII,~d, 12. 
25. For ,I g.:n.:ral surv\'y. s.:.: Hichard E. Frkdman. WIr" IVrvu Il,e Il ihlt,? (New York: 

Harp,' r and Row, 1989), So:e alsu Kevin L tbrn.:y for thl' most d.·taikd I.auer,day S;i int 

eommenu on ,h(' Ilocum~'nt"ry 1-IYI'othesis 10 d~te. - Reneelions on Ihe Docl,Jnl~ lU af)' 

I-I)'t>o'hesis,~ I);<I/"X/" 3-'11 (2000): 57-9'1. 
26. I\;lrka, TIlt' O/da '1,'s/m'I<'II/, I ,md '11 -'.11. 
27. Tw(ltn,· •. ")l'r~'lli,lh's Prnph.::(in of jesus Chri s' ,~ 99- 103; wrnpJfc Tvcdlncs, 

-The ,\k~~iJh, th .. ' I~ .. nk uf """rmoll, ,md Ihe 1>C~d S.:" Sc rolls,~ in 'n,e Most CorfU/ l/Q(Jk, 

328-<13. 
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traditions describe a co mplete rewriti ng of th e Bible by Ezra; what 

then are the implicat ions of the existence of such a story, pa rticu larly 

since the Samaritan version accuses Ezra of t'lmpering?lll Barker never 

claims proof for her ideas but rather that "t he more materi al which 

can be illu minated by the hypothesis, the more it dese rves conside ra

l ion."29 And regardless of whether she is correct in every si ngle deta il,)!) 

it is her overall hypothesis that is in question and should be tested. 

How Firm a Foundation? 

Owen introduces Barker's view Ihat "during and after th e exile, 

th e OeuteronomiSls inst itu ted wid e- ranging reli gio us reforms that 

carried on the earlie r program of King Josiah (cf. 2 Kgs 22- 23; 2 Chr 

34- 35). These reforms invol ved th e elevation of Law and demotion 

of Wisdom, the quenchi ng of heave nl y ascents and visio ns of God, 

an d the enfo rceme nt of str ict monothe ism." But in h is view, "the 

whole hypoth esis" is questi onable "on methodological and historica l 

gro unds" (p. 302 ). Not ice that he says that th e hypothesis is question

abl e, but not the program. Indeed, The New MormOIl C/wl/ellge mani 

fests much the same agenda in dea ling wit h Latter-day Saint claims. 

So how docs Owen question her hypothesis? 

If one wishes to follow Ba rker, it must bc assumed that Josiah's 

re fo rms had a lJegat ive influence on the rel igio n of Judah

which is precisely the oppos it e o f wha t th e Bible states: 

"Nei ther before nor after Jos iah was th ere a king li ke him 

who turn ed to the LORD as he did-wi th all his hea rt and 

with all his soul and wi th all his strengt h, in acco rdance with 

all the Law of Moses" (2 Kgs 23:25). (p. 303)-1' 

28. Harker, The Oldl'r 1i>Slallh'lII, 19[- 92. lohn A. T wdliles. "fh,' Hook of Mormoll 1/11<1 
Otl,l'r I-fMdell Books: "0111 of Dllrklll'ss WIIO Light" (Provo, Utah: FARMS. 2000). 178-8 1. 

29. Barker.1"I1eOIt/rrTN/amelll.261. 
30. Se.: Margan.'! Uarkcr. '/'1,1' Ri,,,,, Lm,/: Till' 1<',115 of /-I;$l1>r), II, t/1<' Christ of Faith 

(Edinburgh: Clark, 19%), xii. 
3 1. Compare the discussion of this passage in 2 Kint:s 23:25 wit h Friedman, \VIm 

Wrote the lIibll'? 108- 16; and Will ia Jll J. Door/y, ()ir>l'ss;o>, will, IlISrie,': TI,,' SlOr), of II,,· 
/)t'luCfOllOlllim (New York: Paulist, 1994),37---45. 
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Oh'en oversi mpl ifies th e situation, leaving ou t mention that Jo

siah's refo rm foundered at hi s unexpected deat h in 609 B.C. (2 Kings 

23:29-30; 2 Chron icles 35:20- 27), some twent y-four yea rs befo re the 

fall of Jerll sa lem. Josiah's Sll ccessors a rc all co ndcmned as wicked 

(2 Kin gs 23:3 1- 33, 37; 24:8-9, 18-19; 2 Ch ronicl es 36: 1- 14). Barker 

also observes that "the Dead Sea Sc rolls and later Jewish trad ilion all 

reGlUed the post Josiah period as one of 'wra th.'" 

T he devastat ion wrought by Josiah was neve r fo rgotten <IS 

c<ln be seen in the 1<ller Jewi sh sources. The fi rst temple ended 

at tha t t ime. He "hid away" the symbo ls of templ c wo rship 

and people believed th;l! they would be reSlored in the time of 

th e Messi ah. In ol her words, the Messiah wo uld restore th e 

true worship of the first tem ple. The sacred calenda r of Deut. 

16 has no place for atonement. Can the Deu lerono mic sys
tem int rod uced by Josiah have beell the basis of Christ ianity?3! 

Fro m a Latt er-da y Sa int pers pecti ve, we shou ld note that th e 

Deuterolllonist reform W;IS not ,I single, static movement based solely 

on th e red iscovery of the Book of th e Law during losiah's t ime th irty

seven years befo re the destruct ion of the temple, but it occurred in a 

success io n of waves, seve ral decades apart , most likely involvi ng en

tirely different generat ions of ed ito rs responding to changin g situa 

tions.}J T he Deuteron omist res ponse to th e dest ruct ion of the Fi rst 

Temp le and monarchy took place dllring th e exi le, lo ng after los iah's 

dea th and long afte r Lehi left. In ove rgcne ralizi ng about the success 

and virtue of th e who le Josiah /Dcut eronomist re form , based on a 

si ngle passage written by those reforme rs about th eir hero and pa

tron, Owen shows the trust of the fa rmer who tells hi s wife th at the 

fox he left to guard the chickens has assured him that the hens just 

have not bet'n layi ng la tely, Why would those who reformed Israel 's 

religion say that what they were doi ng had a negati ve effect on th e 

32. lI,uh'/ to Chri,tm~n, .:-mail, Allg.\l~t 20M. 

33. See Fri.:dman, IIIlld IVmle IlJr !lible? 136-4 9; <l1I.llloorly. ObH'ssiolJ ",ilh /Ils/iee, 

46-:':'. 
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religion of Israel? Why would th ey desc ribe thelllselves as corru p

tors?)4 (As though they wou ld write, "La, ,md we did co rrupt the sc rip

tures in our care, exc ising things most precious tha t happened to 

conflict with our agenda.") But perhaps the fox rea lly h,lS been guard

ing the henhouse. All the farmer needs to do is to look. Docs the pic

ture th e fox gives match what is inside? We can ask, How were Jo

sia h's reforms remembered? Is there any ev idence for ex ilic editing of 

the Deute ronom ist histories?J5 If so, what <lfe the thern('s that they 

su ppressed? Is there any evidence that Ihe ex ilic efforts or the Deuter

onomists had a negat ive effec t? All these questions can be 'lsked 

wilhout refe rence to Ih(' Book of Mormon , though it happens that 

comparison to the Book of Mormon is profoundl y ill uminating. 

Meet the Deuteronomists 

Not ice that of IwO passages in the second chapter of The GrC{lt 

AI/gel thai summari ze the Deutero nomist agenda, Owen chooses to 

quote the seco nd, which resta tes most of the information in th e fi rst 

(1'.303). The ch ief d iffe rence in co nt ent between the Iwo passages is 

that the earlier quotation ties the agenda of the Deuleronomisl move

ment to specific passages in Deuteronomy. 

Fi rst, they we re to have the Law instead o f Wisdom ( DellI. 

4.6) ... . [Wlha l was th e Wisdom which the Law replaced? 

Second , they were to th ink only of the forml(' ss voice of God 

sounding from lhe fire and giving the L,w (Deut. 4.12 ) .~t. Israel 

had long had a belief in th e vision of God, when the glory 

34. For;l discussion of methods, se,' Hugh Nioley, '"Th<' \V,lY of th~ Churl"h.'" in 
Mormonism ",,,II!nrly CI.ri"iwliIY. 209-6(,. 

35. See. for example. any of B<lrkn\ h-ouks and. for coml'.lrisons, l',i,·dm;lIl. Who 
IVrole Ihe HiM .. ? and Doody, 0"5<'55;011 wilh Ilmirc. Sec JI..;o t ).lVid Nod Freedman. Til,' 
Nille CfllmlllHu/mclll5: Ullwvcring (I HiddclI Portr'nI pf CrimI" WId Plmi,/wlclII ill 1/1(" 
Hdm:w Ili/lif (New York; Douhh:·.;by, 2(00), whi.:h argul's th,u Ih.· Ililll" conlains.1 <lrllC
tu,,' designed specifically 10 explai n the ,kstrUOion of the km!,k, lhl' f,lll of the l11<)n,1f 
chy, ,md the exile. Allthrn' authors cite evidence lh,,' "Ider ,,'xIS were suhoniinatl'd to JI1 

exilic redaction. See ,d~o Barney, "'rtdlectioJls on1he Documentar), Hypothesis." 
36. A printinf\ error is here ill rhe (;rrill illlgc/. which I hJ"e correc1ed. lkulerunolllY 

4: 12 is Ihe corr,'cl rderence. 
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had been visible on th e throne in hllman form, sli rround ed 

by the heavenly hosts. \.vhat happened to the visions of God? 

And third, they were to leave the venera tion of th e host of 

heaven to peop les not chosen by Yah weh (Deut. 4.19- 20). 

Israe l had long regarded Ya hweh as the Lord of the hosts of 

heave n, bu t the title Yahweh of Hosts was not used by the 

Deutcronomists. What happened to the hosts, the angels?.l7 

So there is a bibli"ll basis fo r Ba rker's inqui ries, and Owen ap

pears to be rel uctan t to ack nowledge that this is so. Why is the Old 

Testament ,It odds with itself, desc ribing the heavenly ascents and vi

sion of God with acceptance in so me places and rejecti ng th em else

where? If thest' proh ibitions in Deuteronomy 4 were original to Moses 

and authoritat ive, why do we have tht, th rone visions of 1s.1 iah, Ezekiel , 

Jeremiah, and others? Why does Revelation, wh ich as Barker notes is 

the onl y New Testam ent book that expressly claims div ine inspira

ti on,.l~ contain exactly the things that the Deuteronomists co ndemn? 

Why does the book of Enoch appear to con tain exactly the th ings that 

the ex ili c Deuteronomists condem n, and why in turn docs that book 

appear to co ndemn th e returnin g ex il es as apostate?.I\I Why did th e 

early Christ ians va lue th e book of Enoch when it co ntains what the 

Deut ero nomists condemned and whe n it appears to co ndem n the 

Dcuteronomists?·'o Was there a relationshi p between the attitude about 

the Second Temp le that appea rs in Enoch and what Jesus expressed 

when he "cleansed" the tem ple? Owen dodges the questions, bu t Barker 

has the answers: 

37. lIarker, -nit' Gt't'<ll AII~d, 13. 
38. ,\-I,lrg,l rel Barker. nit, R,.l'dlllHm 4 /c:ms Cllrisl: IVlliell Gml Caw·la /lim 10 SholO' 

10 His S.'rl'llJus IV/WI Mml :;mm 'Iilke Plac/' ( R",'drllj(JIr 1.1 J (Edinbu rgh: Clark, 2(00), 1)3. 

39. ·· 'And thl'y beg.m a!tain to build as hdore, Jnd they reared up tha l tOlO'er, and it 

,,",lS named the hif:h tow<:,; and they bq:an again to place 3 table hefo re the lower. bm aU 

Ihe hread 011 it was puUutt'd :llld not pUrl'. ... And aner thaI in the scventh week shall all 

apostale g~nt";lti()n ariSt'. And on,lIly ~ha l! h(' ils deeds, And al! ils deeds sh"I! be aposlate· 

( I Eno(h 89.73; 93.9):' Citl·.1 in Ilarkcr. Tile L()5/I'roplwl. 1':1. Atso sec hl·r dis(ussiOil ill 
-n,P Qlda '/i'>ltllII/' llI. 1'>1: "l f th .. roots of "Ht his mylhologicalmalerial do lie in Ih .. Old 
TeSI"menL .md what we re,ld in Fnodl is a I<'gilim;ll(' development. we find new signifi . 

, ,,n, <." in Ihe ciail]] th.l1 ;tll who rdurn~d frOlll thl' '-'xile were irnpure al1(1 apostate." 

4U. B.lrker. 'fill' /.ost Pruph.>/. I h--31. 
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The Deut ero nomists rew ro te the t radi t ion: "Then Yah weh 

spoke to YOLI out of the midst of the fi re; YOl l heard the sound 

of the words but saw no form; there W:lS only a voice" (Dellt. 

4.12) . With th is one sho uld co mpa re the contempora ry Eze~ 
kie1, a temple priest who W'1S able 10 describe "one like a man" 

on the fi ery thro ne ( Eze k. 1.26), or the trad ition that Moses 

was permitted to see the "fo rm" of the Lord (N um. 11 . 8).~1 

Curiously, ea rly in his paper Owen cit es another scholar who ac~ 
knowledges that "th e Oeuteronomi c reform was apparen tly no t only 

a matter of where and how the God o f Israel should be worshipped, 

but also a matter of 'he divine lIo/llre" (p. 274) . Nevertheless, OWCIl 

shows a dis tinct uneasiness about acknowledging ;IIlY issues that 
might be raised aga inst the authority of any pari of the Bible. "If one 

wishes to maintain with Ba rker that th(' Deu terono mistic movement 

had a negati ve impact o n th e relig ious faith of ISTilel, th en o ne is 

compelled to reject the teaching of a large body of biblica l litcratur('" 

(p. 303). 

On the co ntrary, we a re not co mpelled to reject the teachin g of a 

large body of biblical literature. We simpl y read wi th an awareness 

of the ed ito rial slant in those books, accep ting the Hible as "a record of 

the jews, which co ntains the cove nant s of th e Lord .. . [and J many 

o f the prophec ies .. . wherefo re, they arc of great wo rth" (1 Nep hi 

13:23), desp ite the not ion Ihat "th ey have taken away from the gospel 

of the La mb many parts which are pla in and mos t precious" 

(1 Ne phi 13:26). Since Lehi was a co ntemporary of Josiah's refo rm, 

whi ch has been associa ted with the recove ry of th e Book of th e Law, 

the Book of Mo rmon sho uld and does show a profound in fl uence 

from DeuteronomyY Owen claims that "The Book of Mormo n itself 

pl ainly ind icates that Deutero no my was written prior to the tim e of 

the exile (I Nephi 5: I I; 3 Nephi 20:23)" (p. 274). He cites only I Neph i 

5: I I, wh ich describes Ihe brass plates as containing "the fi ve books of 

Moses," a nd 3 Nephi 20:23, which cit es a prophecy from De ute r ~ 

41. BJrkcr, TllrGrcalAlIgo>/, 100. 

12. SIT my discussion and rdncnccs in "I'~ radibms Hrga il1~J," I)- I (). 



O \VI: N, MON01'/-IEls",r ANI) MOIlMON/SM (CHRISTENS[S) • 209 

a nomy 18: 15, He might lIlso have ci ted var ious stud ies showing Deu

teronomic in fl uence throughout the Book of Mormon in terms of a 

profound ly nuanced understandi ng of the Law, a com plex li nd subtle 

use of li terary all us ion and type scenes tha t re ference the Deu ter

onomisl history, sop histicated references to the politics in the De u

teronomist history, and so fo rth,H However, none of th is excl udes the 

possibil ity that the exil ic edito rs changed, removed, o r added things 

to the text. 

Owen himsel f accepts the poss ibi li ty of some exi lic ed iting and 

docs so witho ut fee li ng compel led to re;ecllhe Old Testament alto

gethe r. He writes, " It is, of course, poss ible tha t the book of Deute r

onomy underwent edi tin g by later scribes, but there arc good reasons 

for maintaining that the substance of Deuteronomy goes back to the 

time of Moses himself" (p. 274) . He refers the re.lder to a number of 

books, wh ich we may presume contain th e good rcaso nS,44 From my 

perspective, the Book o f Mo rm on prov ides add it ional ev idence tha t 

the exil ic phases of the Deut eronomist refo rms proceeded just as 

Barker clai ms, reacti ng to th e loss of the monarchy and the dest ruc

tion of the temple: 

The Deuteronomists had not favoured the mona rchy, as can 

be seen frolll thei r surviving wr itings; they said that the 
wickedness of a king had caused the destruct ion of Jerusalem 

(2 Kings 24,3).45 They were to reformulate Israel's religion in 

such a way that the monarch was no longer central to the cult. 

In add ition , the exile of so Illany peo ple to Babylon mea nt 

43. Ibid. 

44. Appendict.>s II and C in J'rkdm~n's Hidden Book of rill' Hible give somt.> good rca· 
sons for the antiquity of tht.> sourc,.- materials in the Pentateuch, though h,.- also describes 

,.-vid,.-rK"- for reda(!ion and edilin~ during the exi!.:. I located ~ short but interesting study 

o n the Web <IS of October 2002 (www.robibT<rd.d,.-mon.(O.uk/dt'ut.htrn.section 7.1) that 

asserts Ihal I-IOWa, a preexiJic ()mphc!' shows an awareness of Deurnonomy. None of this 

precludes the activ iti c) of editorial n-daction of old mate rials. 

45, Acmrding 10 Uuoriy, this assessment of King Manas.seh is one stage in <I searching 
proc,.-ss, not th,.-linal conclllsion uf th,- Ueureronornisl school. Also, note that;\ n-li tu ry 

later. thl' Chronicler cl,\ims that Mana.<seh had repented (2 C hronicl l'S 33: 15-16; .<l'e 

Doorly, Obse$~i(lU wilh JIlS/;((" 62-(4) , 
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that they we re physically separat ed frolll thc temple whi ch 

had been th e ce ntre of th eir life . These IwO cirCLIm sta nces 

com bined to aiter radi call y the percepti on ofthl' presence of 

God in the temple. The events of history necessi tated an idea 

of God not located in the one holy place. but rather of God 

travelling wit h his peo plc, an d the DClIte rOllomists rejec ted 

all the ancie nt an th ropomorp hisms of the royal cult . Theirs 

was to be a God whose voice was heard and obeyed, bu t who 
had no visible fonn. 41' 

Clea rl y, this aspect of the Deu tcronomisl reform respo nds to the 

destruCiion of the monarchy and the loss of the tem ple. T hat dates 

these specific effOrl S to the exi li c phase of the refo rm, and this is 

where we see an immedia te con trast with th e pictu re in Iht' Book of 

Mormoll . Lehi's vision in 1 Nep hi I demonstrates ex.lCtly the themes 

th aI the Deutero nomist movement suppressed in their response 10 

the exi lcY Further, th e Book of Morillon shows an in · depth aware

ness of th e preexi li c Wisdom trad itions Ih.lt Barker reconstructs 

based on " the ev idence of pre-Chri st ian tex ts prese rved and trans· 

mitted olliy by Christiall 11Qllds."4~ Wh il e Barker's reco nstructio n 

stands apart from the Book of Mormon (,lga in , her concern s have to 

do wi th Chr istian o ri gins, ,md she would not neccssa ri ly endorse any 

Latter-day Saint claims), the degree of fit is profound. One of the 

most impo rt an t element s of th e prl'exil ic reli gion th ;lt the Deuter 

onomists changed involved the role of the hi gh priest. Fo r example. 

Barker observes that 

The anointed high priest of the first temple cult was n:mem· 

be red as having bel'n differen t from th e hi gh priest of the 

seco nd temple cult si nce the latter was described si mpl y as 

the priest who "wears many garme nt s," a reference 10 th e 

46. ,\-brgard »arker, Th" Gm,' of Non .... '.' Th" H;$t,Jry iII,,1 S1'I11/>"/;$111 '" /1". /elllp/,' ;11 

leruSi!lcm (London: SI'CK, 1991), 134--'5. 

47. Christensen, "I'ar,ldigms lkgaincd." 15. 

48. Barker, The Oider 1'·""melll. 7, <'nll'h'l~is in original. Chrislclls('n, "l'.tr.,digms 

Regained:' 37-5Cl. 
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e igh t garment s worn by him o n Yom Kippur: "A nd who is 

the anointed [h igh priest [? I-I e Ih al is ano inted wilh Ihe oil of 

unction, but not hc that is dedicated wit h many garments." 

(m. Hom),otlJ 3.4). It was also remembered Ihatthe roles of the 

anointed high priest and th c high pr iest of Illany garmcnts 

di ffe red in so me respects Ht Yom Kippur when th e rituals of 

at onem ent were performed. The anointed high pries t, th ey 

believed, wo uld be reslored to Israel at the end of time, in the 

last days:1Y 

Why docs this mailer? Thc Hcbrew Messiah and the Greck Christ 
bOlh mean "anointed one." The implicat ion is tha t during the exile 

aft er Ihe destructio n of Jeru salem in 586 U.C., the role of the anointed 

one was changed as part o f a Deu te ronomist reform. Barker shows 

that th e ea rl y C hri st iilns saw Jesus as thi s ano inted hi gh pri est an d 

that this is the theme of John, Hebrews. and Revelat ion. 

Whi le Owen argues that "Mormons cannot consisten tly appeal 

to scholars who wo ul d C"xplain the monotheism of Deu tero nomy by 

appeal ing to a later ex ilic ed ito r" (p. 274), he obviously did not fore

see the ki nd of fit I describe in "P;lradigms Regained."50 It won't do to 

cite the passages from Deu teronomy 4 to condcmn thc Book of Mo r

mon on these points because, as Barker shows, the same thin gs were 

originally pa rt of the Israelite t radit ion, and they do reemerge in Chris

ti anity. Thc affini ty is remarkab le. given that thc separate bod ics of 

work ca me through vastl y different methods and without collusion. 

Isa iah Seconds the Motion 

Indeed, even the ,lpparen t conflict bctween the Book of Mormon 

quotations and the notion of a Second Isa iah , written during the exile 

(p. 470 n. 19), fits bett er than might <lppearat firs t gla nce. The seven 

chapte rs co ntai n ing the Second Isai<l h's a rguments for monotheism 

do not appear in the Book of Mormon Isaiah quota t ions . ~' And most 

4'J. aarker, "/J,,' (;rt"lll AI1~d. 15. 

50. Chri,lens.:n. "Paradigms I{q;ained." 2o\-21t 
51. Ihid., 77-/1. 1. and 1I.1rkl·r, TI,,' Old.., n '$I"m,·1I1. 161--8J. 



212 . FARM S REV I EW OF B OO KS 14/1 - 2 (2002 ) 

of the Second Isaiah chapters thai do ap pea r in the Book of Mormon 
have tics to preexilic fes tival liturgies and could, thcrefore, be olde r, 

even if pa riS of Isa iah 40-55 h'ld been ed ited, composed, or rei nte r
preted l.lte r.!>! The Isaiah situatio n cannot be said to be completely 

resolved, nor can it said to be less than very promising.!» 

For exa mple, regard ing the state of the texts of Isa iah 53, th e 
fou rth of Isaiah's Se rvan t songs, Barker observes that 

The subjec t of the fourth Song is .1I0nementj thi s Illll ch at 

least is clear. Wha t is not clear is th e exact proccss by wh ich 

th is atonelllcnt was effected and it is these disputes which led 

to distortions in the Hcbrew lext and the widc variety of ren

derings in the versions. Since the Q umran Hebrew is sub

stantially the same as the Masoretic, the problems in the I-Ic

brew must have arisen befo re the major tex t fa mi lies became 

distinct.s4 

Barker here addresses the quest ion of troublesome variants in a 

key text. Do sllch va riants matter? Barker writes tha t 

On the road to Em maus, Jesus ex plained to the two disciples 

that it was necessa ry fo r the Anointed One to suffer and en
ler his glory (Luke 24.26)j th is mllst refer to the Qumran 

version of the four th Servant Song \ Isa iah 53 1. sillee there is 
110 oth er passage ill the Hebrew Scriptllres wllidl speaks of a 

slIjJerillg Anoil/ ted Olle. S5 

Variations on Themes 

The existence of such a key Isaiah varia nt again ra ises the ques

tion of whether the Old Testalllent as it stands comprehensively and 

52. S~-e Christensen, "Par,ld igms Regain(.'d," 77-11 1. 

53. S(.'e Andrcw C. Skinncr, MNephi 's l.essons 10 Hi~ I'eopk·; Th~ 1\·lcss i~ h, Ihe Land, 

,md b"i~h 48--49 in I Nephi 19-22." in /sf}i,!h ill 1/1(" Ill~'k .if MOrHWIl. ,.J. Don,II,1 W. I'auy 

and Jo hn w. Welch (Provn. Ulah: fARM S. 19"'8),95- 121. 

54. Barker. Tit .. Risrlll.oni. 12 1-22. 

55. Barker, Rrvt"l'lliO/! of k SIl$ Cllrisl, 136. 
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accurately reprcsc nts the religion of Israel , pa rti cularly when such a 

key tex tual versio n had been lost for a lmost two thousand years. 

Discuss ing a fo rt hcoming book on the versions of the books of Samuel 

found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, Donald W. Parr y reports, "The scro lls 

teach us much about the formation of the Bible and how the scribal 

process of t ransmitt ing the tex t often changed ii, affecting the version 

we havc today . . . . I have fo und betwcen 300 and 400 discrepancies in 

the book of Samuel alo ne, indud ing a who le miss ing verse. Some

times it's only a word o r two that's chan ged, bu t it a lters the en tire 

mean ing of the verse o r ch'lpter.""" 
Owe n docs ment io n the much-di scussed Deut eronomy 32:8-9 

wi th it s not;\ble varian ts: SO I/ S of Israel in the Maso retic tex t (which 

unde rl ies the Ki ng James translation) and SOilS of EI in the Septuagin t 

and the Dead Sea Scrolls. Here is the Revised Standa rd Version: 

When the Most High [t ha t is, El ohim ] g:lve to the nat ions 

their in herit ance, when he separated the sons of men, he 

fi xed the bounds o f th e peoples acco rding to the number of 

the so ns of God Ithe KJ V has children of [srael]. 

For the LOR O'S po rtio n [thai is, Yahweh's po rtio n] is his 

people, Jacob hi s allo tted heritage. 

Forced to deal with th is passage, O wen co nfi dently tel ls us what 

it means (sec Pl'. 298-99 ). However, he does no t inform the reader 

thai early Christian re;lders read the passage quite d ifferently-indeed, 

very much as Latter-day Sai nts do. The omiss ion is parti cul arly co n

spicuous si nce bOl h Ba rker and Ba rry Bickmore d iscuss this issueY 

For example, B;lrkcr observes: 

Eusebius, writing about A. O. 320, shows in his Proof of the 
Gospel th at th e d isti nctio n between the two de ities was still 

remembered in his time and th at the second God was ident i

fi ed with Chri st. Hav ing quoted Deul. 32.8 he says of it: " In 

56. Quuh:d in Todd R. Condie, '·Rc-viving the Dead Sf;! Scrotis,H IJYU MlIgmdm:, 
spring 2002,16. 

57. Sloe H~rkt.·r, TIJ~ Grcll( Allg"', 190-207; and Hickmon:, R,',/oTing lire A,,(iem C/mrc/', 

J06-18. 
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these words surel y he !Moses] names first the Most High 

God, the Supreme God of the Uni verse, and then, as Lord, 

His Word, Whom we ca ll Lord in the second degree after the 

God o f the universe ... to One beyond compa ri son with ( the 

angels), the Head and King of th e Universe, I mean to Christ 

Himself, as being the Only Begotten So n , was handed ove r 

that part of humanity denominated Jacob and Israel." .. , 

(Proof of the Gospel, I V,9}5~ 

In discussing the Wisdom tradition as it curren tly appears in our 

Old 'Iestament, Barker discusses dues to the origins of th e 'lpocalyp

tic traditions: 

How are we to exp lai n (Daniel's] dealings with heave nl y be

ings, an d his use of an inexp licable mythology? The elabo

rate struct ures of the book suggest tha t it was using a known 

framework, and not co nstructing imagery as it went along, 

but the re is no hint of such im'lgc ry in Proverbs, except ill 
passages w/,ere Ihe lexi is flOW corrupt, This suggests that the 

wisdom elements in the non-canonical apoca lypses whic h 

have no obvious rools in the Old Test.lmenl m ay not be for 

eign accretions, but clements of an older wisdom which re

formers have purged,s,) 

It is patterns drawn from the sy mbolism of the First l e mple that lie 

behind B,lrker's readings, Owen charges that she [eads " into texts ideas 

that si mpl y are not there" ( po 303}-but he docs so without reference 

to that background context that she bu ilds, For example, she writes: 

The most vivid temple imagery to descr ibe the presence of 

God is found, as a result !of the Deuteronomist refo rms!, in 

511. Bark ... r, TIr,. Gr.',u AIl<~c/, 192, 
59, Barker, 71/( Old.., 7"S/<IIII<'III, 92, elllphasi,~ in oril(il1;l1. Sec' il>id" 1 "Add 10 Ihis Ihc' 

fa" tnal a high proporliOIl of the 0P;"luc' to IS "f Ihe Old T,'s';lIl1c'nt S<.'C'!11 10 I", d~,ding 
with Ihe s;tme sub;':':1 maller, Ildllldy angcis, SI;trs, and Ill(' demenls which ~urf'K<.' inl,l ler 

;tp(>C,tI)'ptic, and we h,tvc J;rounds fo r taking a fresh lonk ;If thc' Old 1 .... S1;!I11<.'1l1 ~nd tho~ 
who tr;1I1smitted it." S.: ... alsl) B3rkcr, "Beyolld the Veil uf the Tempi<:: The Hi):h Priestly 

Origins of the Apo..:alypso:s," Sn,t/ish ,OHm,,} ofTlI<'()I"XY 51/ 1 (1991'1); t- 21. 
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books which we re not in cl uded in the O ld Testament, even 
tho ugh many of tht' lll were known to the first Christians and 

used by them. To understa nd wha t th ey we re really sayi ng 

when they used tem~ le language, we are very much depend 

ent on th ese littl e-k nown boo ks.1'~1 

Owen, in cont rast, prefe rs inte rpretations of the Nicene fa thers, 

post-Ch rist ia n Juda ism, and la te Chri stiani ty for his au tho rit ative 
texts, for the most part excl ud ing fro lll the discussion just those tex Is 

tha t d isa ppea r around the time of the Nice nc fat hers. Aga insI th is, 
Barker asserts that "The roots ofCh risli anit y can be seen to go deep 

in to the religion of lsmel, ,md wi ll not be properl y recove red and un

derstood simply by reading the authorized version of whalth .. t reli 

gio n was."!>1 Jndeed, Joh n Tvcd tnes's essay "The Messiah , the Book of 

Mormon, and the Dead Sea Scrol ls" provides so me excellen t examples 

of just the kinds of thi ngs that have been miss ing fro m the au thor

ized versions of Chr istia n rool s.1l2 

Owen on Barker's Readings 

Owen claims that " Barke r's han dl ing of speci fi c Old Testament 

texts is sometimcs rather naive for a schola r of her rep ut ation.,,·1 For 

inst,lnce, we arc told tha t Yahweh is an angel, since he is ca lled ' th e 

Holy One of Israel,' and Ihe angels are also call ed 'ho ly ones'" 

(p. 303).1'" Not on ly docs he grossly oversi mplify her argumenl on the 

60. n.'rk~r, On E,lrIir "5 It Is in He/l1·ol. S. 
01. ItlTkcr. TI!,'GmuAII)!d. 131. 
(,1. T\'edtncs, Tile M,,;t G,rr,·,·t/Mmk. JJ()...J4. 

hJ. Educated,,1 Cunbri<lge. lI.lrkr hJ~ JU l hor~d nine books and has published artidcs 

in" v~ridy of ac"J"mi( journals in England :1110 America. SIt<' is., recognized expert on 
,cmplr symbolism .mo in 1998 s<" rved " 'erm :,s the presidc11l-c1eCI nf ,h.· Soci<'ty for Old 
' k~Hlmen l Study (www.trinil).-hris.ac.ukfsolsfpilslmnfncnces.hlml ). A number of her ar 

ticles JPllC;' f 3,l>.br' Iul·llc Uni\' .. r.~ity's p,lgi.';1\ www.marqlldt ..... du/ nmqnm/. NOliee too 
hOI,' c;,rcfuU), Owen hedges {hnth her.' and dso.:wht·re}, introducing;, di~ussion hy saying 
"som"l im~s" and th,'1l gennalizing .I~ thnugh Msomctimcs" is 'q)rt'senlali"e. 

64. Nul ice ;IIP;n Ih.· iml'ort;lIlt rh"wriedl hedgcfqualificalion of ~soml't imcs.~ This 
1'~"lIits Owen [() skate unly Nh"re h,' chous,'s ;lnd tt) let I he gencr;tli1ations f;.11 where 
they may, wiwllll'r Of nul thc sampling is represent",i"" or his reJding actua lly is h.-IIer. 
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pages he references, but he argues as thou gh he has not prev iollsly 

observed passages in the Bible that descr ibe Yahweh as an angl'l (see 

PI'. 279- 80).;'5 For exa mple, "And the angel of the LORD appeared 

unto hi m in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush: ;ll1 d he looked, 

an d, behold, th e bush burn ed wit h fire, and the bush IVIIS no t con

sumed .... And when the LOIw saw thaI he tUr1l «;,d aside to see, God 

called unto him out of the midst oflhe bush, and sa id , Moses, Most's" 

(Exodus 3:2, 4). 

Owen does no t read Barke r ca refu ll y, I wo uld ven ture to guess, 

because his ideological commi tments interfere wi th th e possibi lity of 

tak ing her seriously. For example, "Barker ove rloo ks th e fac t that 'no 

sex ual behavio r of God has been described in the Old Testame nt'" 

{I" 302 ).hl< O n the contrary, she docs not overlook this: "Such sim ilari

ties as do exist [between the mythologies of Canaan and Israel] show 

th at many Canaani te cl eme nt s, sLi ch as the rib.ald revelries of the 

heavenly court and the birth of the gods, have nOl been Llsed.";,] 

Owen claims that "Barker co ntinually cites isola ted passages 

from Philo, wi th out due regard fo r th eir conlexts, in the att empt 10 

prove her case" (I'. 304). Yet Owe n cont inually neglects Barker's over

all context. She writes thai "Philo shows by this imagery that his Logos 

o riginated in th e royal cult and it corroborates what we have deduced 

from Olher texts about the nature of that cu lt."M Rcg.lrding Ph ilo, she 

observes: 

What is said here about the Logos is ve ry like what has been 

sa id by others of the Name in Deuteronomy. When we add 

10 this th e whole cat'l logue of sign ifi can t titl es which Ph ilo 

gives to the Logos, of which King, Shep herd, High Priest, 

Covenant , Rider on the Divine Char iot, Archangel, and First-

65. Compare !luker's richer disw ssion in TIr" GrclIl AII):rI. 211-4 7,70-96. 
66. But ,ompar~ Itlph"d P,l[;Ji, Tile H,'lm'''' Goddess, 3r1l elli . ed. (Detroit, \\layne 

State University Press, 1990). 

67. Barker, "/1re Cn'm tllIge!, 2J-24. 

68. Jbid.,I2l. 
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born Son can give a context for all the olhers, it seems more 
than li kely that Philo drew his ideas of the mediator from hi s 

people's most ancient beliefs, and only adopted them to Greek 
ways of th inking.l'~ 

Whi le Owen builds from the settled conclusions of classical trini
l,lTian mo nothe ism ,7" Barke r looks back to the untidy con troversies 

that preda te the Christ ian cou nci ls: 

T he ba lt ic aga inst the " two powers" heretics began wi lh the 

exegesis of Scri pture, especial ly with l the l vision of Dan 7; ... 

and the debates were illways associated with Palestine. Aillilis 

poilJts to (j crisis precipitlileli by the rise of Christianity . .. , The 

problem of the Mem r,l, the problems of the Logos and the 

problem of th e two powers a rc all one problem, caused by 

our losi ng sight of the Great Angel , and by the curiously per

verted refusal on the part of Christian scholars to bel ieve the 

claims of the first Christians.7I 

One of these fi rst Christ ians is Justin, who re marks \0 Try pho 
"That there bo th is, and that we read of, anot her God and Lo rd un

der th e Creator of all th ings who is also termed an angel in that he 

bea rs messages to men, whatever the Creator, above Whom there is 

no othe r god , wil ls to be bo rne to thelll." n [f such things we re as 

6':1 . Ih id., lI t., 
7n. Stt' phen E. I'arr i.h, with enrl Mosser, ~A T .. le o f Two Thcism s,~ in TII ( N"w 

M"rmU! ! CI!<!lIrl!,~ r, 1'J3-2 IR; Owen "lso comments; ~ Middlc Platonic a s~un1p t ions 

(,!Uscd sim i l~ r pmhl.::",s for c~rl y Christ;,m apologis ts such as Justin Marlyr and Origcn, 
whose underst .lI1din~ of the Son's identit y W,l S similar to Philo's I.ogos, Thl' tension re
nmim'd u nr~,olvnl until the t-:ict' nt' fathers cle~rl y identified th.:: Son as ~ d istinguishable 
rdation withi n God 's own subst,l!1 (('" (1'. 4111 n. (69), lIere again Ol'>'.:: n shows his com

Ill it m.::nt to the late councils ,1Ild consciously d ismisses tlH' explicit teaching and belief or 
the e;Jrly Chris tiMls, 

7 1. llarka, The Grml Allgd, 151\, emphasis in origina l. 

7] . !bid .. 19.\, ' IU()linl( TrYl'hn 51\ , Also Barker, (;Ille "f H,'"""", 175, Cn"tr<lS1 Owen, 
" !f U,lrker 's read ing or the New Tesl,II11<'llt is COTred, Ihen why is the ~II never d~scribed 

,IS a 'sc(ond God '?" (p. J08). 
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unthink:Jble as Owen imagines, why docs sli ch an important ea rl y 

Christian writer from a Palestine background express exac tl y what 

Barker claims??.! Wou ld Justin and Eusebills agree with Owen's cla im 

that "Therefore, for Jews who were familiar with the l lebrew Bible, 

the identification of Jesus as Yahweh would have implied , not that he 

was a second God, but that he was somehow to be incl uded within the 

identity of the Ollt! God (Deut 6:4). As Jesus said, ' I and the I~ather arc 

one' Oohn 10:30)" (p. 30S)? It happens that nei ther Justin nor the 

New Testam ent contains a ph r,lse abo ut Icsus being included with in 

th e "unique identit y" of God (p. 288). O\\'en's fa vo rit e ph rase. John 

17:2 1-22 docs repo rt Jesus' prayer: "Tha t they all may be one; as thOll, 

Father. a rt in Ille, ;md I in thee, that Ihey a lso Illay be one in us: ... 

that th ey may be one, eve n as we arc one," Owen shou ld know that 

Latter-day Sain t writers favor these passages as an expla nation of the 

oneness of God. 

Owe n accuses Barker of inte rpreting "with wooden literalness 

wha t Philo is att em pting to inl;1ginalivdy dep ict through ph ilosophi

ca l contemplation" (p. 480 11. 165) in dea ling wi th the Logos, yet she 

writes, " In all his philosophizing and allt.'gorizing. Philo uses Logos in 

both its senses; it was the title of the Angel who appeared in human 

rorm but also the philosophers' Reason or d iv ine orde r appare nt in 

the creat ion .... One by one in the ro les of the Logos we recognize 

the ancient Yahweh ."H She recognizes th at Philo is in volved in de

myt hologizi ng Hebrew traditions but tha t his commentaries never

theless witness to what those t raditions originally desc ribed. This is 

particu la rly evident when reading Philo in the sweeping context that 

she provides in Tile Gre(// Allgel in the chapters th at Owen bypasses.75 

7"J. Compare." Ow(."n, ~ lIark<."r cOIl I" lld~ Ihal Iht "J rlie."SI ( :hr iSliJm id"nlifjed k~u) J~ 

Yahwch~ (p. 308j. Sh,"s not only contemling; sht's dClllon~lr.ui I1g thrvu!\h ,(lJQUIIOll. 

74. B.1fkcr, TI .. , Gmu AIJ.~e1, 121. 

75. Early on, OWl'n ddin<."S polyl hl'i~111 as Ih,' M\I;:lif"f in ;llld "'"rship of a plurJlitl' of 

gods, ,'\,("11 if t h<."$<." gods ar(" b..-licve."d hI Ill! ,'man;'ljon~ of a sU ln"",.; IIlgh G ..... IR 

11'.172). 

lolkr he quoks Alun I'. Segal as SJyi l1!:, "Phi lo ;,lIows for the C)(;'I<."IKC of ,I s,.'colld, princi. 

pal , divine crcaltlre, whom he "~lIs a 'sccond God: wl1\l n,·\<·nhcl,·.'s i~ Hnly Ih<' ,·isibk 

cman"tion of the High, <."vcr-nisling (;0<1" (p. 307). So, a'';\H(ling 10 Owen's definiliol1. 

l'h; lo is a I'o lylb<."ist. 
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Concl usion 

M,lrgaret Barker's work resto res lost t ruth s about the o rigins of 

Chr ist i,wil y and its roots in the First Temple tradi tions of preexilic 

Israel. She recovers and d isplays fossils of that tradition and , in search

ing widely th ro ugh an immense varit, ty of wri t in gs, fleshes out those 

fossils and breatht,s life in to them to shO\." the ir rel evance fo r co n

te mpora r), Christian s. J n her works, Barker writes pr imari l)' to de

fend Christian f<l ith from th e corrosives of sec ular scho la rs who at

tempt to strip Christ i;mit y of its in spirat ion and Jesus of his d ivinity. In 

resist ing her findings, Owell unco nscio Lisly reen,lCts th e role and 

age nda of the ancie nl Deutcronomists <111100 precisely. 

In cri ti cizing Latlc r-d<lY Sa int scholars for cit ing Barker's work, 

Owen claims th<lt "il is inconsisten t to cite th e co nclusions of Barker's 

study wh il e paying no attention to th e argumen ts and methods lI sed 

in arri ving at those views" (p. 303). My monograph " P<l radigms Re

gained" pro\'ides sig nifican t attention to her arguments and methods 

and good reasons fo r LOS sc holars to co ntinue to c ite and ex plore 

Barker's work. In contrast, the most consp icuous thin g missi ng fro m 

Owen's discLLss ion of Ba rker's studi es is any substantive d iscussion of 

the arguments and methods that she uses to arrive at her views. Whi le 

her effo rts may not demonst rate perfection- somet hing that is now 

beyond our reach in any case-she does demo nstrate a profoLi nd range 

and depth of scholarship and, above this, a most remarkable vision. 

[ ,1111 appending some brief comments by Margaret Barker herself, 

which I would title "A Demo nstration of the Art of Self- Defense." 

Append ix: Some Comments by Marga ret Barker 

The first question to ask those who do not like The Great Allgel is 

Why d id JesLis read the 01' that way and why did all the earl y Chris

tia n fa th ers (I have checked as far as the mid -fo urth cen tur y) also 

read the OT that way? Then ask why the Dead Sea Scrolls and I<lter 

Jewish tradition all reca lled the post -Josiah period <IS one of "wrath ." 

The whole qut'stion needs to be sc t in as wide a context as possible. 

Just 10 quote a co uple of verses here ;lIl d there is not a responsible 

use of scripture. 
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The first issue concerns the definition of the canon of sc ripture. 

When was the Hebrew canon defined and by whom? Tradi tion says 

by a group of rabbis al Jamnia in about A.D. 95- lhat is, 'Ifter the ori
gin of Chr istianity. We do not know exactly wha t Jesus deemed to be 

sc ript ure. especiall y which he deemed to be prophets. There is no list 

of book titles. Josephus speaks of holy books but gives no list of titles, 
and there were books mentioned at Qumran (for example, the book 

of Hag u) that were clearly of great import ance for them but that we 
no longer have. Enoch was also as "popu la r" as Isaiah there, and we 

do know tha t Ezekiel only got into the Hebrew canon after much de
bate. The Ezra legend in 2 Esdras 14 says that Ezra dictated th e scrip

tures to his scribes but was only permitted to make pu bli c twe nt y
four of th e books; the other seventy were to be secret, onl y for the 

wise. Something must lie behind this legend! The Hebrew ca non rep

resents the choice of a parti cular group of Jewish people, and it was a 
smaller collection of books than the Greek canon adopted by the 

chu rch. Special reverence has always been given to th e Hebrew canon, 

but it has neve r bee n exclusive. 

There is also the quest ion of the history of the text of the OT and 
the differences between the Hebrew text we present ly usc and the olle 

known at Qumran. which differs in sign ificant places (for example. 
in having no mention of the sons of God/angels in Deu teronomy 32:8 

and 43). Why did these passages disappear? 
The way th e fi rst Christia ns understood the OT to refer to the 

Second Person cannot be disregarded by Christian s, even though few 

Christia ns are aware that the OT was read this way. This is one of th e 

st ron gest pieces of evidence for the "Second God." There is also the 
mysterious figure of Wisdom, to whom the grea t church in Constan

tinople was dedicated. Who was she? She appears in Proverbs, but 
mainly in the longer Gree k OT that incl udes Wisdo m of Solomon 
and Wisdom of Jes us Ben Si rac h- Wisdom there be ing the alterna

tive name for the Second God. Th is is what th e firs t Christians must 
have believed. Do we nowadays kn ow more abo ut the fai th than 

th ose who first received it ? 
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Do nol allow Philo to be dism issed as a Hellenizer. He had a good 

grasp of the priest ly tradit ions at the end of the Second Tem ple pe 

riod and was chosen by the Jews of Alexa ndria as the ir spokes m,m 

befo re the Roma n empero r. He cannot have been a here tic. Philo is 

clear abo ut the Second God and exact ly what was understood by that 

term. 

I ha d a sludent ask me once: Wha t ha ppe ned 10 Ya hweh in the 

NT? The Name si mply disappears from Ch rist ian discussion. Try ask

ing an evangelica l Chr istian what he or she mea ns by sayi ng "Jesus is 

Lo rd." 

I cannol understand why the cla im thaI Jeslls was Yahweh incar

na te is held by them to be a thrt·at. They presum abl y arc happy to 

have a Trinity aft er the t ime of Jes us. If God does no t change. the 

Tr inity cannot have "begun" with Jesus. What happened was that the 

media tor of the Trin ity ca me among us. Tr inity/ plura li ty Ill ust have 

been eternally a part of the way huma ns understood the uni ty of 

God. Ask what the Shrllla actua ll y says: "The Lord ou r eloh im (plu

ral) is one Lord" (Deuteronomy 6:4) . 

It is very importa nt to read the OT tex ts as !esus' contem pora ries 

rcad them. Try readi ng Josephus's Anli(lliities versio n of Genes is 18, 

\.,.here Yahweh and the two ot hers become si mply th ree angels, o r of 

Genes is 22, where the angel of the Lord becomes God. They sim ply 

di d not distingui sh. An angel was th e way th at the Divi ne was per

ceived by the huma n. 

Margaret Barker 

August 2002 





KORIHOR SPEAKS, OR 

TH E MI SINT ERPRETATIO N OF DREAMS 

Mich.)c] D. ' ibson 

Introduct ion and Overview 

Begin with the assum ption 1hill any scholarly study of history 
must excl ude all forms of supernatural pheno mena. Onl)' facts 

es tablished by scienti fic inq uiry may be accepted as evidence for or 
agai nst any hi storical in terp retation , and clai ms of the su pernatural 

mll sl be interpre ted in stri ctly natu ralist ic terms. By ex tension , his

to ri c<l l sources that imply the acceptance of supernatural phenomena 

must be rejected. Now examine th e or igi n of the Book o f Mo rmon. 

This rigid pos it iv ism, the acceptance only of that which natural 

sciences can demo nst rate, is the s\<lrt in g point of Robert Anderson's 

psychoanalytic interpre tation of th e Book of Mo rm on and it s rela 

tio nship to the life of Joseph Smi th. In cont rast to th e supernatu ral 

claims of the book's adherent s, he offers the "science" o f "appl icd psy

choanal ys is" (PI'. xx ix-xxx), the use of psychoanalyt ic principles to 

stud y gro ups, ind ivi d uals, and "crea ti ve works" (p. xi). He explains at 

the o ut set Ih;11 h is ow n pe rspective in writin g th is work is "explic itly 

naturalist ic" (p. xiii ). "This book," he tells us, " is not abo ut ' Did Joseph 

I thank I\brilyn A. RO li b idou~, M.D., and K<lthkl'll A. Diehl, M.S.W., for the it hd pful 

~ fld in.~ight ru l (O nlt11t' ll1 S in reviewing this n1.mnscript. 

i Review of Robert D. Anderson. Inside the Mind of Joseph Smith: 
, PsyclJObiography ami the Book of Mormon. Salt Lake City: Signature l Books,. 1 999~ ~iv +_ 263 pp~, with index. $ 1 9.~5 ________ _ 
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Smit h create the Book of Mormon?' bu t ' How di d Joseph Smith cre

ate th e Book of Mo rmon'" (p. xxvi ). That is not qu ite t rue; much of 

Ande rso n's book is focused on why we shoul d acce pt a naturali st ic, 

nonspir itual origin fo r the Book of Mo rmon or, rath er, on why we 

should reject Joseph Smith as a legitimate spiri tua l guide. In terest

ingly, in his d iscussion of the psyc hoanalyt ic meth od to be used , he 

shifts to a less extreme position than earl ier in his introdu ctio n, 

claiming o nl y that the psyc hoanalyst is no t eq uipped to address is

sues of th e supern atu ral and therefo re mll st fOC llS elsew here whi le 

mainta ining neutralit y on theologica l and sp iritua l isslles. 

I will summarize my crit ique of the book initially, th en follow with 

detailed reviews, fi rst of th e book, thcn of th e mcthodology. Briefl y 

stated, I found th e book ser iously fl awed. Fi rst, the methodology is 

weak; appli ed psychoa nalysis is not science by any reasonable defi ni

tion of the term and enjoys no cur rency ,IS such in conte mporary aca

demi c psychiatry. Fu rth ermore, the method Anderso n app lied in his 

study fell short of even min imal sta ndards of objcct iv it y. Second , th e 

selection bias of source m,lIerial was significa nt, with a dec ided pref

erence for writers antago nistic to Joseph Smith, even when th ey were 

of qu estionabl e rel ia bil ity and when bett er sou rces were ava ilab le. 

Third , the data were not sufficient to suppo rt thc concl usions, which 

we re based instead on ex tensive supposition and speculation. Finally, 

the author fai led 10 mai nta in th e theological neu tralit y he espo used 

in hi s introductory remarks and instead aSS Llm ed a posi t ion of hos

tility to religio Lls faith in general and Mormonism in part icular. Read

ers predisposed to th in k ill of Joseph Smith , the Book of Mormon, or 

the religious fa ith of Latter- day Sain ts will und o ubted ly li ke thi s 

work. It will be of less int erest to anyo ne else and \" ill be pa rt ic ula rly 

d isap poin ting to dis pass ionate readers seeking genui ne insigh t in to 

the life an d work of Joseph Smith. 

Review of the Study 

Introducti on: Methods and Assumptions 

Anderso n int rod uces hi mself as having once been "a sincere and 

earnest young mi ss ionary" who at some poin t "no longer pa rt ic i-
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pated ill Mo rm on worshIp" (p. xi). Yet hc re mains fasci nated by the 

history and socia l im pact of the ch urch and acknow ledges the lifc

changi ng consequences of its teachings . His purpose ill un dertak ing 

th is st udy is evolutio nist, based in the hope that the church, like any 

en li glHcned soc iety, wil l nat urally advance from its prim itive theo

logica l stance to a fina l secu lar huma nist att itude: 

I wo uld li ke to assis t in the co nt inued evo lutio n of the 

Mormon church . . 

O ur pluralist ic society, awash in social problems of d rugs, 

fa m ily d isintegratio n, illegi timacy, violence, and destruc tive 

sexual behav ior, can use the stabil izing inn uence of such an 

institut io n in promot ing fami ly and hea lth values. If this 

work nudges th e Mo rmo n church toward its po tent ial as a 

wo rld can'giver in a nondoctrinal sense, then 1 will consider 

the underta king worthwhil e. (p. xiii) 

In describi ng his study, Anderson ex plai ns that he approaches 

the Book of Mormon as psychoanalytic sou rce material, comparable 

to free assoc iat ions or d ream images. He in terprets these images in 

light of psychoa nalytic concepts and in the con text of Joseph Smith's 

life. In this sense, "the Hook of Mormon can be understood as Smith's 

autobiogra phy" and ca n be used to "develop a reason ably co mplete 

psychoanalytic profile ofJoseph Smith" (pp. xxvii-xxvi ii). 

As is ( 0 be expected for any psychoana lytic study, much of the 

book is devoted to a review of specific inciden ts in the Smith famil y 

and in the life of " the child Joseph" (p. I). Lucy Mack Smith's 1845 

d ict<ltion of Josep h's history is the primary source for fami ly infor

mation. ' Beyond Lucy Mack Smith, he grants little credib ilit y to his

torians from the Church of Jesus Ch ri st of Latter-day Saints and 

Br igham Young Unive rsity, "who must follow the d irect ions from the 

Mor mon hiera rchy," wi th consequent "docume ntary unre li ability," 

1. I)~n Vogel, .:<.1., I-:.mly M"rm"" 1);)(,111'''''/$ {Sa!! Lake Cily; Sigl13I Ure Ikxlks, 1996), 

1:227-450. Anderson rd" rs 10 ~II (1U01;1Ii(>ns from Vogel's work under Ihe hc~ding "Lucy 

Smith History." This includes :10m,' documents nUl ~ltributcd [0 Lucy l\1,lCk Smith, ~ 

pr~clice 1 found ,ullll·,,,hal mi'i!c~din!\. 
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and instead gives preference to "others, includ ing antagonists" (p. xxvi). 

In what follows, this proves to be somet hing of an understatement, as 

he gives virtually unmodulated credence to antago nist ic writers and 

critics and conspicuously omits o lher so urces. 

Anderson concl ud es hi s introduction wit h ,I review of psycho

ana lysis and its application to hi sto ry and biography. He cor rectl y 

notes the difference between psychiatry and psycho:l nalysis. Psychiatry 

is a medical spec ialt y focused on "the d iagnosis ;lIld t rea tm ent of 

menta l dys function" (I'. xxviii). ! wou ld add to Anderson's descrip

t io n that psychiatric treat ments include medications, cogni tive and 

behavioral th erapies, psychodynamic psychotherapies, and ot her 

Illodaliti es. Psychodynamic therap ies focus on the putll t ive dr ives, 

defenses, in trapsychic co nflicts, and o the r unconscio us processes 

postu lated to underl ie though t, feeli ng, and behavior. Psychoanalysis 

is one for m of psychodynamic psychotherapy based on a particular 

se t of assum ptions abou t childhood development and the workings 

of the ad ult mind. Psychoana lys is is neither the most CO lll mon nor 

the most effective form of therapy, and it is among the weakest ;n ils 

sc ientific foundations. Despite a dearth of va lidating data 10 support 

the practice, psychoanalytic theo ry is so meti mes appl ied outside the 

clinical si tuation , hence the term "applied psychoanalysis." 

Although Anderson is carefu l in his rath er idealized desc ription 

of the field 10 poin t out the limit;lIions of its applicat ion to the writ 

ing of biographical history, his work shows tittle o ( the caution and 

reserve suggested in hi s introductory co mment s. Most of the study 

consists of his att ri buti ng spec ific qualit ies o f chafilcler to Josep h 

Smith, th en searching (or psychoana lytic ev idence of those qualities 

in the Book of Mormon. Given the ri ch var iety and complexity of 

cha racters in the Book o( Mo rmon, it is possible 10 find in Ihat lexl 

just about anything. T his study has more of the qual ity of a psycho

analytic fish ing expedition than rigorous resea rch, and Anderso n fails 

to demonstrate thai his conclusions are more credible than any of the 

innumerable other possibilit ies that cou ld have been presented. Even 

within psychoanalysis, it is almost inco nce iv.lble that another analyst, 

read ing th is saille material, wou ld necessarily reach the same conclu-
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Slons. III f;!Ct, numerous psychiatrists, including psychoanalysts, have 

exami ned the Book of Mormon and the life of Jose ph Smith and 

have expressed an eno rm ous divergence of views, helpfull y noted by 
Anderson himself (pp. xiii, 125-26). The signi fi cance of th is dis

agreement should not be ove rlooked; there is nothing approach ing 

co nsensus among lllental hea lt h professionals rega rding Joseph Smith 

or any aspect of hi s work. As a conseq uence, the invoGltion of profes

sional autho rity for any specific view is prema ture and unjust ified. 

Ande rso n also considerably overstates the pos ition of psycho

analysis in contemporary psychiat ry, implying that it constitutes the 

pinnacle of psych ia tr ic achieve ment, limited in practi ce to those few 

who are willing to undergo its de mand ing training. In fact, psycho

analysis has been in decline fo r nearly half a century, left behind by 
the broader and deeper currents of empiri C<lll y based psychiatric 

thought. Psychoanalysis has not kept pace wit h the rigorous neuro

logica l and behavioral researc h of the past few deca des and is now 

considered by most psych iatrists to be "sc ientifically bankrupt"! and 

passe. Because the theory of psychoanalysis and it s place in modern 

psychiatry may be unfami liar to so me reiHlers, I present the psycho

ana lytic llli'thod in greilter detai l in a la ter secti on. 

Despite my di sagreemen t with Illiln y of the point s laid out in 

Anderso n's introduc tion, I was impressed by the qua lit y of writ ing, 

depth of backg round info rmati on, :md academ ic demeanor of thi s 

section. So sober and scholarl y is this introductory material that it is 

easy to be swept along in the current of his narrative wi thout a crit i

cal look at his sta ted assump tions and the narrow confinl's of his 

method. I found those assumptions both ext reme an d indefensible, 

ilnd it was clear at the outse t that they wou ld determ ine the final 

shape o f the study: No serious consideration of supernatural (i.e., 

spiri tual) phenomena can be entertained. All Latter-day SainI schol

arsh ip is tain ted. What does that leave? 

My conce rn s proved to be well founded . Far from the stance 

of theological ;md spiritual neutrality championed in Anderson's 

2. Iod"'Jrd Shortl"T. i\ /-/i~/<)r}' "f /'syrhhury: I'rom rh .. 1':'''!if rl,,· Asyilim I" rhe Atf of 
PmZr/C {New ' ·orle Wik)", 1997), 14(,. 
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introduct ion , his writing assumes a clear tone of adVOGlcy for the su

premacy of a na rrow understanding of reason so pro minent in the 

Enlightenment and for the essent ially positivist perspective th at fol 
lowed. Neither is there neutrality in his cho ice of histor ica l material. 

Even from writers whose independ ence of the Mormon hierarchy is 

beyond question, Anderson's selecti ons betray a decidedly an tagonis
tic bias that severely curtai ls the credibilit y of his wo rk. 

Equa lly troubling is his fa ilure to stay with in other gu ideli nes he 
in itially outlined. Despite repea ted ackn owledgment of the question

able credibilit y of much o f hi s so urce material, he accepls it whole
heartedl y when developing hi s thesis. At o th er point s, after ack nowl

edging the lack of evidence for ce rtain critica l hi stori ca l claims, he 

proceeds as th ough his assumptions regardin g th em arc certa in. He 
ackn owledges the limit ations of his methodology, Ihen grossly over

in terprets his data. His te ndency to sli p sud denl y from his scholarly 
narrat ive to editoria l comments when criti qui ng th e flawed fa ith of 

"devout Mormons" becomes more frequent and pointed as the wo rk 

progresses. Most of these comments arc both condescend ing and in 
appropriate in the context in which they appear, a disappointing la pse 

in a purportedly academic sludy (and one of D. Michael Quinn's "seven 
deadl y sins of trad itional Mormon histo ry"):\ 

Joseph Smith's Personal and Family Background 

The body of the work opens with a review of the Smith fa mi ly 

history found in offi cial so urces, followed by an overvic\v of the Book 

of Mormon. An derso n t'lkes pains to rt·fu te the 1820 date for th e 

Palmyra revival, arguin g that the events Joseph described seem more 

). D. Mich",'1 Quinn. Tlie N,'w Mormon fI,;/ory: R,'V;S;IIII;S/ C.1:ifl)'S Oll/Ilf l'lI,/ (Salt 

Lake Cily: Sigml1ur~ Books. 1992 ), viii. The r.ewn dCJdly si ns ar(' ( I ) 10 «shr ink from In;l 

l)'Zing a controversial lopic,~ (1) 10 "cone(',,1 s('nsil;v(' or conlraJictory ('vide!lcc.~ 0) II) 
fai l 10 "follow the evidcnc(' 10 'r.:vis ion i,;!' int.:qH('la lions Ih <l l 1 ru n I cou nler 10 'Ir,)di 

lionai' a.'isuml'lions," (4 ) 10 usc hiSlorical"cvidcncc 10 insult Ih(' religious beliefs of /I'lor

mons,~ (5) 10 "disarpoinllhe M:hol;\rlr CXl'eClal ions of ;lc;l(kmics," (6) 10 «eail" 10 public 

rela tions preferences," and (7) 10 "11.0;(' I n '3cadcmic' work 10 prosdylizc fur re ligious eun· 

version Of defl'<:lion." I refl" specific;\lIy 10 14 in Ihis case, hUI Anderson ;llso ran afoul of 

115 and #7 here and dsewhere. 
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appropriate to 1824. He cites th is 'IS ev idence tha t the accoun t of th e 
firs t visio n is "not intenully consistent" (p. 9), a the me further devel 

oped as the book progresses, lead ing Ii.na ll y to the concl usion that the 

story was made up years after the fact. 

Ande rson draws three majo r co nclusions fro m his exa m in.lt io n 

of the Sm it h fam ily. The fi rSI is Iha t the family was grossly dysfullc

tional and racked by avoida ble poverty, frequen t d islocations, conflicts 

over religio n, and Joseph Sm ith Sr.'s emotiona l imma turity, recurren t 

alco holism, and obsess ive treas ure hunti ng. Lucy was emot ionall y 

unavail'l blc bCC<luse of two poss ible episodes of depressio n. Ht' r own 
character may have been deficien t, as circu illsta ntial evidence co ul d 

be consisten t wi th premari tal preg nancy. Joseph Sr.'s immaturity is 

evidenced by his bel ief in magic and Lucy's descr iptio n that at o ne 

poi nt d ur ing young Joseph's leg surge ry he "burs t in to tea rs and 

'sobbed like a chi ld'" (p. 26). I-l is 'l1coholism may have been rde rred 

to by a suggestive line in a blessing given to Hy rum. Anderso n char

ac terized Josep b Sr. as "a pic ture of fragility" (p. 177), 

The second point is that the defi ni ng event in yo ung Joseph's li fe 

was his leg su rge ry. T hi s event is descri bed in ter ms of a hel pless 

you ng ch il d faci ng the powerfu l doctor, N<lthan Smit h, who wielded 

a large amputa tion kn ife and in fli cted horrible pa in. Duri ng this o r

dea l, his paren ts, who should have been giv ing hi m comfort and sup

port, instead broke dow n and requi red him to bolster them. The Book 

of Mo rmon is posited as his fantasy attempt to deal with this tra u

matic event. 

T he th ird po int is th at Joseph's persona lit y is consiste nt with a 

cli nica l d iagnosis of na rcissistic pe rsonal it y d isorder wit h addit ional 

antisocial tendencies. (The technical term alltisocial is correctly used 

here, not refe rr ing to th e popular mea ning of a lack of interest in 

social interac tion bu t to a severe persona lity disorde r characterized 

by a "pervasive pa ttern of d isregard fo r and violation of the rights of 

others.")4 As such, he was exqu isitely sensi t ive to public humilia tion, 

main tained a fa lse and superfi ci al pu blic persona, felt litt le ge nui ne 

4. [)ill.~lIoslir IIUlI SlIuim<'a/ MIIIIlIllI of Melllill IJiuml,.,s. 41h cd. (Washington, D.C.: 

Allleric,1I1 PsychiJtric A~s<xiatiOI1, 19'1<1),649. 
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affecti on o r empath y fo r o th er people (including Emma ), had no 

qualms about ;Klin g deceitfull y to protect hi s publi c or self-image, 

and was motivated by a dt'sire to manipulat e and control th e people 

around him. Other features of narciss ism include "splil1ing"-th e 

casting of people and isslies in polar, black-and -wh ite terms, with no 

sense of ambi guit y or nuance. Anderson is brutal in hi s assess ment of 

Joseph Smith's character: he describes him as a dece itful and dishon

est youth and adult , the pri m'lry evidence fo r whi ch is hi s youthful 

invol vement in folk ma gic and his all eged sexual indiscretions as an 

adult. Thi s crit ique of character is repeatedl y relentlessly, with little 

acknowledgment of any redeeming characteri!;tics. 

I found thi s assess ment curious. Lucy Mack Smith's hi stor y de

scri bes th e fa mil y in much more fun ctional and a ffecti onate ler ms 

than those assumed by Ande rson.s He actually qu o tes one such pas

sage frolll her histor y (p. 233) and th en inexpli cabl y disregards it. 

Her description of Joseph's leg surgery includes a more balanced ac

count of th e support offered by hi s parent s and was clea rl y intendl..'d 

to itIustrate Joseph's fortitude and co nsideration for his mother's wel 

fare. The assumption th at Joseph saw thi s procedure exclusivel y in 

threat ening terms is fa r from certain; il is equall y l ikel y Ih;lI he saw 

th e surge ry (and th e surgeo n) as th e only hope to save his leg. Thi s 

was clea rly hi s mother's vi ew of th e incident ." Rega rdin g anti social 

trait s, Joseph seems to fall somewhat short o f th e mark. Typical 

behaviors associated with antisocial personalit y di so rder incl ude 

fights, usc of wea pons, physical cruelt y to persons and anim als, van

dalism, arson, assa ult , th eft with and without co nfrontation of th e 

victim , and burglary in a wd l-cst'lblishcd pattern before age fift een. ' 

Anderson offers onl y one youthful issue: involvemcnt in folk ma gic. 

His l1liljor source of inform atio n on this topic is Quinn's Early A/for-
1II0ll ism al/d the Magic War/(/ VielV/ but he docs no t follow Quinn's 

5. Vogel, Farly ,'/<1"11"'1 r " '(IWICllt5. 1:27(, . .211 1- 112. 
6. Ihid., 1:262-68. 
7_ J)illx"mU( <111(1 Srlltistim/ Mlllumi of Metltlll /)Ij<fnierj, ':In, 650. 
8. D. 1\.·l ichacl Quilln, "tidy Morm"lIism ami lit,· M,,):;( W"r/,/ View (S,ll t Llk~ Cit )': 

Signature Books, 1987). SeX' r~\' icws of Quinn's r('viscd ;lnd l'nla r~,·d 19'}8 .-cli t ion b)' John 
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thesis that folk magic was part o f the cultura l milieu in which Joseph 
grew up and fro m wh ich both he and Mormonism emerged. Ander

son cites Joseph Sr.'s attachment to folk magic as ev idence of imm a

turi ty. In the case of Joseph Jr., he cites it as evidence of self-deception 

and intentional fraud. 

Anderso n's bli the d ism issa l of the nu mero lls accounts (which he 

acknowledges) of Joseph's care for Emma was especiall y striking. Rather 

than attempting to incorpora te the abund ant evide nce of Joseph's 

gen uine love a nd co ncern for his wi fe in to a more complex and bal

anced view o f his subject, Ande rson sim ply disregards it. It was a 

puzzle to me that anyo ne, especiall y a psyc hiat rist, could see anoth er 

human bei ng as so utterly unidimensiona l. [ would have prefe rred to 

sec so me attempt to include a broader view of Joseph's personal his

tory in.1 psychiatric study. 

In the context of Joseph Smi th's supposed n.1rcissistic vulnembili ty, 

three specifi c instances of trauma tic public hum ilia t ion arc cited. 

The firs t is his [826 trial in SOllth Bainbridge, New Yo rk, in con nec

tion with money diggin g for /osi'lh Stowell. '1\"0 versions of th e story 
arc me ntion ed. The fi rst, by Ol iver Cowde ry in an 1835 issue o f the 

MesseJlger (llId Advoca/e,9 describes Joseph's arrest as a d isorderl y per

son and his honorable acqui ttal. The seco nd version, whi ch Anderson 

strongly endorses, is taken from H. Michael Marqllardt and Wesley P. 
Wa lt ers's IIII'CII/illg Monllollisfllilll W. D. Purple's 1877 "Histo ri ca l 

Reminiscences";" Wesley P. W'lltcrs's Utah Lighthouse Min istry articles 

G.'C. \\'iIIiJm I. l-I.lmhlil1. ~m,l Itheu S. lames. in J-'tI/(MS Revi,· ... of Hooks 12/2 (2000): 

185--'11 4. Sec nbo $l<'l'h"1l E. R"hin~on's rn·jew ill lIYU Sr"d;,'s 27f4 (1987): 94- 95, ~1Ild 
Slcph,'n n. Rick .• and D.lnil'! C. Pelersun. "Th,· 1>lormun as Masus." S'IIlSIQ'h·. lanuary 
1988.38-39. 

9. Oli"", Cow,kry, M<'SS<·II,.:a rII,d tld"(lw/<, 2 (Oclobcr 1835 ): 200- 2Ul (leuer to 
W. \V. PhC'lps). 

10. 1-1. Micha,·!j\,'lJrquJrdl ,md "' .. Sll·Y 1'. Waitns.llu·Clllillg MormOlli>!lI: Trlll l iriou 

IUI.IIIt" HiSI,/riw/ RrY"r,1 (5,111 Fnmcisc<J: Smith R~sc-rr(h "~StKi :lle~. 1994 ). 63-87. Sec rc 

";CI'>'S h)' Richard L. tJUSh'l1:11l ill Rf'·j'· ... "f Books "" /1,.. Bo()k IIf AI()rmo" 612 ( 1994): 
121-33, and by L'rry C. I'orler in R,'~i,,1I' pf U<II,ks (Ill 1/1,' Uool: of M(ln!J<)I! 7/2 ( 1995 ): 

123-13. 
11. W. n. I'urplc. "Ioseph Smi1 h, 1he Origi!l;1\or of Mormonism: Hhlorical !~emi · 

ni ~i."na.~ of 1h,· Town or Aflon,- CIt"nf/uS" Union. J 1I.1:Iy ! 877. p. J. 
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" Fro m Occu lt to Cult with Josep h Smith , Jr."I ! and " Jose ph Smith's 

Bai nbr idge, N.Y., Cou rt Trials";1.1 an 1883 encyclo pedia ,l rtich: on 

"Mofmonism";14 John Ph illip Wa lke r's Dale Morgall Oil EIlrl), Mor

lIIonislII;15 and Jerald and Sandra l~l1lnl'r's Joseph SlIIilh (/Ild MO/H'Y 

Diggi'lg.lh In Anderson's opin ion , Joseph's cha racter was demonstrated 

to be grossly deficien t, and he was in fact bound ove r for Iri 'l1 but wus 

.lllowcd to escape to spare Jos ia h Stowell elll harnlss men t. Thi s intt'r

prel'lIion h'ls been strongly cr iticized as fitt in g poorly wit h aV:1ilable 

records, which tend to support O livt' f Cowder y's sto ryY Further

more, An derso n admits the lack of direct ev idence that Joseph expe

rien ced thi s eve nt as particu larly hu m ilia ti ng but pos tula tes th:11 

Joseph's narcissism wo uld make it so. Anderson bel ieves that th is W'IS 

a crucial evcn t in persuad ing Joseph to ah:1ndon his practice of magic 

and move 100."ard th e Christ ian mainstream. 

The second publi c hu miliatio n was the ell',lIh in 1828 of Joseph 

and Emma's first child , born with sevcre co ngcnitallllalfOl"lllat ions. 

Accord ing to Eber Howe's 1834 MO/"llWllislII Ul1l'(lile(I,I~ Josep h had 

predicted that hi s son "would be able when two ye;lfs old to translate 

the Gold Bible" (p. 91). Although Anderson ackn owlt'd ges Howe's 

antagoni sm, his frequent quotat ions from this work (nine in th is chap

ter alone) and his lise of 1·lowe's descripti ons as evidcncc of Joseph's 

12. \Wslcy 1'. Waher~, "From (Jcculi 10 Cull wilh 10''"I,h :-;l11i lh, Ir.:·/(11,m!/ olPlISr,m!/ 
Pm(I; .... 1 (1977): 12\-37. 

13. Wesley 1'. \\I;.lIl:"r., "Iosel'h Smilh ·s U'linhriJ!:\.', N.Y., Court "l"ri,II.<," \\',·51mi,wa 
T/,.~Jlf)giwIIUlmU1/ 36 (1974): 12J-.H. 

H. ··Mormonism," M.'w S.-!mjJ.//rrzog /-:" .. ;-dopedill "f /(,·Ii~i<'us K,ww/,·d~,· (New 

Yurk, 1883 ), 2:1576,quolcd in F'lwn M.ilroJie, No MII/I KII""'s My His/Ory, 2nJ nl. (Ncw 

York: Knopf. 1971). 427- 29. 

15. John Phillip W,lIker, cd., V,,/c Mm/:1II1 ,m 1:"<1r1y r\-l"rII"mi$llI: G>rn·sp","kl1(c <1111111 

New Hi.,wry (Sa il Lake Cily: Signatu rl·nooks, 1<,\86), 12'1- 30. !'Ie<: th l' review by t..;,lry I·. 

N()vak in FARMS R.'vicw of /Jooh 8/1 (1996): 122-67. 

16. Je ra td and Sand ra Tannl'r, Josepll SlIIill! 1111<1 A·lolley J)i~~illg (Sdli l.akc eily: 

MOOl'TIl Mio::rofitlll, 1970),21-23. 

17. Sec GorJon A. Madsen, ~ Jo~cph Smilh's 1826 TriJI: The Lq;,,1 $(lllnl;:· nyU 
$1!ulie5 3012 ( 1990); 9 1-\ 08. 

\S. I.'.. O. Howe, Mormonism UIIV(li1cd Wainc$vil\e, Ohio: ,\utnm, \8H), 2<\{)----<\7, 264, 

,1,1 ,'I,~. 



ANDEIISON, fNSIIH! THl; M'NO OF /OS/;'I'II SMITH (J ill SON) • 233 

compensatory l300k of Mormon r.\Iltasies suggest confidence in Howe's 

,!Ccuracy, Anderson <1 lso la uds Howe's work as " the first major attempt 

to underst,md Joseph Sm ith" (I', 125), Anderson again acknowledges 

lack of dircct evidencl' that Joseph su ffered humiliation as a result of 

th is event, but he surmises it based on his assess ment of Joseph's nar

ciss ist ica ll y enriched character. 

Thl,third humili;lIioll was the loss of th e 1 Hi -page ma nuscript 

t' lurusled 10 Marlin Harri s, Thi s posed the thre;'l t th<1t Joscph would 

be publ icl y cx posed <1S a fmud if he werl' unable to rep rod uce the 

work, Iro nically, Anderson suggests that the seveml mo nths following 

this inciden t, during whic h no work was do ne on the Book of Mor

mo n, were the hea lth iest of Joseph's life. 

T he Composition of th e Book of Mormon 

The mechanism by which Joseph co mposed the Book of Mormon, 

in Anderso n's view, was akin to the process of free assoc iatio n in psy

choanal yti c therapy, The spced with wh ich he dictated left littl e room 

tor retlection, Andt'rson op int's, and so was a relatively pun,' manifes

tation of unconscious pro..:esses, The theologica l aspects of the book, 

of secondary in leresl in thi s analys is, \\I('re si mpl y the product o f 

Jose ph's "n: lig ious genius" applied to th e current issues of the day, 

lifted lilH' r ,l lI y from se rmon s he heard durin g the ['" lmyra revi va l. 

Add it ioll.11 structure was addt.'d by Olive r Cowdery, who was familiar 

with Ethan Sm ith's Vi"lV O[tilc H('br{,\l's,l~ 

A major lapse in tht' book is Anderson's hand ling o f contempo

rary wit nesses, O liver Cowdery is discusst.'d on ly in the con text of his 

possible co ntrihution to th e compos iti o n of the Book of Mormon 

and h is enab ling of Joseph's narcissism, a res ult o f hi s falling und er 

Joseph's ch;lrism,ltic spell, His account o f the translation il nd his role as 

a witness of the work arc disrega rded, Emma is simila r ly character

ized ;.IS a vicl im of Joseph's ch;'l risma, ,Ind her acco unt of t he translation 

I.,., E!h,Il1 Smilh, \' i .. II' uf l/wlldm'",;; "r TI,,' Tri/, (.'; "r Ism!'!;11 Amaim,2ncl cd, 
( I"""!II" },, VI. : Smilh ,Imt Sh ull', 111 2;', 1,,( cd. 1111.\). 
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is acco rd ingly discarded. Mart in H;lrri s is dismissed as an uns table 

"religious addiCl~ (p. 88), whose stories are without credibility. David 

Whitmer's accounts of these ('ven ts,!O tho ugh interna ll y consistent 

over many yea rs and free of the taint of th e "Mormon hierarchy," arc 

almost completely ignored. These acco unt s inconveniently portray a 

radically different pictu re than does Anderso n's stor y. 

The Sword of Laban 

Anderson is primarily interested in the correhltio n of the Book of 

Mormon's characters and plot line to the life of Joseph Smith. Hi s first 

psychoanalytic inte rpretation dea ls with the swo rd of Laban , which 

he finds symbolic of Natha n Smi th's sca lpel. Thi s story is described 

as a com pensat ory fant asy in which Jose ph gains mas te ry oyer the 

frightening and powerful surgeo n, killing him, and even taking hi s 

ident it y, as Ne ph i dresses in Laban's clothes. The pO\yer ful Laban is, 

of course, Nath an Smith , the simil arity in names providing furth er 

ev idence of the parallel. The chanlC te rs in Lehi's famil y represent 

Joseph's own. Both he lind Neph i are th e fourth child. Laman lind 

Lemuel are represe ntative of Alvi n and Hyr um, whom Joseph sym

bol ically demeans in order to take precedence over them. Sam repre

sents Sophronia (p. 51), and Zoram "the firsl perso n the chi ld Joseph 

cou ld con trol .. . his tH.'xt you nger sibling, Samuel Ha rriso n" (p. 47). 

The ~tory continues with the Liahona , evidence of the fa mily's involve

ment with folk magic. Finall y, the journey through the wi lderness 

and to the promised l<llld rep resents the ramil y's many reloca tions 

and eventual ar riva l in Palmyra. 

Some of the spec ific psyc hoanal ytic process('s invoked he re and 

later in the study include sy mboli c rep resen tation , compensa tory 

fa ntasy, spl itt ing, regression, .1Od projection. Sy mbol ic represen tation 

is th e express ion of a th ought , feelin g, o r rela ti onsh ip as a disguised 

image (c ircumstance, cha racter, etc.) o r a sto ry. Thus, a threatening 

Z(). I.yndon W. Cook, /),,,,id IIIlIi/mer IIIIt'rl'i"" 'l: A I~ .. ,/(mlli,," \Vim .. l .' (Ort"!n, Utah: 

Grandin Book. t<J9t j . 
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figure in the real or f,lIltasy life of an au thor wo uld be represen ted as 

an equall y thre:tteni ng characte r but with an al tered ident ity. Com

pensatory fa ntasy is th e reworking of a perso nal ex perience to change 

it, usua lly to th(' opposi te o f it s realit y. In Joseph Smith's case, a llll

milia ting defe;lt might h(' reworked to become a brilli ant co nquest. 

Spl itting is the di ssec tion of an ind iv idua l or si tuation into pola r ex

tremes, usually of all good and all bad co mponents, only one of which 

appea rs at any mo ment , but which ma y be juxtaposed dramati ca ll y 

wit ho ut any acknowledgment of ambiguit y or inconsiste ncy. Regres

sion is th e assumption of a more childlike view of the world, wi th 

concomitant emot ional immaturit y and interperso nal dependence. 

Projec tion is th e att ribu ti on of pe rsonal thou ghts and fee lings to 

other people. Armed wi th this range of operations, it is possible to fit 

nearly any sto ry to any personal hi story. If the images are si milar, it is 

symboli c reprcsen lat io n; if they are diam et rically opposed, it must be 

compensa tory fan tasy. [f no obv io ll s relat ionshi p one way or th e 

other appea rs, it lTlust be especia ll y impo rta nt material to be so thor

oughly d isgu ised. In the absence of ,I live patient to verify the in ter

pretations, th is approach is fraught with d ifficulty. 

[n his discllssio n of I and 2 Neph i, Anderso n al so offers a nUIll

bel' of cri ticisms of the Book of Mormon narrative in o rder to bolster 

hi s case that many Book of Mormon events are imp robable. Ont' of 

the firs t of these invo lves th e incident in wh ich Nep hi 's steel bow 

breaks and is repla ced "with a child's bow made of a stra ight sti ck" 

(p. 49) . Anderson sees this as a childi sh fan tasy arising from the Smith 

fami ly's very rea l experience with hunge r. Ot her incons istencies or 

la pses in credibility that he finds in these cha pters include the al

legedlyexagge rated population estimates, size of wars, and descr ip 

tion of the temple, criticisms ['cpeated later in th e book. 

This sect ion , even with ils co nspicllolls inconsistencies, such as 

La man and Lemuel representing Alvin and Hyrum, wit h whom Joseph 

by all accounts enjoyed a wa rm and even admir ing rela tio nshi p, is 

so mewhat st ron ger than what fo llows. I found the steady stream of 

trivial crit icisms of the Book of Mo rmo n more annoying and tiresome 
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th an persuasive. The chanlCteriza ti on of <l wooden how in ancient 

times as a child 's toy, for example, makes no sense. 

A favorite theme throughout the book is sexual promiscuity, ei 

the r through polygamy or extramarital nlTairs, which Anderson tends 

to merge into one category. Referri ng to Jacob I: 15-3:7, he finds within 

Jacob's sermon on chast ity ( in which polygamy is proscribed) psy 

choanalytic evidence of mari tal discord. In this context he points out 

the "coercion and emotiona l pressure" (p. 129) brough t to bear by 

Joseph on at least two women, including the thirty -e igh t-year-old 

Eliza R. Snow. 

Third Nephi as Compensatory fantasy 

Cit ing th e sim ila ri t ies in the names of 2 Nephi and 3 Nephi, 

Anderson places his discussion of the ministry of the Savior immedi

ately after 2 Neph i, eve n Ihough he acknowledges tha i thi s docs not 

correspond to the writing of the book. Late r it becomes cI~"'lr why he 

did so: th e psycho logical case he builds for Joseph in the wri ting of 

Hc!aman and the earlier chapters of 3 Nep hi fits poorly wit h the mes

sage of Christ's visit. Hi s primary observ,ltion rega rdin g the later 

chap ters is that the highly idealized description of the Lo rd 's min 

istr y juxtaposed against the destruction that preceded it is an exa m

ple of the black-and-w hite thinking typica l of narcissisti c personality 

diso rder. He suggt'Sls th at the death of Joseph's deformed infant son 

emerges as the "compensa tory exaggera ted fa ntnsy" (pp. 108-9) of 

Christ blessing the children, followed by their comm union with heav

enly messengers. 

I found this concept of compensatory fantasy for the death of a 

deformed child more plausible than Illany of the other int erpreta

tions offered to this poin t. The prob lem with this interpretation , 

however, is the simila rit y of this narrative to the New Testament. It is 

interesting to speculate, while reading the Gospl'ls, abou t the direc 

tion Ch rist 's ministry might have taken in a less hostile environment. 

Prom tha t perspective, Ande rso n's brush here tars all Chri st i.lIlit y, 

not just that taught in the Book of Mormon. A co nspicllolls example 
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of that is hi s gratui tous cri t icism of til..:: destruct ion precedin g 

Christ's appearance as unju st. "Thousa nds died, presumably includ

ing children, infan ts, and pregn;wt mot he rs" (p. 107) . Matthew 24 

cont.li ns the sa me images, though seen through the lens of apocalyptic 

prophecy. I wa.~ IcCt with the imp ress io n tha t this and o the r si milar 

criticisms were aimed bro<ld ly al biblical. as well as Book of Mormon, 

Chr isti<lnit y. 

King Benjamin's"Camp Meeting" 

Moving into Mosiah <lnd Alma , And erson acknowledges the 

co mplexi ty of the narra tive and the richness of the theologica l con

tent. The former he cites ;1S evide nce ,lga inst the several psychia tric 

diagnoses previously asc ribed to Jose ph Smith by olher writers, in

cluding schizoph renia, paranoia, aud itory hall ucinations, and d isso

ciation. The latter he attr ibutes to the Protes tan t debates that had 

gone on si nce the openi ng of tht' Refo rm ation. His failure to give se

rious treatmen t to the theological co ntent of the Book of Mormon is 

o ne of this book's greatest ilnd 1110s1 consistent omissions. 

Spec ific images :lrl' 'lg'li n ascribed to events and perso ns in Jo
sep h's life. Kin g Benjam in's se rmo n is a reworki ng of all Ame ri can 

cam p meeting. Benjamin is equated wit h Benjamin Stock to n, who 

repo rtedl y told the Smiths that Alvi n was in hell because he had not 

joined a church. The se rmon , wh ich Anderson descr ibes as "despair

producing ... fo r sa lvation requires perfection in behav ior and eve n 

thought" (p. 134), reflects Henjamin Stockton's "condemnatory to ne" 

(p.1 32). 

I find it unlikely that thi s interp retation of the sermon will rin g 

true to most readers. Perhaps it is my own long-standing opposit ion to 

th e latc ascendancy of "self-esteem" as a primary focus of character 

that leads me to sec King Benjamin's st.' rmon as a powerful coun ter

point to that perspec tive, foc used on the need fo r wel l-established 

Chr istian pri nc iples such as hUlll ili ty, fait h, love, serv ice, and salva

tion through th e atone ment of Christ-sal va ti on immedia tely ava il

able, even to those nol perfect in behavior and though t. 
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Anderson ilsscrts that II}£' ViJrious trilveJogues ill Mosi<lh reflect 

the tnlvels in joseph's ea rly life. A/vin is represented ,IS Abinadi, a 

good man who dies at th e bands of the wicked (or incompetent ). 

Joseph appears in the heroic characters Alma, Alm;t the Younger, lmd 

Ammon. In an interest ing Iwist, An derson citl's the charac teri zation 

of Al ma the Younge r as Joseph Smith's "striki ng po rtrait , in psycho

logica l terms, of himself before hi s co nversion" (p. 139). He th cn 

quotes th e passage desc ri bing Alma as wicked , idolatrous, flattering 

the people, hindering th e chu rch, ste,l ling hea rts, <l nd causing dissen 

sion. He also poin ts alit that one ea rly ilCco unt of Josep h's initial vi

sion mentio ned an ange l, nol th e Father and Son. Although Ander

son denies that either type of vision took place, he co nsiders thi s 

ev idence that Ihe story was later chan ged. I was curi ous that he did 

not co ntinue the pa rallel of Alma and Joseph , since it would lead 10 

th e co nclusion th at Jose ph , like Alma, exper ienced a dramatic and 

authen tically life-changing conversion. 

He desc ribes th e incident with Am mon as " phall ic narcissism" 

(p. 145): a daring, "coullterphobic," ilnd omn ipott'll t i mage of oneself 

(p. 146). Chara cters in the story include Isaa c Hal t.' as King Lamoni, 

Emma as Abish, Emma's bro th ers as the thi eves, and Josep h's de

ceased so n as th e Anti -Nephi -Lehies. Ot her incidents from Alma in

clude the encounter wit h Nehor ( the dea th of Alvin a t the hands of 

an incompetent physician ), Ammon's boasting ("exagge rah'd, bizarre 

eu phoria" !p. 154!, perhaps representing hypomania ), Alma's longing 

to be an angel ("S mith's confession th;lt his grandiose vie\'" is ge n

uin ely shaken" \p. 155]), the sermon to Corianto n on adultery ( the 

condemnation of adultery means th at he co mmilled iI), the Ram

eumptom (his rejection by Proteslants), Alma's sermon on f'lith (the 

dea th of Joseph's so n), quotations from Zenock (whose freque nt ref

erences to "son" suggest the death of Joseph's fir stborn ), and many 

wars (Josep h's "retaliator y rage" 11'. ISS] at the hum ili;ltion of th e 

deat h of his so n), with the number and violence of the wars rencc l

ing "a shockin g level of retaliatory bitt erness" (po 162). I did not find 

these interpretations to be particularly persuasive. although I though t 
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so me of Anderson's discussion of Joseph's relationship with th e Hale 

family was rathe r interesting. 

Korihor Reprieved 

The story of Ko rihor dese rvt's special at tention because it pa ral

lels so closely the argument offered throughout Anderson's book. He 

sugges ts that the Korihor incident is an attempt by Jose ph to divert 

himself from hi s anguish and represents his "con ti nued struggle with 

fa te or the existence of God" ( p. 156). Hc paraphra ses Koriho r at 

ll'ngth: 

Yo u peopll' arc unnecessaril y tied down by your religious be

liefs. Why arc you wa iting lor Christ? No one ca n fo retell the 

future. The prophecies YOll believe in are fooli sh traditions 

on ly. Wh;lI assurance do you have of thei r tr uth? You ca n't 

know th;lt Christ wi ll come. The idea of a re mission of sins is 

th e effect of a mental illness brought on by the trad itions of 

your filthers. These trild itions aTe not true. Furt her the idea 

of an atonement is llllre;lson:lbte, for each man is responsible 

fo r himself and the resul ts of his li fe are his own doi ng. If a 

man becomes prosperous, it is because of his sel f-d iscipline, 

int ellect, <md strengt h. Whatever a man does is no crime .... 

I don't teach tradit ion as fact and don't like seei ng people 

tied down unnecess<lfi ly by ill usion. You do these ancient 01'

din<1nccs and rituals to gain co ntro l over tht.· people, keep 

them in igno ran ce, and ket.·p them suppressed. Th is is no t 

t'mot iollill freedo m but bondage. You do n' t know those an

c ient prop ht.·cies a re tr ue, an d it is unreasonabl e to blame 

these people for the sin committed by a parent in the Garden 

of Ede ll. No child should be blallled fo r wha t a p.lrcnt does. 

You say Chri st shall co me 10 make th is right. But YOLI don't 

know Christ will come. YOll say he wi ll be slain for the sins of 

th e world , and thereby you \ead th is people a fter foo lish tra

ditions for you r own ends. You keep them in bondage so you 



240 • FARMS REVIEW 01' HOOKS [ '1/1 -2 (2002) 

can gtut yourselves with their work, and th ey da re not be ,IS

se rl ive o r enjoy their rights or enjoy th eir ow n possessions 

lest they offend yOll, YO llr traditions, whims, dreams, visions, 

and pretended mystc rk's, and your unknow n God-a being 

they have never seen or known, which never was nor ever will 

be. (p. 156) 

Ande rson's response to thi s passage is threefold. I: irst, he posits 

that this represents Joseph's own questions about the existence of 

God, especially as he grapples ye t again wit h the death o f his son. 

Second, ht, gives it whole-hearted personal endorse men t, dt'daring 

Kori hor's argument s "almost unanswerably strong" (p. 157). Indeed, 

this message para!1c1s the core atti tu de of the Enlightenment, a philo
sophical stream in which Anderson unambiguously places himself. 

Although Anderson fa ils to mention this, it is also the sta ndard line 

of traditional psychoanalysis, which has a long history of open hos

tility to religion as antithetica l to person.1 1 growth a nd fully inde

pendellt funct ioni ng. He notes that the resolut ion of the episode in 

Alma is God's "punishing violence" (p. 158), nn he r than a more 

ph il osophically satisfying co unterargumen t. Fina ll y, he commen ts on 

the casual violation of Korihor's freedom of speech. a pattern that 

Joseph repealed, of which the "destruct ion of the Nlll/voo Expositor 

in 1844 is only th e most conspicuous, and most dead ly, example" 

(pp. 157- 58). 

In his endorsement of Korihor's posi tion, Ande rson misses two 

crucial po ints in the story. The first is that th e most appropriate re 

sponse to a reasoned argument aga inst th e existence of spir itual ex

perience as a valid determinant of persollill values and world view is 

not rh etorical, bu t experiential. Those attacked by such argument 

will never be co nvinced, because for all the eloquent content ions 

made aga inst their position, they ha ve person.11 experience to the 

cont rary. They can respond by sharing their personal knowledge, or, 

more convincingly, they call invite thei r oppo nent to gain the same 

ex perience. Neither of these would work wi th Korihor because he 

had already witnessed the re'llity of the sp iritu'll world and stil l de-
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nicd it. There is not much that can be done by discuss ion or experi

mentation with an oppo nent who looks at the su n and denies that it 

sh ines. 

Al ma and Nineteenth -Century Politics 

The latter chap1<,' rs of Alma .md most of Hela man, Anderso n sug

gests, represent Joseph's narciss istic black-a nd -whit e thinking, per

sonal immaturit y, and illilbili ty to "handle complex feeli ngs" (p. 174). 

These chapters descr ibe his regression to a child 's view of th e world 

(hence the in vinc ible sons of Helam.lIl, whose co nfide nce in thei r 

mothers' fai th "is, theologicall y, nonsensical" [p. 184]) and probably 

represents Lucy's in terven tion with the doctors to save Joseph's leg. 

I found these associ'ltions p'l rl icularly weak. Anderson recog

nizes this and lamely responds "th at a theory has on ly to be be tter 

than the alternative(s) il seeks to replace, not completely sati sfactory 

in :111 respec ts" (p. 138) , In th is case, apparen tl y any theory that ex

eludes the supernatu ral is superior to any theory th:lI includes it. 

I n a dra mati c sh ift of perspec tive, Anderson spec ulates that the 

conflic t between Moroni and the king-men represents the nation al 

election of UQ4, in which the aristoc ratic John Q uincy Adams con

spired wit h Henry Clay to steal the elect ion from the populist Andrew 

Jackson. Jackson's hickory poles were the image co-opted as Moroni's 

title of liberty. The basis for this jump from int rapsychic to nat ional 

issues was the appearance in the narrative of the Lamanit c queen: 

"I find the queen's presence to be strong circumstantial ev idence that 

Smith was writing out sectional riv<l lries and national diss('nt io ns as 

part of his darkest connic ts" (p. 1 78)-a breathtaking leap. The queen 

is purported to represent Rachel/ackson, who died four yea rs later, 

fo llowing And rew Jackson's election. 

Inevitably, the Gadia nton robbers are ascribed to Free maso ns 

and the nat ional anti-Masonic hysteria following the 1826 disa ppear

ance of Wil liam Morgan ,lnd the publication of his ex pose of Masonic 

riles the following yenr. Interestingly, although Anderson's review of 

nat iona l politics at th is time correctly poin ts out that And rew Jackson 
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was the high -ranking Mason and Jo hn Q uin cy Adilllls aligned him

self with the an ti-Masons, he offers no resol ution of the previous im

age of Jackson as the champion of liberty ,md Adams as the conspi rator. 

Regarding Joseph Smith (and by extension, his followers), how

ever, Anderson's opinion is clea r: 

As a psych iatrist, I am Illost st ruck by what this narratiVl.' of 

secret combinations ilnd compensatory power suggests about 

Smith's psyche. Any patient who ta lks so incessantly about an 

evil hidden brotherhood is reve"ling an unending co nflict. 

\o\' hat th e patient opposes is the underside of the connict, in 

this case recogn izing the advan tages of such secret oaths ;lIl d 

con traCls in binding people together, even illici tl y. Tellingly, 

in the Nephite narrat ive, the evil powers are steadi ly gain ing, 

corrod ing from wit hin. And the com pensatory fantasy of 

"good" wi th in this contex t of extreme ev il is absolu te power. 

As I read th is scena rio, Smith feel s intensely env ious of 

o th ers and their possessions; he decla red that the desire for 

possessio ns is evil, yet repeatedly and sec ret ly tries to obtain 

"gai n," even by illi cit mea ns. Ulti mately he allempts to deal 

with hi s envy, not by acceptance and huIII ilit y, but by asse rt 

ing absolute God-given o mnipotence. Psychologicall y speak

ing, this story of moral confl ict and th e cven tual ascendancy 

of secret evil is a troubling prediction th at sad ly is borne o ut 

by Sm ith's future. Wi th in a few years, he declares all mar

riages vo id except those performed by the Mormon pr iest

hood; he not only stepped out side the religio us ,lnd legal 

bounds of monogamy, but also took other me n's wives as hi s 

own. Within ten years Mor monism gave rise to tht, Danites, a 

secret organ izat ion th at began wit h self- protectio n and loy

alt)' to Mormon pr iesthood leaders. whether "right or wrong," 

and ended with vigilan tism. Lyi ng, cont rol orjudges, and bloc 

vo tin g con tribu ted to viole nt expulsio n from Ohio, Mis

souri, and illi nois. The Mormons demonstra ted repe,ltedly 

tha t they cou ld not li ve with anyo ne, including those who 

orig ina ll y welcomed th em with C hri stian kindness. The 
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Mor mon temple ce remony of the early 1840s event ually in

cluded S(:crct oaths and covenants of obedience that had thcir 

co un terpart in Masonic oat hs, including covena nts to kill o r 

be ki ll ed if secre ts we re divulged, an d an oat h of ve ngeance 

tha t rcm:l ined pari of the ceremony for almost 100 years. 

Smith's Sec re t political COli llc il o f Fifty, which crowned him 

p resident, high priest, and king. was reso lved to ma ke him 

presiden t of th e Uni ted Sta tes or, failing th'll , to es tablish a 

new Morm on empire in the West. These secre t oa ths re

eme rged as an element at MOlln tain Meadows in 1857 where 

over 100 non -Mo rm o n men, wOlll en, and children were 

mu rdered . Then, un ited by oa ths and fear of retaliation from 

within the church , the Mormons delivered up a s ingle scape

goat and successfu ll y blocked U. S. territor ia l cou rts from 

delivering justice. Mormonism became Ame rica's most de

spised religion . (pp. 193- 94) 

Although this passage is lengthier tha n most others on this sub

ject, it is represen tati ve of Anderson's view not on ly of Joseph Smith , 

but of the fai th he founded . Ment io n of the Mo unt ai n Meadows 

Massacre, ir relevant to a stud y of the origin of the Book of Mormon, 

,ller ts us to the possi bilit y tha t the autho r's mo ti ves may be other 

than academic. Anderson's initial schola rly, detached demea nor slips 

in to this type of invective wi th increasing frequency throu gh the 

co ur.~e of the book, eventually leaving the impression that it was 
more facade than facl. 

The juxtaposit ion of An derson's idealized an d devalued views of 

Mormons is especially st riking. On the o ne hand, he denounces them 

as having "demonstrated repeatedly that th ey could not live wit h 

anyone" ,l nd as "America's most despised rel igion" (p. 194). Yet o nly a 

few pages later, he char'lc ter izes their lives as "exem plary" (p. 212). 

I was pu zzled by his apparen t lack of awa reness o f th e discrepancy 

betwee n these d ichotomous views and his in'lbilit y to accept the in 

evitable am bigui ty of a ny biograph ical h istory. 

Regarding th e sim il a rit y betwee n the Gad ianlon robbers and 

Freemaso ns, there is unquesti o nabl y a pa rall el. O n rhe other hand , 

," 
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the l'lst centu ry h'ls dem onstrated th e dl'st rllcti ve potent ial of secret 

co mb inati ons in .1 rema rka ble va ri ety of contex ts, including org;Hl 

ized crime, Thi rd World klcpt oc rac ies, inner-cit y st rce t ga ngs, d rug 

caba ls, a nd, most rece ntl y, interna ti o na l terror ists. The re rn.lrkable 

prescience of these passages con trasts sh;lrpl )' with the small and pa ro

chial view that this was merely a response to loca l fear of Freemas()n s. ~ 1 

Progressive Deterioratio n 

In th e e.uly cha pters of 3 Ne phi , Ande rson descr ihl's Jose ph as 

mov ing toward to l.11 perso nal ity d isintegration. O nl y now does it be

come clear why th e mini stry of Christ was disc ussed 1::<1 rli (' r: il is n OI 

reOecti ve of sllch cha o tic disin tegr.lIi on. I fou nd thi s sl·c ti o ll of the 

work parti cularly un con vincing, a nd sevl'ral interest ing co nnec tio ns 

made carl ie r seemed to unravel with th ese increas ingl), ran dom 

associations. 

Ande rson suggests that the book of Eth er is the stor), o f the dic

tat ion of the Book of Mo rmon it self, beginn in g wi th the use of m,lgic 

and fi lled wit h un ending co nflict a nd fi nal dest ructio n. Th is he takes 

as ev ide nce of profo und dys funct io n in the Smi th famil y. T he ac

cou nl of th e fi nal batt le, beca use it mentions wine and swords, "s ig

nals yet another battl e betwee n Smith and his surgeo n" (p, 210) , 

Final Chaos 

The simila rity in th e ages of Mormon a nd Jose ph Sm it h duri ng 

pivot,ll events in their Jives suggests that Mormon "is)'et another su r

rogate for Smith" (I'. 201 ). Anderson SCl'S Ih e graphic description of 

the fin .11 battk (Mormon 4: !0- 12) in personal terms: "To ,I psychia

t rist, thi s passage commu nicat es that Smith 's int ernal moral it ), a nd 

perso nal ethics, battered by fury ever since the clt-,lIh of hi s so n, Me 

giving WllY, as represe nt ed by the Nephile capitulation to ev il an d 

thei r i n abilit ~· to withstand the Lamanit es" (pp. 202- 3). 

21 Sec \);II,ifi C. l'clason. «NO l l\~ .." , '( ;adi.ml"" /o.l.",'nry,m in \\~"filf<' '" II,,' Il(")~· ,~( 

MOT/II(H!. ,'J . Slcl'hcn 1J. Ricks and Willi,,111 I. 1I.1I111>lin (S"II t .• ,k,' Cily: 1 kser<'l Book .1IIJ 

FARMS, 1990), 174-22-1. 
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Finally, tb e Book of Moron i, wi th its int er mingled chapters of 
f<l ith and destruction, is described in extn:me terms. In Mormon's 

last letter, 

Smith directly expresses the oral rage of a chi ld rai sed in de

pr ivat ion, decep tion, and trauma .... As I read this passage 
[Moro ni 9:8- 10 ]' I hear oral rage behind narc iss ism, mixed 

with th l' fever, thirst, an d tortu re of childhood surgery. It is 
as thou gh, even as his "g randiose sel f " forms into a prophet 

and ch urch president, the dangerous underside of his psycho
logical world erupts to the surface one final time. (Pl'. 2 13- 14) 

The theo logical passages o f Moroni, in contrast, are lotally dis
missed: " It is a conu ndrum Ihal Sm ith erects a message of goodness 
on top of coe rcion, dece it , des truction, and hatred. I, no doubt li ke 

many readers, St'e the good ness as superfi cia l" ( I'. 213). This is indeed 

a con undrum. For those reade rs who see th ese closing theological 

teachings as both ge l1uine and good, the asse rtion that a description 
of "coercion, dcccil, dcstruclioll, and hatred" (I" 2 13) must represcnt 

Joseph Smith's persona l project ion f'1 l1s rather fiat. 

The Narcissistic Mirror 

In his final chapter, Anderso n rei terates many of the themes that 

appea r repeatedly through th e book , mostly those regarding Joseph's 
narc iss ism and deceitfulness. He introd uces a more interest ing topic, 
however, with a nice discuss io n of th e role of Ihc Book of Mormon 
in the common people's react ion to the En light en ment: th e Great 

Awakening. Although I do not agree with th e assert ion that th is ex
plains thc o ri gi n of thc book, I think it docs help account for the 

largc number of people wh o cmbraced both thc book and its assoc i
ated fa ith. 

He fo l1 ows this with a d iscussion of the consequences of narcis
sistic personalit y disorder for interpersonal relationships, in this case 
between a leader and his followers. He also makes observations on the 

role of "mirrorin g." Though o nce heretical in psychoanalyt ic theory, 
this interpersonal dynam ic has since gained acceptance. Sim ply stated, 
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the leader sees his importance in the role granted him by his follow

ers and strives to either become, or :lppcar to be, what they believe 

him to be . In this case, Anderson sees Josep h Smi th as trapped by 

his followers' expectatio ns of him and by a growing web of deceit 

to maintain the image th at he actually was what they despe ratel y 
wanted him to b('. 

Although Ande rson docs IlOt mention it, mirro ring need not be 

a pathological process. It was originally proposed as the rou te to a 

healthy self-image when the child saw his or her importance in the 

eyes of a parent . [ t is only co nsidered pathological when it in vo lves 

deception and exp lo itation . Ande rson clearly sees Jose ph Smi th in 

the latter category. Despite that, he can not overlook yet another ob

vious point, that the Book of Mormon is "a permanent touchstone to 

the infi nite" (p. 242 ). The inconsistenc), of a d isturbed and depraved 

impostor writ ing a memoir of dream irn;lges fmm his oedipal narcis

sist ic conflicts and co mposing ,I work that speaks broadly to a large 

population of competent adults is never addressed. I lind that incon

sistency insurmountable. 

The Method of Applied Psychoanalysis 

Professio nal Apologetics 

I suspect that my pointed critique of this book will be written off 

by its proponents as Mormon apologet ics (p. xx). Although I do not 

find that term pa rt icularly offensive, it is not the "Mormon" faith I 

feel the need to defend . It has always stood, and co nti nues to stand, 

on its own merits. It is instead the field of psychiatry and its rela tion

ship to psychoanalysis that require explanat ion . For the past fort y 

years the fie ld has worked steadi ly to reg'lin the scientific foot ing it 

sha red with the rest of medicine unt il the early part of the twentieth 

century. Psychoanalysis;s now widely seen in the profession as a di 

version from that pursuit, ra th er than the acme of psychiatri c devel 

opment.22 Wo rks based entirely on psychoan;llytic principles and as-

22. Shorter. A Hi;rory of Psyclrimry. 14S ..... 16. 
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su mptions lend litt le credi bilit y to the sc ientific foun dat ions of the 

fie ld and do much to perpetuate unfortu nate stereotypes. 

Popular resistance to psych iatric diagnosis and care has been based 

o n a number of issues, incl uding th e stigma associated wit h psy

choti c behavior, the sense of perso nal failure so meti mes attached to 

mood di sorders, and the fear that perso nal val ues and beliefs wo uld 

be questio ned or crit icized by the th era pist. Although thi s is m uch 

less of a problem now than in past decades, my experience as a 

Latter-day Sa int psychiat rist suggests that those co ncerns continuc 

and arc 3t least as common in the LDS com mu nity as in soc iety at 

large. I spent much of my early career attem pting to reassu re my reli

gious co mpat riots that they had no need for such concerns, that th e 

field was focused on the ident ification and treat ment of speci fi c psy

chopa thology and harbo red no fixed preconceptions abo ut the na 

ture or value of faith or religious practice. But thi s is not always the 

case, and a pu rely psychoa nalyt ic perspective too often assumes the 

an tiquated stance of psychi at ry as fundamentally hostile to faith . The 

arbitrary des ignation with in psychoanalys is of rational ex perience as 

superior to reli gio us experiencc is unju st ifi ed. Arc not th e members 

of a communit y of fa ith more at tentive to one another than those of 

a soc ial cl ub? Are the re any books with as much im pact all mora l 

behavior as scripture? Is there ,my ed ucat ional progra m, political 

poli cy, o r social phi losophy with as much power to transfor m lives as 

a single authentic religious experience? 

Classical psychoa nalysis is the last vesti ge of psycbiatry to accept 

such narrow and outmoded notions. Mai nstream contemporary psy

chiatry seeks to understand the role of rel igious bel ief and pract ice in 

th e life of th e individ uil l, in para llel with other persona l and cultural 

va lues. More recently, solid evidence has eme rged in favor of religion 

as beneficial to physical and mental health Y Interestingly, the benefits 

are most pronounced for those with hi gh " intrinsic rel igiosity," that 

23_ Ilarold (;. Ktlcnig.l\-l ichJd E. M..:Cullollgh.lUld David It Larson, Ham/book a! 

Rr/igim' {I",//-/ .. ,lil/' (N<'w Yurk: O)lfurd Univa sity Press, 200 I ). 
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is, those who really bel ieve and for whom that belief is iJllPor!'lJll. ~ ~ 

In cont rast, those who approach religion as'1 soc ial and philosoph i

cal exercise enjoy limited benefit s. In the face of thesl:' developments, 

a brief co nsiderat ion of th e hi story and perspective of psychoanalysis 

is in order. 

The Theory and Practice of Psychoa nalysis 

Psychoana lysis refe rs to bot h a psycho logical th eory and a psy

chotherapeutic tech nique firs t comprehensively published by Sigmund 

freud in his 1899 work, Tile /lIlerprCtlllio/J oj DrCIII/Js~5 (t he ),ear 1900 

was attached to the book for Illarketin g reaSO Il!'i) .2" The theor y of 

psychoanal ysis was born of th e ideal ized I'l{t, n illt'teenth-century 

view of nat ural science as the route to all truth and described the un

co nsc ious m ind in terms of drives, objects, and forces analogous to 

those of classical mecha nics. These drives, it was postula tcd, seck 

ex press ion , but when they run afo ul of external co nstra ints (e.g., so

cial norms, pa rental di sapproval, physica l or emotional threats) or 

interna l conflict (e.g., desec ration of self-image, viola tion of va lues, 

competing dr ives), they must be modified or d iver ted. Failure to 

do so ;l ppropriately leads 10 predic table form s of psychopa thology. 

Defenses were postulated as unconsc iOlls rnech'.l11is1lls to preven t llll

acceptable drives o r impulses from rea chi ng consc iousness or behav

io ral ex pression. 

Psychoanalytic the rapy preceded and gave rise to the th eory. 

Freud and othe rs noted that certai n pa tient s with neurol ogical an d 

othe r complain ts improved when give n the opportunity to express 

themselves (i nitially through hyp nosis and lat er through free associa

tion- the uninhibited though t stream of a conscio us patient). Freud 

was an exceptional observer and described specific patterns of thought , 

24. Ibid., 127-211. 148-49,310. 

25. Sigmund Fr.::ud, TIJr IJlh·'p, .. t,u;'m <>/ /)r,'''ms 1 Ddran, N.J.: (;ryphon Edition •. 

1993). 

26. Eric T. e.dson, 'flu' '''terpr''liIti/1li 4 Dr"""1$" No)h'$ I,,,,,, tl", (:,/i/"'$ (Dt'l r.m, N. j.: 

Gryphnn Edi tion •. 1993),3--4. 
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feeling, and expe rience ex pressed thro ugh free ;Issocia tion. Among 

the p.llie rns he no ted were a preponderan ce of St'xu;\lt hemes and a 

\'aricty of childhood traum.lS. often related to the S:II11(' events. Freud 

concl uded th.1I Ill.my o f these t ra umatic sexual experie nces were ac· 

tually chi ld hood fan tasies, leading to his conccpt u.l liza tion of a co m· 

p it-x theo ry of psyc hosex ua l (h:vd O!) llll' lll , incl udi ng d iscrete stages 

(oral, an;,I, genital, etc.), each wi th a cha raCleristic con flict to be n:· 

solved and char'lI: li..'rist ic prohle ms assoc iated wit h d evc!opme nt:11 

fa ilures. 

By fa r the most import;lllt of these, in freud's view, W<lS the oedi · 

p;ll contlict, beginn ing with att achme nt to th e Illolher, then recogn i· 

l io n of th e father :ls:l Ih rea t 10 Ilu t re];lIio ll ship. and fin all y a reco n· 

('i lia tion of thes ... ' co mpeting is:-.ues. Resolution of the oed ipal con flict 

was se ... ·n as ess ... ' ntial to emotional matura tio n, and its fai lure was a 

prl'scriplion for psychologic;11 dysfunct ion. 

Freud rt.'cognizl·d that thl'se desc riptio ns were me taphor ical bu t 

bd icved that they had indq)l'ndell tl y verifiable COll nt c rpa rt s wit hin 

the hrai n th:11 wou ld one d.,y he id",· nti fied. In th:11 sense, he believed 

thai he had "diswwred." nOI me rely described. 11ll' workings of the 

unco nscio us mi nd . Such findings still awai t neu robio logica l co nfir · 

matio n. Freud W,IS n('ve rthcless rigid in his ad hen:ncc to his theory 

and to lerated Ill) devia tion fro m psychoan alyti c orthodoxy. 

11 shou ld he noted here 11,... 1 th e problem with psychoanalys is 

\V;lS no t its alt emp! to obserVl' and char:lClerize purely subjective ex · 

p ... ' r ience. In fact, this is done routinciy. Depression is both debilita ting 

and tre:1t;lbk, so it is not sur prisi ng tha t menia l health professionals 

have ga ined gn'a t skill in recognizing and even quant ifying this expe

rience, In addit ion, rcsc"rc her,~ in th c field havc accu m ulated il vast 

body of hi ghly reproduci b t...· data on thl' subjec t. Although some of 

this is based on observa ble cor rela tes. such as slel'p d isturb:lnce o r 

loss of appetite, it is prima r ily the su bjec ti ve ex perience Ihat is of 

inte rest .md h:lS been stud ied, O ther subjective exper iences. sll ch as 

being in love, h,lVC no t been studied wi th the sam e scrut iny, la rgely 

beca use th e utilit y of doing so is limi ted (being in love may occ:1sio n· 

ally be debili ta ling, but it is r;l rdy treatable, in my expcrience) . 
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Instead, psychoanalysIs saw ral ionalit y as an anlidole 10 lhe primi

tive and po tenti all y desrru ctive d rives Ihat , ren IIll l1lo<i lllatc<i by in

ternal detense or external const raint, would make savages of us al!. The 

assumpt ion that all drives arc primit ive and utterl y se lf-serving leads 

to the unfortu na te conclusion that all "true" moti ves arc negative and 

shameful. Anderson gives a wonderfu l exampl e o f exactly th is as

sumption in action. "Every th era pi st with psychodyna mi c experience 

has had the ex perience of proposi ng a painful in terpretation, only to 

have the pat ient excla im, 'No!; brea k into sobs, and co rrect the thera

pist with even a more pain ful t ruth" (p. xxxi). This unfort unatt.' para 

di gm was fina lly coun tered by the humanist school, which saw at 

least some inna te dr ives as poi nting toward mature adulthood. 

Psychoa nalysis and Rel igion 

In this co ntext, one of Freud 's prima ry goals wit h psychoanalyt ic 

theory was the rejecti on of rel igio n as a Irgiti mate expression of hu

man experience. Hi s ano in ted successo r, Ca rl C. lu ng, who ve he

mently disag reed on this poin t, ci ted thi s isslie as th e basis for his 

content ious split wit h f.rcud. He rdated <l p,lrt icularl y st riking example 

of Freud's attitude in this rega rd: 

I can slill reca ll vividl y how Freud s'lid to me, "My dea r 

lu ng, pro mise me never to abandon the sex ua l theory. T hat 

is the most essen tia l th ing o f al l. You sec, we must make <l 

dogma of it , an unshakable bulwark," He said that to me wi th 

great emotion , in the to ne of a fa ther sayi ng, "And prom ise 

me this one thing, my dear son : th at you will go to ch urch 

ever y Sunday." In so me astoni sh ment [ asked hi m, "A bul 

wa rk- aga inst what?" To which he replied, "Against the black 

tide or Ill Lld "- and he re he hesit.lI ed ro r a moment, then 

addcd- "of occultism." I~ i r s t of ali , it was the \vords "bu l

wark" and "dogma" thai alarmed me; fo r ,I dogma, tha t is to 

say, an und isp utab le confess ion of ra it h, is set up only when 

th e aim is to supp ress do ubts o ll ce and for all. But tha t no 
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longer has anyth ing to do with scientifi c judgment ; onl y with 

a persona l power drive. 

Th is was the thing tha t st ruck <l Ithe heart of our fri end~ 

ship. I klll'W th;11 [ wou ld never be abl e to accept such an atti

tude. What Freud see med to mea n by "occultism" was virtu 

al ly eve rythin g th at phi losophy and relig ion, including the 

rising co ntemporary science of p:l rapsychol ogy, had learned 

abo ut the psyche. '[0 me the sex ual theory was just as occu lt, 

that is to say, just as unpruven an hypothesis, as many ot her 

speculative views. As [ saw it, a scientific truth was a hypothe

sis whi ch might be adequ ate for the moment but W,IS not 10 

be preservt'd as an article of fai th for alltimeY 

[n addition to the counter-evol utionary socia l imp licat ions of 

surrender to the occ ult, Freud believed that religion harmed the indi

vidu al by blocking personal grow th and fully indepe ndent functio n ~ 

ing. This posi tion con tinues to be cha mpioned by ma ny current 

psychoanalysts. 

Freud's oppositiollto rel igio n is cur ious. There is nothing in psy

choanalyt ic theory to preclude reli gio us phenomena, ei th er as purely 

int rapsychic or auth entic perceptual experience. Oth er enti rely sub

jecti ve phcno m('na we re acce ptable to the theory, which did nol re

ject cognit ive, emot ional, esth etic, or interpersona l expe rience as il 

legiti mate or necessar il y pathologica l. Freud 's painful ex per ience 

of European anti -Semiti sm has often been cited as the basis fo r this 

attitude ,md may well be a sufficient ex pla nation. 

Psychoanalysis as Science 

Freud had a seco nd blind SpOI, at the o th er end of the pos iti vist 

spectru lll. Although he tout ed psychoana lysis as science, he limited 

his scientific inq uiry 10 obse rvat ion, catego ri za tion , and hypothesis 

27. eMI G. jung, i\",·/I wr;'·$. /}rrums. n .. jkr/ious, lnms. Richart.! and CI.lra Wins ton 

(lila.,!;",,·: C<I \lillS S<1Il~, 1 % 7), 173-7'1. 
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generation . These a re important first steps in the acq ui sit ion of em

piri cally derived knowk'dgc but must be supple llH.' nted wi th hypoth 

esis testing and modification. 

The origin of a hypothesis is observation, followed by categoriza

tion and measurement. The f;l(c va lidit y of a hypot hesis is its abilit y 

to describe (and occasionally explain) existing observations. The true 

va lid it y of the hypothesis, however, is its power to pred ict newobser

vat ions. Psychoanalytic th eo ry is very strong in its ab ility to desc ribe 

observations but lacks Ih e c:rpacil y 10 :rccura re/y predict w/wr in 

trapsychic confl icts will emerge, how th ey wi ll be manifested, what 

defenses will be bro ught to bear, what resolution will be sought, and 

what pathology wi ll crupt if the contlicts f<1il of resolution. 

Both Freud and his mod ern adherents have been remarkably re 

sistant to the test ing of psychoa nalyt ic hypotheses. And('rso n echoes 

the response o f psychoan,llytic apologists and d ism isses th is dea rth 

of essenti al st ud ies, saying that they wo uld be difficult and unethical 

(p. 29). This is cle<1 r1 y not true; excellent data have been gathered on 

other theories of development desp it e methodological difficulties 

and without et hical compromise. Even today, th e gold sta ndard of 

psychoanalytic validation is the vigo r with which heads nod in pro

fessional meetings where theoretic<11 papers arc read . 

The impri mat ur of science requires more, an d co nt em pora ry 

psychia try has long si nce moved on. Taking clements of widely va r

ied pers pectives on indivi du al deve lopmen t ,1Ild psychopath ology, 

th e tl eld readily incorporates neurob iologiC:11, behavio ral, humanist, 

a nd other approaches that prove th emselves to be th eoretica ll y or 

clin icall y valid. Psyc hoanalysis is among th ese con tributors but has 

no unique ca pac it y to explain, predict, or mod ify development or 

psychopa thology. !~ 

Psychoanalysis in Co ntemporary Psychiatry 

Psychoanalysis has conseque ntly st ipped frol11 its ascenda ncy in 

the America n psychiatry of the 1950s. Speci fi c 13 ndmarks are tell ing. 

28. An ex«'l!cnl, com prehcn5il·c (rili'lu", of I'sych,,;u"'!pis JS s,-i<:n(e is f,)und in 

Fred ... rid; Crews, Sk,·pliw/ ElIg(tgCIllt"tl/5 (New York: ()xfmd Uni\'\.~rsjlr f>r ... s" \ 980). 
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Amon g these W.IS the decision in the 1980 edit io n of th e Diagl/ostic 
alia Statistical 1\1(//1//(/1 of Melltal Dison/ers (DSM-/l1) to exclude all 

psychoa naly tic terminology and assump tions in fa vo r of a sympto

matic approach to mental disorders. This move had th e desi red con

sequence of strengthening the rel iab il ity of diagnoses, that is, the 

probability that diffe rent observers would categorize th e sa me phe

nomenon in the sa111e way. This greatl y facilitated cmpirica l studies 

and accder.lted the p;"Ice of n.'st.';lrch in the fi eld . 

Of notc in Anderson's study is hi s juxtaposition of the val idated 

defi nitions of the cu rrent edi t ion of the manual, DSM- / \I, with specu

la t ive psycho;walytic descrip tions of the same phenomena, partiClI 

larty narcissism . Readers unfamilia r with the wo rk ings of men ta l 

he;,llth research may not recognize that DSM-I V is the standard of the 

profess io n, whilc the psyc hoa nalytic wri tin g is supported by little 

va lidating ev idence and enjoys limited accepta nce. 

Psychoanalysts, threa tened with extincti on by irreleva nce, made 

a number of desirable adaptations. Firs t, they made peace with the 

formerly heretical schoo ls of object relat io ns, self- psychology, and 

olhe rs. Second. they abandoned their long-standing refusal to admit 

psycho logists, soc ial workers, an d other mental health professionals 

to psycho.malytic trai nin g. Third, they bega n to acknowledge that 

psychoanalysis is applicable to a fa irly li mi ted range of psychopathol 

ogy and h;IS no spec ial capacity 10 bring about therapeu tic benefi t. 

Fi na ll y, they acknowledged the efficacy of biological and behav ioral 

approaches in the treatme nt of psychopathology. In so doing, they 

allO\",ed their long-standin g pos ition that on ly psychoanalysis trul y 

addressed the underl ying co nfli cts at the heart of most psychia tric 

d isorders to take its rightful place amo ng the rel ics of histo ry. 

[n modern psych iatr ic training, psychoan alysis serves two majo r 

functions, both practicl!. First, psychoanalysts rema in masterfu l ob

servers, and thei r ski ll in thi s regard is an essent ial tool to be passed 

on to psych iatrists of ;111 perspect ives. Si.'cond, many psychoanalyt ic 

concepts have v;ll ll e in psychiatry because they provide useful cate

gorics in which to organ ize observations, even in the abse nce of 

\",idesp rcad accep tance of their theoretical unde rpinni ngs. Psych ia

trists casually spea k of ego strength. defenses, transference, superego, 
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and so forth, not because they accep t the theory that lies behind 

th ese co ncepts, bu l because of their utilil y in orga ni zing specific 

observations. 

Applied Psychoanal ysis 

Psychoa nalysis has a unique perspect ive to offe r the wri ting of 

biography and the analysis o f histo ry. but tha I perspective is philo~ 

so phica l, not scien tifi c. In th e absent"c of v;l lidated stu dies of thi s 

method lind ils findings, it should be considered in the SlI llle category 

as literary critic ism, phi losophica l debate, or pol it ical analysis. These 

are all useful pursui ts, but they ;lr(' recognized as hi ghl y subjec tive 

and not bolstered by verifiable empirical data. 

Applied psychoa nalysis is pa rticula rl y wea k in thi s regard. In 

working with individual p.lIi ents, the psychoana lyst can at least test a 

specific inter pretation by present ing it to the pa tien t an d observing 

the response. No t so in applied psychoanalysis. A su bject's behavior 

may be inte rpreted from the psychoana lytic pe rspecti ve in light of 

known life experiences, and in some cases useful insights may result. 

Similarly, it Illlly occasionally be possible to "read back" from ('xisling 

biograp hi ca l accounts or crea ti ve works to und erstan d sO lll eth ing of 

the subject's ea rl y experience. 13ut the limitations on these techniques 

mllst be st rictly observed. This a pproac h is 110t based on empirica l 

dllta , and its hypotheses can not be empirically tested. 

For applied psychoanalysis 10 ma ke a legitim.ile con tribution to 

Ihe wr iti ng of history o r biography, three major problems must be 

avoided. First, the internal cons istency of psychoana lytic illterpreta~ 

l ions may nO I be ci ted as evidence for the vali di ty of th is po int of 

view. They \llay lead to specific insigh ts, bu t those inSigh ts must 

sta nd o n their ow n, subjec t to the sa me cr it ica l anal ysis as insigh ts 

from lilly o ther historica l or biographical model. The fael that a co~ 

ne.rcn\ stop{ can be to\d does not mean that the S\Qry is ,K(.male. 

S~c.\J\\Q., C.'?.R \\\\).':,\ \:)I!. \o.\.t\\ \1.) o.~~\\\ (\'l:c..'I:l.\o.'I: o.''b\l\\\<'::''I:\\~. \\ \~ <'::'0.':.1 

to postu late a parti cular event in the subject's life, fll~d somet'nin.g 

consistent wit h it in the subject's later work, and then cite tha t ;IS e\'l-
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de nce that the origina l event actually took place. There is no basis for 

accep tance of such argume nts. 

Thi rd , it is im possible to avoid the project ion of the analyst's pre

concept ions and prej udices into these interpretatio ns. It is pa rtiall y 

for thi s reaso n tha I psychoa nalytic trai nees are req uired to undergo 

personal analysis 10 bri ng to ligh t th eir own in trapsychic connicts. In 

practice, this tra ining ana lysis se rveS more the function of accultu ra

tion than int rapsychic peacemaking, and signi fi can t persoll<ll iss ues 

inva riably rema in or arise during the co ntinued course of life. 

Despile his clear acknowledgmen t of the first two dangers, Ander

son is prone to both fau lts. He repeatedly suggests that his "scientific" 

approach has f,lce va lidity bcc:w se he is able to 1ll.lke intern ally con

sistent in terpretations. Furth er, he ci tes problems in Joseph Smi th's 

ea rl y life, many o f them ques tionable (e.g., Jose ph's humiliation at 

the death of his firstborn, Lucy's possible premarital pregnancy), as 

ev idence that he wOlllt1 fraudulently create a religio us texl. He th en 

interprets clemen ts of the Book of Mormon as products of those early 

problems and cites passilgcs of the Book of Mo rmon as evidence that 

the family dysfu nction act ually occu rred. Note this co nfess ional pas

sage in his discussion of the fina l chapters of Ether: 

This very dark view of Joseph Smi th's ea rly infancy and child

hood is admitted ly extreme speculat ion, and there is no his

torica l documen tat ion of slIch emotional dep rivation from 

his Illother's history that wo uld justify such furious hat red in 

the story. (Rcpons of th e fam il y's economic and social inferi 

ority and dysfunction do come from later oLltside antagonist ic 

testimonies \\'h ich arc rejected by devout Mormo nism. ) But 

with our presen t state of natural istic (psycholog ic,ll) knowl 

edge, this readin g from the Book of Mormon back into 

Josep h's life may be th e closest we ca n get to wh;1I happened. 

(p.2 12) 

I would suggest that "the closest we can get to what happened" is to 

read what Joseph and Lucy Mack Smith said happened. Their accounts 
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arc remarkably similar and descri be th(' fam il y in very di ffere nt and 

more positive terms than does Ande rso n·s. This more objec ti ve view 

of Joseph's life shows on ly pass ing similarit y to the overall message of 

the Book of Mo rmon, suggesti ng against a contemporilrY origin for 

the book. 

T he third problem was not even ack nowkdged in the wo rk. 

Anderso n repea tedl y makes interpretations b<lscd on hi s preconcep

tions and perso nal perspt'c tive, not the avai lable ev idence. He at

temp ts to cover many of these interprl."tations with professional 

autho rity, using phrases such as " Psyc hia tri sts agree that . . . " and 

"Speaking as a psyc hiatrist ... " I tallied more th,ln two dozen such 

references before I g rew bored wi th the exercise; r agreed with only a 

handful of them. 

Altern at ive Views 

The bankruptcy of the notion that a story's phlUsi bilit y is evi

dence of its validity is easily demonstrated. As I re,ld Anderson's ac

count of the "Sword of Laban" incident , I allowed mysel f to associate 

freely on the subject o f Laman and Lemuel. My thoughts quic kl y 

turned to my own childh ood and the relationships within Ill y family. 

Like Nephi at the lime of the story, I was one of four children, but as 

I allowed the emotio nal content o f the story 10 carry my assoc iations 

forwa rd, I immed ia tely th ough t of a particul,lrly loxi c dyad that peri 

odically invaded my home. There was in the neighborhood a yOLing 

bully, whose name bea rs st riking phonetic and anagramic sim ilarit y 

to both Laman and Laban, who, though a year his senior, frequ entl y 

played with rny o lder brother. My relationship wi th th;lt brother 

(who went on to li ve a life more akin to th at of Nephi than Laman or 

Lemuel) was only occasionally marred by the usual "sibling rival ries" 

when the neighbor was not present, but when they were together, I 

was completel y at their mercy (as Nep hi was with Laman and Lem

uel ). On one occas ion when I was somewhere between five ,md seven 

yea rs old, this "Laman /Laban" had me so frightened that I fled from 
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hi m through tIl{' house and in to the darkened ga rage. Rounding a 

turn, I suddenly slipped and fd l agai nst the sharp corner of the fur 

nace, cutting my forehead to the bo ne and causing a terr ifying foun

tain of blood that covered nearly my enti re fi eld of visio n. Over the 

next few hours, as I received m:lIt'rna l and professional minist rations, 

I imagined mysel f dying of th is injury, bu t I also imagined growing 

large ;md powerfu l enough to defend myself and inflict the sa me type 

of injury on hi m. In fact, I knt'w th at there was a large hunti ng knife 

in tht., garage, no t far from the furnace, with which I cou ld ma im or 

even behead him. I had no trou ble, as I retleCled on thi s incide nt, 

imagin ing it giv ing rise to the sword of Laban story. From a psycho

ana lytic standpoin t, th e adva ntage of my sp li tting this malefac to r 

in to two characters was obv ious; I could kill him as Laban, then re

turn home with a healt hy, but humbled, Laman in tow. I thought o f 

similar perso nal inc ide nt s that could relate to the broken bow (bows 

had special sign ificance in my family ), freq uent wa nde ri ngs in the 

\."ilder ness, the storm at sea, Alma's conversion, and othe r Book of 

Mormon stork'S. 

To the best of Illy knowledge, I have never been accused of writ

ing the Book of Mormon, so what arc these stories doing there? In 

contrast to thl' suggest io n that these stories arc rcworki ngs of Joseph 

Smith's early life, they st.'em to represen t more universal types. Cer

tai nl y the heroes of the Book of Mo rmon inv ite readers to imagine 

themselves ;lS such gra nd and noble charac ters. These arc power ful 

and useful images , not only fo r young people in need of idea ls as 

they mature, but fo r ('vayone seek ing to find with in themselves the 

seeds of nobility and heroism . T he idealized way the characters are 

portrayed is tacit recognit ion that the authors intended them to be 

seen exac tl y this way. Simi la rly, thl.' cla rity with wh ich the villains are 

portrayed, rather th an reflec ting the black-a nd-white th ink ing of the 

narcissist, may be the aut hors' des ire to highlight the cont rasting ele

mcnts of good ;md cvi l, the ex istence of which is fu ndamen lal to rel i

giolls literat ure. \Ve may occasionally turn to Eccles i'1stes to assure 

ourse lves that the am bigu ities of li fe are common, but when faced 
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with mora l cho ices, we find the Ten COlllmandments an d Beatillldes 

far more helpful. 

J would ra ise a simi lar argu ment regarding the detaili.'d and graphic 

description of war. I did not sec these as ('v idence of "narcissist ic rage" 

(po 14 ! ) bu t as an un usually ca ndid guide for the faith fu l in times of 

war. In fact, most of the wa rs in the Book of Mormo n are glossed 

ove r, with only passi ng ment ion that they occurred and a few statis

tics on each . A few, however, are described in detail. The first of th ese, 

in Alma 46-62, deals with the complex iss ues of cit izens' and sol 

diers' respons ibili ties in time of wa r, crit ical information for those 

many generat ions who have had to fact' so me form of warfare during 

the course of life. Inte restingly, these passages do not contai n many 

bl:lCk-and -wh ite answers . SOllll' good ci t izens were paci fists ,md en
joyed the blessings of God. Their children went to war and vigorously 

took the lives of their enemi es but ,llso enjoyed the blessi ngs of God . 

One group of soldiers W,IS miracu lo ll sly preserwd . Anot her equally 

righteous a nd faithful gro up was called upo n to give up their li ves .. ]() 

th e rel igiously att uned citizen facing a spectru m of societal dema nds 

and Illoral issues in deadly conflicts ranging from World Wa r II to 

Vietnam, these passages prov ide essentialmalerial. The seco nd de

tai led accoun t of warfare, in Mormo n 2- 6 and Moroni 9, is more 

grap hic in its descript ion of the atrocities of \\'a r, whi le simultane

ously highligh ting the end poi n t of a soc iety that willful ly rejects all 

thi ngs religious. tnemes also addressed in Et her 13-15. 

Faith and Its Proofs 

Because An derson so frequently bri ngs thi s up, ! wou ld like to 

co rn ment on the assert ion that the Book of Mormo n suffers fro m a 

lack of archaeological evidence to bo lster its sta ndi ng. Ande rson rt'

peatedl y states that there is an absolute pa ucity of physical ev idence 

for the Book of Mormon and th at it sho uld be rejected on that basis. 

I will leave it to the folks at FARMS to add ress the issue of the exis

tence of such da ta, and focus instead on the assllm pt ion that such ev i

dence is necessary to the development of faith and testi mony. 
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Some years ago, \vhile in terview ing fo r entry in to a gradua te pro

gram in biochemist ry, I was challenged by the chairman o f th e de

partment with the fo llowing situation. A Latter-day Sa int colleague 

of his had declared moot th e study of genet ic types (s uch studies 

were in;l very primitive state back then) of na ti ve American peoples 

to determine if they were of Semi tic or igin , beca use the outcome was 

a fo rego ne conclusion. He asked my opi ni on on the matl cr. Anxious 

fo r adm ission to th e program, 1 mumbled something about how ex

cit ing it wo uld be to do just such an experiment. As I have reflec ted 

on th at issue, I howe concl ud ed that from one perspecti ve his co l

league was right- the results a re 11100 t, not because the answer is 

known, but because it is irrelevant. Imagine th at I had done the ex 

peri ment- a nd foun d no relationsh ip. Wo uld my fait h in th e Book 

of Mormon be shattered? No, my faith was not based on that type of 

evide nce and would no t have been seriously affected (a nd righ tfull y 

so; th e technology in usc twe nt y- fi ve years ago is no longer consid

ered val id ). On the oth er hand , if the res ult s had shown a clea r co n

nection betwee n those peoples, wou ld that chairman have presen ted 

himself for baptism? 

Wha t type of ev idence does exist for the Book of Mormon? An 

derson answe rs thi s C]llestion quite sa tisfactori ly. "It is his I Joseph 

Smith's l fo llowers' exemplar y lives that co unterbalance his miracu

lOllS story and make it bel iev;lble. In my professiona l judgment , th eir 

lives a re the sole 'objective' ev idence for the va lidi ty of th e Book of 

Mo rm on" (p. 212). Eve n in the absence of any ot her evidence, this 

wou ld be co mpell ing. The power to deeply and permanently change 

li ves is th e Holy Grail of psychotherapy, yet here is a single vo lume 

able to do just that. As it happens, the sto ry is al so bolstered by th e 

subjec tive experience of mill ions of adherents. These two considera

tions remain unt ouched by Anderso n's critique. 

Rega rd ing acceptance of the Book of Mormon , Anderso n aga in 

comes to our ,lid wit h a pert inent observat ion. "My pos ition is th at 

belief in the Boo k of Mormon is an act of faith, not the result of sc i

en tific or aca demic inquiry" (p. 138). Was there some questio n abou t 
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Ihis? This is p rec isely Ihe fu nction of the Book of Mo rmon. II is Ihe 

starting poi nt for a religio us journey that will include both concep

tual and experiential element s. The journey requires the acquisition 

of authentic, personal spi ritual experience. For many P('ople, thl:' firs t 

such experience comes in responsc to a sincere inquiry regardi ng the 

Book of Mor mon . It s reliab il ity is co nfir med by th(' comparable 

experiences of others and by pl'riodic fl'llCwa l. Its validity is aUl'sted 

by the qualitat ive changes wrought in thl'l ife of the indiv idua l. It is 

highly reproducible among diffl'rl'll l ob!'iCrVI.'fS, hell(1.' th(' specific in 

str uct ions and promise in Moro ni 10:4-5 and the cons tan t encour

agement from church leaders to seck sLlc h I.'xpl'ril'tlcl:'. It is noteworthy 

that it is those leaders, no t Mormonism's detractors, who recom 

Illl.'nd that the experiml'llt bl:' tr ied. 

Conclusion 

The method of psychoanalysis-long o n concept, short O il d,Ha

provides but one pl'rspective o n history and has no spec ial valid ity in 

the interpretat io n of biogr'lphic<tl (ttta. Th is !'itudy is st'vc rl'ly flawed 

in its ini t ial assumpt ions that sp iritual phe nomena C<11l nol be stud

ied, that app lied psychoanalysis has sclt-ntifi c credibili ty, and that <\c. 
vo u! Mormon historical pe rspectivcs lack ve raci ty. These assump

tions kad to a d('cided and unjllstified bias in the se\cction a nd 

in terpreta t ion of h istorical somCl·S. T he resul ti ng black-and-whitE' 

appra isa l of Joseph Smith is inconsis tent wi th the com plexi ty of hi s 

chMacter and his h istory. This book is li ttle mo re than ., repetitious 

co m pi lation of the same an tago nist ic h istor ies wt' have alro.::ldy SE'en, 

d ressed in grand new trappings. But o n close inspection, the t: ll1 peror 

has no clothes . I fo und this book d isap pointing in evcry regard, all 

the more so because of the inappropriate implication of professional 

au thority attached to il. As 1 noted at thL' outset, those whose view of 

Mormo nism tends to the neg;ttive, sensatiol1;t 1, an d nitica l wil! un

doubtedly be attracted to th is work. More objl'ct iV(' n::<lders will find 

litt le here of interest. 



VAN W AGONE R'S SIDNEY RIGDON: 

A PORTRA IT OF BIOG R A PHI CA L EXCESS 

Howard K. Harpl'r, Stl'WI1 C. Ha rper, and David P. Harper 

R"C hard Vim W.lgo ner 's award -win ning b iography, Sidney nigdoll: 
A Portrait of f?c1lgioI/5 ExI"CSS, is undoubtedl y the best to d ate. It 

argues accurately that Rigdon played <l cru cial role in the de ve lop
ment of early Mormon ism a nd Ihal hi s con tribution was diminished 

in the wake of his unsuccessful bid 10 shoulder Mormon leadership 
after the mart yrdom of Joseph Smith. Ala s, though, thi s Illuch
needed I realmen! o f Rigdon is also funclamenta lly, not s impl y tan

gentially, defective. The book p"ints an inaccu rate portrait of Sidney 
Ri gdo n, based largely on a mistaken cli n ical d iagnos is. T h is Ri gdon 

b('comcs a 1001 fo r c riticizin g modern Mormon ism. One need not 
re,ld .. lithe wily to his ep il oguc 10 recognize Va n Wagone r's agenda, 

but it is most c1eiH ly stated there. He int ends to cx pose the "wart s 
and double chi ns of religious leaders" and "warns all of us that we 

must ultimatdy th ink for ourselves rat her than surrender decision
making to others, espec iall y to those who dictate what God would 
have us do" (PI'. x, 457-58). In this way Va n Wagoner casts Sidney 

Ri gdon as an object lesson calcu lated to censure modern Mormons 
for whilt his relat ed !ollnlal of MortlJOII History essay calls "group 

gullibili ty."1 ·'0 Ihat end, Van Wagoner's biography of Rigdon employs 

t . Rkhard s. Van \V'lgoncr, "Sidnl'Y Jnd /l.k:' ImmUl/ vf Mormo" History 2212 ( 1996): 

151. 

- - - - -- -- .-.-----,----:---c-, 
Review of Richard S. Van Wagoner. Sidney Rigdon: A Portrait of Reli-
gious Excess. Salt Lake City: Signat ure Books, 1994. x + 493 pp., with 

appendixes and index. $28.95. 
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a reductionist psycholog ica l ,I pproach akin to what Gary Berge ra 
describes as a "dogmat ic usc of th eo ries of persol1al i ly," ~ 'lC hiev ing 

some thing similar 10 what historia n Robl'r1 Brugge r cal ls "cli ni ca l 

profiles promenading as biograph y" and psyc hologist Alan Elms 
terms "pathography."J 

Van Wagoner thinks of Sidney Rigdon as "(I biographer's dream" 

(p, x), presumably because o f Rigdo n's rich , llllusll<lll ife and hi s sig

nificant contributions to a remarkable religious movement. But Rig

don is also a biographer's nightmare, Rigdon biographers must dea l 

with a shortage of ev idence, Van Wagoner addresses that problem by 

diagnosing Rigdon wi th the bipolar disorder commonl y called manic 

depression, Based on bits of ev idence described as "ample ," Van Wag

oller fl es hes out Rigdon's persol1<lIit y lI sing an " inve ntory of sy mp

toms taken from the Diagl10stiwl al/d St(/tist iCtll Manllal of Mel/wI 
Dison/as," essentially concluding that because Rigdo n had the d isor

der, he must have had its sy mptoms (p, 11 7) , Com plicating the m.lI 

tel'. he conflates manic-depressive disorder with "madness," which he 

uses synony mously with " religious excess," Th is abuses biography in 

two ways. First. available ev idence does not allow a clinica l diagnosis 

of manic-dep ressive disorder. Second. persons with bipohu disorders 

like manic -depression should 110t be passed off as mad. Persons who 

suffer man ic-depression are affl icted by a disorder of int ern al eti ol

ogy that can be debilitat ing but also rem arkably creative. Manic

depress ion does not necessar ily make one's rel igiosity patho log i

ca l, though Va n Wagoner uses it to portray Rigdon so, Rath er than 

appreciat ing the complex it y of a life, this por tnli! of reli gious excess 

is shallow. ca rica turing Rigdon's long. varied life in a clinical profile, 

That profile is inaccurate, a misdiagnosi s of a man long since dead,4 

2. (~a ry ! a m~s ll~r!;~ r ", "Toward ' l'sychologi C:llIy Inform,"t' Mormon Hislory and 

Bi(lSr,lphy,~ SImS/VII,', DNl'nlh"r !9'J!. 29. 

J. Robcr! J. llruggrr, rCl' iew o( SllritlkitlS History: 011 /.",.,.1 m,,/ tll(' Fdi/"f,' of 
PS}'dlOllistof}" by Dal'id E. Stunnurd, \Vitli{JIIJ ,IIU/ M{Jr}, QUtlf/<'f/y, .\rd .~er., YM I (I 'ol81): 

13 1. Ai:Jn C Elms. Utlwl'rring l.iw's: Til<' UIh'{J$Y Atliwu·,' of Uh'Xfrlpir}, <II"i I'sydJQ/oS}' 

( Nl'W York: Oxford Univcrsity I'ress, 1994),9. 

4. Joscph Smith puthogr31'hcr I'"wn Brodi.: paused l11ol1H'ntarily to Ilote th.: "d iffi · 

cult ies o( dinic;t1 diag llosis of ,) man lOllS si nce dc.,ltj.~ F,lwn M. llrodk, No MIIII J.:IhJW$ 
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Sidney Uigdoll: A POr/mil of Religiolls Excess is a compounding of er
rors Gl1culated to reprove perceived anti -intellectua lism in "modern 
Morl11ons."5 It may, however, be more mislead ing than imperfect re

ligious leaders wit h uncxpost'd warts and double chins. 
This volume misled a highly regarded historian. John Brooke's 

review in the }ol/wal of Americall His/ory lauds Van Wagoner's "signal 
con tributions" and accep ts the reading of Rigdon's "mood swings, 

suggesting that the y were a manic-dep ressive disorder caused by 
head injur ies, first as a child and second when he and Josep h Smith 
we re tarred and feathered by a mob in Ohio in !832. Van Wagoner 

sees this disorder as th e key to Rigdon's !.'r ratic pcrformancc."6 As 
Brooke naivel y nOles, Van Wagoner makes hi s case for a manic
depressive Rigdo n based on a childhood head injury (the incredible 

evidence of which will be treated hereafter). But man ie-depression, 
by defin itio n, ca nnot be caused by injuries. Mood disorders are on ly 

diagnosed when "it cannot be established that an orga nic factor !like 

injury or illness] in itiated and maintained the disturbance."7 Rigdon 
suffered brain trauma on 24 March 1832. Manic-dep ression was nOI 

the cause of any mania or depression he ex perienced as a result of 
that. 

Rigdo n was dragged from his bed and across cold earth "by his 
heels ... so high from th e grou nd that he co uld not raise his head 

""/), /'Ii.<lor), (N.-w York: Knopf, 1978), -119. Kon~\d W. Walker. ~Th(' Cha1\cngl' and Craft of 
;\Inrnwn llio!;rJl'hy,'· IIYU Sl"rli,.~ 2212 ( 1 'J81 ): 189, cmphasizcs thi.~ poine: ~ h i~ diOicuh 
cnough to pronounce a di:lgnosis with tht' l!Jeicnt C'llliuing ,\ stream of cons.:iousness on 

the cnuch without Iwing a bin):raph.:r sq)3r.tled from a subject by time and dislance." 
5. Van WJgo,,,;r. MSidncy and Me:' 15 1. 

b. John Brooke, rev;":w of Sid,It'}' lligdou: A "orlmil of Rl'iigiolls &eI:55, by Richard S. 

V,ln \V~g,oncr, JOUrl"" 'if /\mai((w Hi,.lOfy lUI J ( J 995): 1208. David \Vhittaker's review 
I.'xpressed concern "I Van W<lSO,wr"s udcsnil'tion of rcligiu"s faith as . .. melltal illness:' 

!mmul/ofMommu /-liSI"r}, 2311 ( 1997): 192- 93. 
7. Dii/gnostic fwd Slmi;I;,,,/ IdIllIlUl/ of M.'utllll)isor</u,. 3rd cd., rcv. (OSM II1 -R) 

{\\,~~hil1gl\ln, D.C.: American \'sychi:llrk Association, 1987).217,228. Organic f~ctors
me<l"ing factor s Ihat arl.' nut part of a person's normal physiology-could include 
tUlllurs, inf;.'ctiuu, agt·nts, drugs, or ht'<ld trauma. Since the publication uf Sid/1('Y Ri):t/'m. 

tJl(' /Ji(I):HUSli,- (III/I St/lli,/i<i/I MWIIIIII '" M"II/lIl I>i,ordcr" 4th cd, (DSM IV) (Washington. 
D.C.: Amer;cJ!1 I'sy(hiatr;( Assuciat;un, 1\194 ), has be.::n published; see 350-66 for rele· 
vant inii>flll:ttiun. 
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from the rough, froze n surface." The abuse left Rigdon un co nsc ious 
and his "head highl y inllamed" and led directly to a delirious stat e in 

which he threatened to kill both his wife and Joseph Smi th.~ Rigdon's 

delirium lypifies the ac/iollS neur%gisls :lnd lJeurop,~ych%gis/s ex

pecr to follow the trauma described. Indeed, people who experience 

sllch trauma generally respond aggressively as Rigdon did or filiI into 

a pass ive, sluggish state. The recovery of aggress ive ones is often more 
successful.9 Ri gdon's "derange men t, as documented by seve ral wit
nesses, lasted much longer than aft er the mobbing in Hiram" (po 127). 

Effects of the beat ing, includ ing mood swings, may have lasted a life

time. However, the mood swi ngs that follow a tra umatic brain injury 
are qualitatively different from manic-depressive ill ness and <Ire not sym

ptoms of that condition. There is scant ev idence of dementi.l later in 
Rigdon's life, but a suffe rer of manic-depress ive ilInt'ss end ures re

peated manic episodes, which ca nnot be ca used by head tra uma. 
To account fo r a manic-depressive Rigdon pr ior to 1832, Va n 

Wagoner suggests that Rigdon's presumed clinical ill ness or "dcbilita
lio n"-said to have"o!ten pl unged him into th e b];lCkest des pair o r 

spiraled him into unrea listic ecstasy"-was "possib ly precipitated by 

a child hood head injur y" (pp. vii i- ix, em phasis added). As a resu lt, 
Rigdon's "existence was overshad owed by melancholia, a mt'taphysi 

ca l sadn ess best known today as Bipolar Affecti ve Disorder or Manic· 
Depressive Illness" {po viiiJ.1IJ "When Sidney was seven years old," Van 

8. l-lisi<lry of Ihr C/lUre/" 1:265. 
9. "Severely inju red patients may display a p,Hle'Tn of acute confusional heha"inr 

shortly afler return 10 consciousness Ihat C<HlI"sI for (b ys but T<lrriy fnr mor", th,1n scveral 

weeks. The confusional stale is typic"lly char;lckriud b)' mOlor T('sticssness, asilal ion, 
incomprehension and incoherence, and uuc,>oper<1l ivencss, including reSliv(.' ,md even 
assaultive behavior." Mu rid D. Lezak, Nell,,,psyciw/"giw/ A,s,·,,,,,,,,,I, 3rd cd. (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1995), 189. ~A~ressiV<' beh'lViors, temp .... r outhursls, and agila· 
tion are wen-known <:onscqllences of Cl'rehral injuries. Thcs(' behaviors arc the most d iffi · 

cult consequences of brain injury fo r caregivcrs to eVJtu,lte or manage ,Ind onc of Ihe 
most stressful for families 10 experience." Thomas Galski 1.'1 at., ~1'T<'diding Physkal and 
Verb"t Aggressiofl on a Brain Trauma Unit," Arc/tiv,'$ of /'/,ysical "·fcr/ici"e ,mol Rdwbili 

lalion 75/4 ( 1994): JSO. 

10. One cannot accuraldr diagnose manie.dcpres-<ive illill'ss unkss it '\:<lnnot he es· 
tablished Ihal an organic factor inilialed and maill1ained the dislUrhancc" (DSM 11 1· 1{, 

217). 
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Wagoner wri tes, "he had been thrown from a horse. His foo t got ca ught 
in a sti rrup and he was dragged some distance before being rescued" 

(p. 11 6). Loam mi Rigdon, Sidney's yo un ger brother who became a 
doctor, purportedly made the fo llowing statement-th e only known 
one-about this inc ident and its effects on Sidney: 

He rece ived such a contusion of the brai n as ever afte rward 

ser iously affected his character, and in so me respects his con

duc i. His menta l powe rs di d nOl seem to be impaired, but 
the equ ilibri um of his intellectu al exe rtions seems thereby to 

have been sad ly affected. He still man ifested great mental ac
tivity and power, but was to an equ al degree incl ined to ru n 

into wild and visionary views on al most every question. 

(1'1'. 11 6- 17) 

Th is is problematic evidence. Jud ging from the genealogical data 

provided by Va n Wagoner, Loammi Rigdon must have been fo ur 
years old at the ti me of Sidney's acciden t, making his memory of the 
event questionable. Moreover, Sidney and Loammi had min imal COIl

tact throughout their adult lives, so his statement is suspicious; perhaps 

it is an effort by Loarnmi or ot hers to explain Sidney's emba rrassing 
in volvement in Mormo nism or to discredi t Mormonism via Sidney. 

Th is seems likel y when it becomes clear that the source of the state
ment is an 1875 newspaper unsympathetic to Sidney Rigdon and Mor

moni sill. By that ti me the four-year-o ld observer had li ved nea rl y 
six ty- ni ne yea rs and been dead for a decade. I I Nevertheless, this is the 
"medica l opinion" (p. 11 7) th at bea rs the heavy burden of supportin g 

! I. Lo~mmi Rigdon died in !86S (sec PI'. 11 n. I, 13 n. 13). Loammi's purpOrll.'d 

Slatcml'nt appl'ared in the BIlPlj:;1 Willle5s, 1 March 1875, as noted in I. H. K('nncdy, Early 
Oays of Mormouism (New York: Xrihner·s Suns. !1I1I8), 63. There is no evidence that Van 
WaSoner or ;lny other Rigdon bio):raphers ever s~w Ihe Bopris! Wililess citation them· 
selvcs, and Wt· too ha,·c been unable 10 locate it. It is likely thaI all biographers who IIlcn
lion Lo~mmi's SI~lemenl havc reli.,d on Kennedy's report of it. Kennedy's Early DllyS of 
Mormol1ism was published in London and New York simultaneously and quotes a pari 
missing from Van Wagoner in whkh Lo,lmmi eXl'rc$ses whal could be seen as 'Ill exphma
tion for his L>rolher·s embarrassing involvcmrllt in Mormonism. Sidney's head injury, 
Loammi rqJOrtedly .:on.:1udcd, m~de him ~d fit subject for any new movemenl in tbe rcli· 
gious wmld" (p. 6J). 
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Rigdo n's presu med manic-depressive ill ness. If true, the statement is 

evidence of an injury that may cause depression bu t can not ca use th e 

cl inica l condit ion known as man ic-dep ression. If fab rica ted, the state

ment was designed to mislead and lacks credib ili t y. I n ei ther scena rio 

its value as medica l opinion is wildly overstated. 

Va n Wagone r cites Alexa nder Campbell 's analysis of Ri gdo n's 

" fit s" but fa ils to adequately assess Cam pbell's moti ves. Campbell was 

no disinterested observer. He was appa ren lly"llrst to make public [or 

private I mention of Rigdon's 'pecul iar mental and corporeal malady'" 

{p. 11 7).12 Cam pbe ll and Rigdon were close associ a tes in th e Re

fo rmed Baptist movement of the 1820s. Their rel at ionsh ip cha nged 

when Ri gdo n fe ll " into the snare of the Devil in joi ni ng the Mormo n

ites" and "led away a nu mber of disciples with hi m" (p. 8 1).1.1 Rigdon 

un derwen t a rapid t ransfor mat ion from trusted aide and "pro mi 

nen t" preacher in Cam pbel l's move ment to Jose ph Sm ith's spo kes

l11an,1 4 where revelat ions equa ted him with Joh n the Baptist and the 

priesthood empowered hi m, as it did the ancient apostles, to au thori

tatively lay on ha nds. Campbell was "n lways disrespectful to Rigdon" 

after that {p. 60).1" While sma rt ing over the loss of hi s lieutenant to 

Joseph Smi th (whom Campbell considered a cha rlatan prophet, suc

cessfull y bu t wrongly usurping the role of pri m it ive Christiilllity's re

storer), Campbell "forewarned that he in tended to expose the claims of 

Mormo nism 'by exa mining the characte r of its author and his ac 

co mpl ices.'" In tha t cont ex t Campbell "d ispa raged his fo rm er lieu

tenant by referri ng to his ecce ntricity- the firs t publiC assess ment," 

Van Wagoner wro te, "of Rigdon's possi ble manic-d ep ress ive ill ness" 

(1'1'. 80-81) . Wilh motivation to dis repute, Campbell felt " induced to 

ascr ibe" Rigdon's "apostasy" to a "peculiar mental and corpo real mal-

12. Mil/cllllin! Ilnr/JillKcr 2 (1831): 100-(1) I. 

I}. Ibid. Rigdoll"s influf:"ncc on those who had h~·el1 f"llown~ "fhim and Caml'bdl 

IUriled very many into followc:-rs of Joseph $mith ,111<.1 himsl'l f. In 11\l' Kirtlanll. 1'.·lcntor. 
Hi ram area of nonhc:-rll Ohio, Camphdllo~t J ~jgnificilnt followinl> to thl' ,\-turmolls. 

14. Sec' HC tl ry K. Shaw, BI.rkl"J"l' IJisriples: A Him,,}, I'( Ill<" Disdples <{ c:/i,.iSl in O/lil) 
(St. I.ouis. Mo.: ChriSlian Board of l'ublicalion. 19S2), 41-44. 

I S. See Doctrine ~nd CowtlJn\s 35:3-5; 36:2. 
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ady. to which he h;ls been subject (or sOllie years. Fits of mela ncholy 

succeeded by fi ts of enthusias m acco m pa nied by so me kind of ne r

VOllS spasms and swoon ings" (I'. 81, cmphClsis added) now sccmed note

worthy. Campbel l was describ ing behavior said to have been ongoing 

while Rigdon was his associa te, during which t ime Campbell praised 

Rigdon in pri nt for his success in gai nin g co nverts.1 1> Ca mpbe ll's 

comments co uld be seen as sclf- interested- pra ise for Rigdon when 

he brough t co nverts a nd defamation when he took them back. 

Early in tht, book Van W:lgo ner descr ibes Sidney Rigdon as "well 

su ited for preach ing.""R igdo n was blessed," he stales, "with a power

fu l and mellifluo us voice, enthusiasm, ;t nd a prod igio us memory fo r 

script u rt'." Co ntinui ng with some hyperbole, Van Wagoner says that 

"h is listeners gu lped h is wo rds in like a gush of cool wate r. An avatar 

of eloquence who ca rried the fl ame of the visio nary tradition, he cou ld 

sway by th(' sheer force of h is fait h , pass ion, and ideological fervor" 

(p. viii). Rigdon's gift for clear, powerful p reach ing is attested by his 

friends ;md foes in sources both with in and ou tside the Church of 

Jesus Christ. As ,1 Reformed Baptist, Rigdon was noted fo r his prowess 

at the pulpil.17 [n 1821 Rigdo n was considered "the gre,lt orator of 

the Mahoning [B:lptist] Associat io n ."IH An associate fou nd h im " flu 

en t in uttera nce, with ;lrticulatiOI1 dear and m usical."19 Upo n join ing 

Mormon ism, Rigdon \'Ias assigned to p reach to nearby Shakers, lift 

lip his vo ice in tht.' eastern Uni ted Sta tes, and proclaim thl' gos pel 

in Cincin nat i and elsewhere. In 1833 he was o rd ained to speak fo r Jo

seph Smith beca use he was "mighty in testimony" and in "expounding 

16. In lnnl' 1 tilt! Campbdl nolcd how dfo:(!ive Rigdon had btdy bo:en: ~Bishol'S 
Sen!!. Iligdon. ;mel Iknll~y. in Ohio. within Ihe last six months have immerso;d abOUI 

eight hundr.:d I){'r~ons." "Extr.Kts of utters." Cllri$tillu Hllptisl. 2 June 1828,263. Between 
~;lrly 182t! and 11130 Itigdoll W;IS ~ont; .. f the leading preachers of tho: l)isciplc fai th upon 

lhe \\'eSlcrn Re,er\'('. prominent in all Ihe councils uf Iho: church. lislene-<l to with love and 

resp;:ct. and in close l)o;rsun.ll fellow,hil' wilh the great men uf lha\ denomination." 

Kennl,<ly. Emly I )"j'$ <If Mprm"'Jisl1I. 67. 

17. Shaw. IJljck"}1' /)i~(i/,Irs. 4'1. 

111. Kcnnedy.1:ilrly I Jllys oJ[ "'·/orIllIJlli,11I. (,;. 

1"1. '\ 1110$ S. Harden. f,wly HiSl<>ry of IIII' f)i5cip"'~ ill 1/11' \\blcru n,·sr.!'!\ Ollio 

(Cincinnali: Chd$l' & Ha(l, tS7S). 191- 92. 
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all scri pt ures."2o At the dedication oC the Kirt la nd Temple in March 

1836, Rigdon "spoke two hou rs a nd a half in his usual logical man

ncr. Hi s praye r and address were ve ry forcible and subli me, a nd wel l 

adapted to the 0((as10I1."21 A listener 110ted Rigdo n's "mi ld a nd per

suasive eloquence of speech" (p. 17 1 ).22 "Even Jeded iah Gra nt ," Va n 

Wagoner noted, "a caustic Rigdon critic in later years, admitted that 

he (Rigdon] 'was trul y a man oCtalents, possessing a gift fo r speaking 

seldom su rpa ssed by men of this age'" {po 111 1.13 Riva l David Whit
mer remembered tha t Rigdon was a "powerful orator" {po 73).2-1 

This evidence contrasts starkly wilh manic speech, as defined by 
the standard diagnostic [e{{'renct': 

Ma n ic speech is typically loud, rapid , and difficult to 

interrupt. Often it is full o f jokes, puns, plays on words, and 

amu si ng irrelevancies. It may become thl'atrica l. with dra

matic manneriSIl1 S and singi ng. Sounds rather than mean 

ingful co nce ptual relatio nships may govern word choice 

(clanging) .... Frequ entl y th ere is a Oigh t of ideas, i.e., a 
nea rl y continuous flow of accel erated speech , wit h abr upt 

changes from top ic to to pic, usuall y based on und erstand 

able associations, di st ra cting stimul i, or plays on words. 

When fligh t o f ideas is severe, speech ma y be d iso rganized 

and incohercnt. 15 

It is difficult to liste n to mani c speech. Yet every known acco unt of 

Rigdon's public speaking descr ibes him as eloquent if sometimes 

20. See Doctrine and CoI'enanls 49: l. 3; 61:30-31; 93:51; and lOO:9-Il. 

21. Hist(}ry (}j the Church, 2:414. $..-e M~'s;""" .. 'r wltl Ad>'oCtlI<' 2/6 (MMeh 1836): 2701- 81. 

22. Quoting Edmund Flags, TIr .. Far Wrst (New YtHk: Harpa and llrothers, 1838). 

113. 
23. Jedcdiah M. Grant, o,lI~,cli"" of !'tICI, Rdlllivc til tl,,· Gm'Sfli,km by EM," Sid,,<'Y 

Rigll"" ill Ilu· SImes of Ohio. Missoll ri, Illinois, IIml PenllSr/Vlwill ( l'h ibddphia: Brown. 

nicking & (;ui lberl, 1844 1,6. 

24. David Whitmer, All Addr.'ss to All Be/ievers ill CI,riS/ (Richmond, Mo.: I) ,wid 

Whitmer, 1887), 3S. 

25. I)S,,' tll·R, 215. Rigdon o pPQscd the use of dramalic manneriS!l1~ in pre3ehing. 

lohn Welch and Jan Shipps, cds., TlU' lourolllis flfWilliu", Ii. ""feLdlin, 18JI- /xJ6 (Urb,lI1a: 

Universi ty of Ill inois Press and UYU STudies, 1994 ), 148. 
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ove rst,lI ed, He clearl y mainta ined his faculties for speaki ng clearly 
and convi ncingly during the most expansive and the most depressing 
per iods of his li fe, The same cou ld nOI be said of one who suffered 
man ie-depressive diso rder. 21> 

Van Wagoner considers Rigdo n's Nauvoo illness a classic bout of 

manic-dep ressive illness. but a sp('c iflc form of recu rrent mala ria ac
commodales the evidence much bctte f (sec pp, 117, 267-70, 279, 

28 1). He notes that Rigdon suffered aguel ike sy mptoms beginning in 
1839, and that "ague again brough t him low dur ing the season of 
1840" (p, 279). li e recognizes these symp toms as indica tive of th e 

widespread malaria of th;lI t ime and place, and remarks that the para
sit ic disease often manifested itself "by months or even years of anemia 

and periodic fevers" (Pl'. 266-67). Va n Wagoner nonetheless dism isses 
m,lla ria, cit ing McKiernan's 197 1 Rigdon biography as evidence that 

he "contracted an unspecified disease (no t malaria) which d isa bled 
him for monlhs at a tim e" (p. 11 7)Y McKiernan had reasoned that 

" if Rigdo n had suffered from chronic ma laria he wou ld have been 
bedfast fo r a few days each mo nt h as the disease completed its cycle, 
but Rigdon was co nfined to his sickbed fo r months a l a timc."28 Bul 

thi s is wro ng. Ri gdon was not incapacitated for mo nths at a lime. 
Ri gdo n's son John wrote tha t his fathe r suffered from "bilio lls tCIll
pe rament" .md was "sick most of the lime in Nauvoo .... For weeks 
at a time he wo uld not be able to leave his bed."!" Othe rwise, as Va n 

26. Rerr .. SC"nl i n~ him<;('lf h.'fon:- a Clay County. Missouri, magist l";.lt(' in 18}9, Rigdon 

an~\\"<'r,-d ch"f!;es of tr.:J!>C.HI by all lJoeJling to Ihe ~ulTc-rings h(' had ('ndurcd as a Sl.'rVanl of 
Ih(' Lord. ~ I-Ie ~rokc- of tJr :.ml f('"lh,'rs, hon1C:'lcss chitdren, mohbings. hung,'r, (old, and 

of d<"Stilution," Va n \V,'gUl1eT wrOI,', recngni1ing Ih.,1 Rigdon's ~uniqu l' rhc-tMical skills 
s<'T\"cd him "'elr' (p. 254). Ak~:\n dl'r Vuniph,lIl, a wi tness 10 RiSdon's pcrfoTlna'lCe, 

nOI(""<1. "Such a burst ,,( (·I0<ll!(',KC it w:,s neWT my fonun(' 10 lislen In. AI ils elos.- Ihere 
wa~ nOI J dry eye in Ihe Tu()!11.~ ,~,illIS //,'",M 31/JI (18M ): 490. 

27. F. Mark ,\\( Kiernan, ·fI,.· Vi)ic,' "fOil,' Cryillg h, tI,,· lVi/rial/iSS: Sillll"Y Rig/lUll, 
lklJ)!i<m. R,·frmlll'r. /79.1-1876 (I.awr('nce. Kans.: Corunadu, 1971 ). 108. 

!R. Itoi J ., 165 n. 36. 
29. I. Wycliff,' l{igJull, ~ Life Siory of Sidney Rigdon,M 161. empha5is add,-d, in family 

a,1(\ Church I l i~tor)' f>ql.lrlmenl Archin's, The Church o f )e5U5 Chrisl of Ulur day 

S"inl$. ~dh LIke Cil)'. S,'c aiM' Kdrt Kclkr, ed., ~' I Never Knew 3 Timc When I Did Not 

Know )O)<'I,h Smilh': A SUIl'S R~'wrd uf the Life and Tt.":Slimony of Sidney Rigdon.p 

/);a/a}:ut' 114 ! 1%6): 15-42. (1lUlled by VJn W"gona on I). 11 7. 



270 • FARMS REV IEW Of BOO KS 14/1-2 (2002) 

Wagoncr recognized, "t he public record shows him to be engaged in 

Ilumero us ac tivities" (p. 282). John Ri gdon co nfirmed that so mc

times Sidney "would be able to be around and 'It such times he wou ld 

on Sundays preach to the people."JlI 

Rigdon is though t to have suffe red from mnlaria in Nauvoo in 
1839 nnd again in 1840, and clearly some sort o f ill ness nagged hi m 

un til 1844. Consideri ng th e length of Rigdon's periods of incapaci ta

ti on-\\.teeks, not months-a nd th e five-year dUr<ll ion of Ih e illness, 

it see ms like ly that a specific type of recurrent mal.lr ia caused the 

" poorest health of his life.".l1 Strains of the rec ll rren t malari .l type 

prevalent in nineteenth -century North America Iyp icall y caLise cycli 

cal fevers approximately eight days after infection. This initial attack 

is followed by a rela t ively long latency period of between fo ur and 

fOLlrteen mon ths. Following the second attack, new l), rdeased para

sites attack the body at regu lar intervals of thn.-'C weeks to three months, 

wit h each attack la sting a few days to a few weeks:11 One cOlild ha rdly 

fi nd a better example of typical symptoms of this Iype or malaria than 

Rigdon's Nauvoo illness. It exactl y expla ins the timing of his fi rs t two 

30. j. w.. Rigdon, ,. Lifc Slor), (1( Sidney Rigdon:' 161. 
31. McKiernan. l'oiceIl/Ou,·c.;r}"'uS, lOS. 
32. There arc (our Iypes of mal,lria, all Gl llSed hy para.~i l es ,,( the g~nus I'/usuwdilllll. 

Onc of Ihe Iypes (requcntly kills its hoSI amllhc IIlh"r lIue,· ,Ire .~ il illl () mah' Ihe hu.1 
wish (IIr such relid. One,' injected inl (1lhe blond.lr"'lIn throngh til,' hilt' of m in(;:(I<,(I 

1110S'1llilo. pamsit<'s arc cJTried 10 ;md infect Ih,·livc, . Th<,y r<lpidly rcproduce thnc and 
nre released hack into the bloodstn.·am to prey upon the host ·.~ red hlood celk Two ort h,· 
four types (1( malaria rl"<"u r in cycles hcGUISC ,I port ion of Ihe parasites rClml in inlhe liver 

in 3 la lent stall' , 1,ltn to rcprod uce again and rc inrect thc hlood. Fr.1rKis(() j. Lope1.

Anlui'lano and Gabriel A. $ehmunis, ul'lasmodia of Humans.~ in I'M,lsi';e l'rOIil~v'" ,'d. 
julius P. Krein, 2nd ed. (San Dicgo: Ac,l.t<,rnic Press, \<)93). 5:1J5-2n6. The m.ll:iri J 

spe<ies I~ vil'<t~ was Ih;: o nc fo rm oflat<.' nl mabri,\ prescnt ill North Alllcric,1 ill thc 1!\30s 
:md 40s. Common in temperatc HellS, its bkn t <l ualily ,11\(1W5 it to survi, ... · in hU!ll,1n 
hosts live r winter mont hs wben Ihe A'I< )pl"'/'>$ I11<>S' luito, Ih,' no nhun H1 n hil S! Ihal S<."rvcs 
as Ihe s;l .... (or th,' pa r3sitt"~ sexual reproduction :md Ihl' l'~ct llT h)' which Ihl.' disl"lsl.' is 
lransrerred to hum,lIls, (annlll survive Ihc cold. The pnrasi l" prob,.bly surviwrl in ils ini
li"llaknt pcrin<l in Rigdun o''-cr the winler of 11139 " nd Ifl40 (,' lllur,·likdy S«'nllrio Ih~n 

Rigdon contracling nllnrCCllrrt.'llt m~laria tVl'(1 rcars ill a row). /l.lal.lri,1 I)f Ihis tYl"' W;!S 
common in New York. I>ittsburgh, Jnd Nauvoo d , we ll as uther AmericJll areas during 
Rigdon's Hf,·linl<". 
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attacks of mala ria, as well as the periods of incapacitation he endu red 

for days to \weks at a time, but also why he could be regularly engaged 

in norma l act iv it ics.J ·\ Ty pical ly the immune system eradi ca tes th is 

type of ma lMia <lpproximalely five years after infection, which coin

cides with the duration of Rigdon's illness suffered whil e he lived in 

"sickly," malar ia-infested Nauvoo from 1839-44 (see p, 267),.14 

Va n Wago ner dism isses malaria and op ts in stead to equate what 

John Rigdo n ca lled hi s fa ther's "biliolls temperament" wit h mel

ancholi;l, which Van Wagone r- basing his ve rdict on a textbook 

classi fied by the Lib rary of Congress as juvenile literature (p. 117)

concl ud es was synonymous with man ic-de press ion Y Bilious telll

perament is not a specific illness but an umb rella for symptoms simi 

lar to those of"peopJe infected wi th the benign [recurrent[ form" of 

malaria who "show dimin ished vitality, indolence, soon become con

tinuously ti red and occasiona ll y have fever."JI> Professo r James Jensen, 

a wo rld-renow ned m<l lal' iologisl, has examined all avai la ble evidence 

and concluded Ihat Rigdon probably suffered from mala ria and thaI 

his symptoms could well have been caused by the recurrent type noted 

.\3. ~ulh V,m \V;I ~uncr ~nd McKianJn cOIH:cck Ihal I{igdun contracled mJhlriu in 

11:139, thc heginning of hi- li,'c Y"·,lr illnes... (PI'. 267-(8). 
34. Dickson!). tk~I"Hnnlia. Itobal W. (;w:ld l., and I'ela 1. ffolt'Z, /,,,"'~;t;c /)i5mS!~ 

Jrd ,'d. (N('w York: Sl' ringa-Verlug, t9'+5 ), 11\4; !. W. Rigdon, "Liff Story of Sidney 
Ri"don,H Hll; ,md /l.1cKi~rn~n, \'0 ;(,' (ljOm' Crying. 108. On sickly N~uvoo, see H. D<:~n 

C,ITrell , "Disc,'~f ,md 5icknL"Is in Nau\"uo,H in g"gi/,ml/ Slllllie~ in L;It/t'r-duy Sl,iru Ch urc/r 
Hi~lory: /IIillois. cd. H. Dl'unl;,lrrflt ( Pn.wo. Ut,lh: BYU Ikl"lTlmfnl ufChurch lIi~lor)' 

,md [) ... ,trinc, \9'.15). ff><)- tll. 
35. H,' (ites Di,ml1" H,lleS. I '",m'SSi,>l1 (New York: Chelsea l ' l ou~e, 198':1),16. ,IS s>l)'ing 

th'lt Ih,' an,i.'nl Crl'l·k phy.ici;tn Galen flr~1 connccted Incloncllolio and mania. This is 

mi.~t'l h·IL H"ln cites An' I,ll'uS "s "1'TOl'osin)( for the fi rst time Ih"t mc\anchoti;l and 
m,lni,1 ... WCf,' ._ym llhll1IS of a single disorder." Van W,,~oncr reli"d on Ih,' tindl11gs uf a 
~,ond-(\'n\l.Hr A.P. physid.lII, ,ited in 01 bonk for ;u\'cnill.'~ thaI is ~nOI intl.'ndcd 10 lakc 
th"l'bcc of th" l'rnfl'ssionat 'ld"lc(' of n phy~id3n:' (015 Iwted on th~ cupyright page of 
H"lcs's bonk ), ,ulIt in;I~( ur3t~ty (ill'd what it Mid . 

.1-6. K,lr1hann~ S,llfcldcr, M.D., J!n>1"~0I1II 11I!<'ctiUlIS ill M<lII: C%llr AI/lIS (SIUllgart: 
s.;hwer, 19it8), 109. Thc:.<.' Srnl]ltoms "flltd b" mistaken for those or mddncholi,I, which a 
19-11 Ill('dical dict ionary ,tclin" ,l~ ~3l'Jthy ,md indiflcrcncc to ont"s surroundings, m,'ntal 
sluggishlle.~s ,Uld d"I)(,'ssioll.~ l'hnlll,lS L. St,·.IIllOln, SIn/",,,,,',, Slto rl('( Mr,/iC<11 Dirlimwry 

(Chi<",ll\o: American I'ublishns, 1');12), J5'1. 
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above. Recognizing the impossibility of conclusively diagnosing malaria 

in the long-since dead-given the imposs ibil ity of discovering the 

parasite in the pat ient's blood- Professor Jense n wisely qualifies his 

assessment. But it is imprudent fo r Ri gdon biograp hers to preclude 

malaria as a ca usc of Rigdon's illness for the sa me reason. Based on 

ci rcumstan t ial ev idence, the case for malaria outweighs tha t for 

manic-depressive ilinessY 

Evidence of Ri gdon's mood iness comes from acco unt s, as Va n 

Wagoner notes, tha t "attempted to disparage Rigdon." To say, as onc 

witness did, that Rigdon sank into despon dency "when dark clouds 

overspread the horizon," is merely to declare that depressing ci rcum

stances cause depress ing feelings ( I'. 117). Rigdon's life was marked 

by depressing and edifyi ng even ts. His freque nt persecutions esca

lated to bea ting and impriso nment and were compli cated by nearty 
constant financial strains, by ma lMia, ,111d by ecclesi.lstical responsi

bili ties he believed came from God. Such environmen tal factors could 

account for wha tever mental instabilities Rigdon manifested without 

labeling his religiosity excessive. 
In his classic st udy The Varieties of Religiolls Experiellce, William 

James notes tbat "no thing is more common in the pages of religious 
biography than the way in which seasons of lively and of difficul t 

faith are desc ribed as alternating. Probably every rel igious person has 

the recol lection of particular crisis in which a directer version of the 
truth, a direct perception, perhaps, of a livi ng God's existence, swept 

in and overwhelmed the languor of the more ordi nary belief."3~ Such 

37. from statem~nts made in inh:rvil·ws with Prufessor J'\nWI kU.>C1l ~t Provo, Ut~h, 
9-23 lanu~ry 1997. Prof,·ssor Icnscn is Trager I'rofessor of I'Jr"silolugy at Brigh,'m Young 
Unil'e rsity. A modest assessment of his contributions 10 Ihe fidd of m,llaria rese~f(:h 

shows him to bl' among Ih~ world·s !.>"ding "xp .... rts. /cnscn·s pro:('s~urship is named fur 
his mentor during a postdoCloral prngrarll ;t l the R .. ckdclkr IOslitute. "fler which he 
laught and rcs .... "rchcd at Cornell Univ.;: rsilY and .~lichig;ln Siale UlliVl'rsity School of 

Medicine hefort' joining the faculty a1 l.lrigh:lm Young Uni,·ers it y. l lis distinguished re
sc'lrch includes malaria fidd studies in BrJ"lil, Columbi.l, Peru, Il\(lorwsi;r, and the Sudan, 
where his work spanned seventeen ye;rrs. We appreciate Professor kns.;:n·s willingness 10 

knd his experti",. to this paper, but he is in no resp""·' account;lhlc for thl' results. 
38. Willi"m James. Tilt" V!!rinir~ <>f Rdi~ir>Hs Iixpcri"IlC<' (N.;:w York: Penguin. 1985),65. 
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a common religious phenomenon could accou llI for Rigdon's spiri

tual exuberance whil e tar and fea thers, brain bru ises, povert y, impri s

onmen t, and disease depressed him. [n context, Rigdon's expe riences 

might wel l be judged normal by a pragmat ist [ike James.39 Anyway, 

James argues that pathological behavior is not an appropriate crite

rion fo r determ ining the usefulness of religious experience. This ap

proach to determining th e va lue of religiosity is marked ly different 

th an Va n Wagoner's. James asks whether reli gious experience was 

useful , and if so cons iders it posit ive without regard to ca tegor ies of 

menta l health . Va n Wagoner asks whether his subject was mad, and if 

so considers the rel igious experience excessive. Va n Wagoner's port rai t 

of rel igious excess is th e slim of va rious "eccentrici ties." Repeated al
lusions mark Rigdon as "mad," an "addict," a "(001" who experienced 

"frequent bouls of mania" (t hough none clea rly documented ), suf

fe red from "dement ia" (a fte r the 1832 head trauma), an d therefore 

"walked perilously close to the abyss of madness" (p. 457) or "the edge 

of religiolls madness" (p. 17). Therefore Rigdon "manifested a patho

logical kind of religiosity" (I'. 457). 

Van Wagoner considers evidence that appears to su pport his pre

ferred diagnosis ilnd overlooks evidence to th e contrary. He docs 

not consider " implicat io ns carefully while evaluating th e avai lab le 

biographica l and hi stori cal evidence." He does not weigh "all of the 

relevant ev idence" nor consider alterna tive possi bili ties.4o In his in 

troduct ion, Va n Wagoner proclaims himsel f"a rock -ribbed skeptic" 

(p. x). Bu t the book and the related essay reveal a remarkable will ing

ness to credit the incredible and to scrutinize Brigham Young but not 

Alexander Campbell. The labels gullible and skeptical arc applied self

se rvi ngly, wit hout apprecia ti ng how nuances of those cha racter istics 

can describe each of us. His Rigdon is best descr ibed by the word 

zealot. Yet perhaps th e most interesting feature that emerges frolll this 

39. toid .• 11l9-258. 
40. IkrgcnI, "Toward ' I'sychologically Informed' Mormon HislOry," 29; lames 

Clifford, fmm Pllflmits IQ !'uu les: Problems of a Litemry Biogmpl'eT, John \II. Harrels()n 
Lectures (Chapel Hill : University of North Carolina Pres.\. L970), 131 . 
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biography is how Van Wagoner becomes his su bjec t. J-k is ".111 avatar of 

eloq uence who . .. cou ld sway by the sheer fo rce of h is faith , passion, 

and ideological fe rvor" (p . viii). Regarding thi s issue, Ronald W. 

W:ll ker has written: "Fervid passio ns not on ly d istort pe rso nality but 

often refocus a book into something which is no longer biognlphy."o!1 

AJso, "Since a biographer often interprets his subject in h is own image 

or at leas t as a reneclion of his own co nce rn s, ' th (' fi rst mel hod of 

modern biography ... is self a nalys is: By seeking to undersw nd his 

personal mot ivation in subject, thes is, and fac l selection, in short, by 

psychoanalyzing self, the author may avoid d istortions in intcrpreta 

liol1."42 It is his own "thirst for wholeness" that inspires Van "'.'agoner's 

remarkable zeal to ex pose Rigdon's wa rt s and do uble chins (sec p. x). 

He has probably added appendages thai the important and still elu

sive Rigdon never had . 

41. Walker, ~Mormon Biogr,lphy." I lll, 

42. loid .. 189-90, 



GEORGE Q. CANNON AND THE 

FAITHFUL NARRATIVE OF MORMON H ISTORY 

Davis Bitton 

I have no desire to argue that George Q. Ca nno n (1827- 1901) was a 
great historian. It is stret ching it ('ven to 5:1)' he was a histo rian at 

all. And I do not pre tend that hi s view o f history was any different 
frolll that of John Ta ylor, Wil ford Wood ruff, or eve n B. I-I. Robert s 

( 1857- 1933) , :llthough 1 do th in k that Roberts moV('d the writ ing of 

" inside" Mormon hi:ilory to a new level. ' Wha t I will attempt to dem
onstra te is that Cannon exerted an extraordinary in fl uence on the 

self-conception of th e Mo rm on past that became standard amo ng 
fa ithful Latte r-da y Saint s. Lei us brictl y not ice the areas in which 
George Q. Ca nnon promoted a way of thinking about the past. 

\. He l<l lked abO Lit hi story in hi s ser mons. J have read every 

surviv ing C mnon sermon. It would be going too far to say thaI when 

he stood at the pulpit he always talked abou t history. Instead. li ke his 

brethren among the General Aut hori t ies, he typically talked about 

I r(,'IJ .• \'~r,ion of Ihb ..... ».Iy .11 ~'IHl i IiS Ih(" SII.ry of Mormon Il iSlur),,~;\ s)'mposium 

held lit IIr i)!h.un Yuung Uni""r,il),. 1(. MJrch 2001, under th.: ~ I><'ns(>r~ h ip or Ih ... Joseph 
Fid(ling Smith Imtiuttc fo r L lt tl'r. (tly 5;li nr H i ~lor )'. 

L. 1 ),wis IliUon. " II. 1-1 . Roherts ,I' I-I bturi.' ll." / );,,{ogm' )/-1 ( I 90S): 25-44; r("viwd as 

,\ ,h:l l' \cr ill IIi lion .md L"(IOJrd I. Arr ington. " 'OfllWII$ ",,,I TIre;, Ili5lOri",rs (Sail lJkc 
<:il)'; U" ivcrsity of UI~h f>,.~, 191111). o9- H6. 

lRev;ew of Geo rge Q. C,n non. Life of Joseph 5",;0, II" Pmphel. sal I Lake C;tyo juven;Ie Instructo r Office, 1888; "pr;nt, Sall1.ake C;ty' 
Deseret Book, 1986, ix + 562 pp., with index. $23.95, 

.- -- -- -_._- ._----- --
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the current sit uation and offe red counsel. I can say that aile of his 

freq uent tropes was a quick review of the history of th e restorat ion, 

showing how, in th e face of seemingly ins upera ble odds, the work 

had continued to progress.1 

2. He participated in the dedication of mon uments and in cel e

brations commemora tin g the achievements of the past. I ha ve at 

tempted to pu t this kind of memoriali za tion into a larger framework 
in an art icle entitled "The Ritualizalion of Mormon History."J 

3. He showed an interest in the preservation of primary sou rces 

and, at the end of his life, began the large multivolume work we know 

as History of the Church of Jeslls Christ of Latter-day Sail/ts by Joseph 

Smith. The project was taken over and ca rried to a successful comple

tion by B. H. Roberts.4 

When we remember that George Q. Cannon was a General Au

thority from 1860 to his death in 1901 - firSI as an apostle, then as a 

cou llselor to President Brigham Young, ,lIld from 1880 the first co un 

selor to Presidents John Taylo r, Wilfo rd Woodruff, and Lorenzo 

Snow-and that his publishing house, Geo rge Q. Cannon and Sons, 

published th e grea t majority of titles intended for the Latt er-day 

Saint audience, it should not be surpri si ng that his way of thinking, 

talking, and writing abou t history had a power ful shaping influence 

on the collective memory of the ea rly Sai nt s. 

From 1866, the beginning of the Juvellile Illstructor, he was its edi

tor and publ isher; in its pages appea red ma ny short, fi rst-perso n nar

ratives. In 1879, the first volume of the Faith-Promoting Series, pub

li shed by Cannon an d Sons, appeared. T hirteen more vo lumes, for 

2. See, for example, the sermons found in /mlrlwl of Discourses. IO:J40-48 (18 

October 1864): ;!nd jOllrl/lI1 of Dis("Ollrsf5, 23: 114-23 (3 April 1881). 

3. Davis Bitton, HThe Ritualiz<ltion of Mormon History," Utah Historical Qrwrlerl)" 
43/ 1 (197S): 67- 8S; revised as a chapter in Bilton. The RiW<lIiZllliOIl of ... ·Iormoll HiSlOry 
mill Othl.'r 1~$IIy5 (Urb;rnJ: University of Illinois I'rcSll, 19"94 ). 17 1-87. 

4. Davis Bilton. George Q. CllllllOlI: A Bh'grllplly (Salt lake Ci ty: Deseret Book. 

1999),446. 1'01' Rober ts's evaluation of th is whole project, (I uit (' critical of Cannon. s('(' 

Tire AIllOb;ogT(rpl,y of fl. H. Roberts, I'd. Cary j31l1es fkrger" (S311 l.ake Ci ty: Signature 

Books. 1990),112- 23. 
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th e most part fi rst -pe rson nar rat ives, fo llowed ove r the next Illne 
yea rs.S Cannon's My First Missioll, a distillation of his experience, led 

the way as volume I. Volume 3 was the rema rkable Leaves f rom My 

10l/fllal by Wilford Woodruff and volu me 7 the 10l/ fllal of Heber C. 

Kim ba ll. Other fir sthand accounts included C. V. Spence r's mission 

to Great I3 ritain in the 1850s, Wil li am Budge's mission to England 

and Swi tze rland in 1878- 80, Thomas Shreeve's mission to Austral ia 

and New Zealand in 1878- 80, Llewelyn Harris's 1878 ex perience with 

the Zunis, Amasa Potter's mi ss ion to Australia in 1856-58, David P. 

Kim bal l's ex peri ence on Ihe Salt River in 1881 , and life sketches o f 
Robert Aveson , Will iam Anderso n, Joh n Tan ner, Briant Stevens, and 

Dan iel Tyler. 
No docum entation support s these narratives. Histo ria ns usi ng 

this materia l must assess its authenticity by comparing it to di aries, 

lett ers, or o ther documents d ose to the event s. Judgi ng by George Q . 

Canno n's acco unt of hi s sojourn in Hawa ii, th e changes could be as 

innocent ,IS casting ,1Jl ex pe rience into a retrospec ti ve mode rather 

than recoll nt ing it day by day. Some omission and highli ghti ng were 

of course inev itable. Sur viving ha nd wri tten doc um ent s by so me of 

these authors fo rce us to co nclude that the manuscr ipts received some 
revision- cor rection of spe ll ing, recasting of se ntences, insertion of 

paragraph divisions-as they were prepared for publication . 

Describing travel, persecution, hea lings, dreams, and vis io ns, the 

Faith -Promoting Series cumulati vely eq uates to a Foxe's Book of Mar

tyrs for the Sain ts. Sufferi ng and frustration were not omitted, as wit 

ness Wil ford Woodruff 's se ries of accident s and the misfortun es of 

mall Y oth ers. Daniel Tyler eve n admitted to a la ck of proselyti zing 
success, but he did it in such a way as to enco urage rather th an di s

suade o ther young Sain ts. " I baptized none personally while on that 
mission of about three and a half years," he wrote, "and yet, ;llthough 

I suffered much affliction and persecut ion, I look back upon it as one 

S. CmnUI1'.~ tift· ()f l\"'p},i (vol. 9) and George Reynolds's refutation of the Spaulding 

theory of the origin of the Uook of Mormon (vol. 1 J) were not fi rst . person n'lrrat;ves 

~nd inlhis resp<'d wne different from the others. 
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o f the happ iest ti mes o f my life."6 A Latter-day Saint co nve ntion was 

bei ng established. 

The inclusion of many speci fi cs, includin g the naill es of wi t

nesses wh o could confi rm or deny the events, lends cred ibi li ty to these 

acco un ts. But they arc selective. "l:l les of di sillusion ment o r apostasy 

were disqual ified . And these accoun ts had to con tain a moral. 

Most o f th e vo lu mes o f th e Faith -Pro mo ting Se ri es wcre pub

lished d uring the 1880s, a time of intense pressu re for Ca nnOIl . In 1887, 

the yea r o f the Ed mu nds-Tucke r Act, the most puni t ive an tipolyga my 

legislati o n to da te. Evell tful Narratives, the th irtee n th volume in the 

se ries, appeared. The p reface clearl y states the purpose o f the series: 

"The principa l objec t in iss uing them has been an d is to increase 

fai th in the hearts of those who peruse them, by showi ng how miracu

lo usly God has overruled everyth ing fo r the be nefi t of th ose who t ry 

to serve Him."7 Th is series was Can non's way of conveying this lesso n 

to the broad readi ng audi ence o f the church. 

Cannon's magnum o pus was the Life of Josepll Smith the Propllet. 

This wo rk was reprinted in 1986 as part o f the Classics in Mormo n 

Litera ture series. In a preface, h istor ian Donald Q . Cann o n notes that 

it has been "a very popular book fo r a long t ime"; that it is eu logist ic, 

"designed to build fai th"; thJ t it "tel ls the sto ry of the Prophet, but it 

does not J ltempt to analyze h im o r to probe deep beneat h the su rface 

events o f his life in a cri tical way"; and th at it "always presen ts Joseph 

Smith and the Church in the most f;womble ligh t" (p. 6).~ AI! th is is 

true enough, but mo re needs to be sa id . 

6. Danid Tyler, "l nci,,1cnls of EKperi<.'ncl'," in Scraps of /liol'rtlphy, voL 1'.1 of I',l ilh 

Promoting Scril'S. I'd. Gcorge Q. Cannon (Sa l! L:lkl' City: Ju\'~nik Inst r uctor Offi(\', 

1883),46. 

7. [,'('mflll Nllrmliws. \'01. 13 of l'~ i th-l'rol1lutillg Sail's. <Xl. (.;l'orge Q. CJllnon (S'll! 
(.<lk .. Cily: juvell ile Ins!ruclOr Office, IR87). iii. 

8. My refercrlCl's are 10 Ihe paginJlion of the rq)finl e<[ilion (Sa il 1. lke City: Des..'rel 

Book, (986). which inserlS r\,nes of death in the geneillogiGl1 d,lIa of nOle 1 and refer~nces 

to Ihe published Joseph Smith , His/orr of /11t, Owr", (Ihe multi"olume MdOCUnWnlJry" 

hi510ry) in parentheses afler ""Ille quotaliolls. 
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Geo rge Q. Cann on's o riginal preface, penned in late 1888, b rings 

the reader int o the intense religio us atmosphe re of the prison ccll

ht.' was then se rvi ng a ter m in the terr itori al pri so n fo r unlawful co 

babit ation.~ Can non does not hide his own fervent conviction about 

Jose ph Smi th. Rath er than allow ing it to emerge as a co nclusio n 

reached after telli ng Smith's life story, the author's testimony is trum

peted in th e opening lines: " Joseph an d Hyrum arc now dead ; but 

like the first mart yr they yet speak . Their united vo ice is o ne of testi 

mony, admoni tion ;lIl d warning to th e world ." Cannon's mot ive in 

writing the book is st ated forthr igh tl y: " It is in tile hope that the 

Sa in ts may find joy in reading of their beloved Pro phet and P:llri

arch , lind that the \\Iorld may judge more t:1irl y of th ese bene fa ctors 

of mankind, that this book is written" (p. I ). 

Alt hough wo rking on the project "in the midst o f ,I so mewhat 

busy and laborio us life"-an unde rstatement-Cannon considered 

the labor a " loving duty" that had brought him comfort. "The clos ing 

cha pters," he says, "were finished in pri so n for adh erence to the prin 

ciples which they [Joseph an d Hyrum Smith] ta ugh t, and for th is, the 

life is invested wi lh a dearer rega rd." He even hated to send the co m

pleted manusc ript off for publication: "To send th e work away now is 

like bein g to rn from a beloved co mpa nion, when most the solace of 

his friendly presence is needed" (p. I). 

Cann on had help o n this projec t. "To many friends the author is 

indebted for infor mation here em bodied," he wro te, "and he takes 

this occasion to thank them, ho ping to live yet to meet them and ex

p ress his gratitude in the fl esh" (I'. 1). We wish he had been more 

speci fi c abo ut these "man y fri ends ." [t \",ould see m natural for a 
membe r of the Fi rs t Presidency such as Cannon to enl ist the help of 

the Chu rc h Hi sto rian's Office in preparing his work. Whether he 

spent time in that office o r had material delivered to his own office is 

not known. His three o ldest sons all worked on the project. As ea rly 

':I. r..,r the d('[~its, Sl'l' Binon, <':'/11/1(111: A lJjo1!mpllr, 292- ':16. 
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as the fa ll of 1882, Frank J. Cannon was "preparing the History of 

Joseph Smith."lo Abraham 1-1. Ca nnon al so had a hand in it. "We re 

vised what Frank had written of the Prophet's Hi story." Abraham 

wrote on 20 August 1886. 11 A year later John Q. Cannon went ove r 

the whole thing and revised it. 12 So a draft manuscript by George Q. 

and his three olde~t sons was in existence even bl'fo re 1888. 

Geo rge Q. Cannon was wri ting and reviSing through much of 

the su mmer of 1888 and in the fall spent Ill<lny hours in proofreading 

and preparing the manuscript for the pressY "Every spare moment of 

my time," he wro te on 15 Jun e, " I have wo rked on my Histo ry of 

Joseph." 14 He thorough ly revised and approved the fin ished product. 

He would not ha ve allowed this book to appear under his nallle if il 

did not represent his views on Ihe life of Joseph Smith. 

After an introductory sec tion abou t th e primiti ve C hri st ian 

church, the apostasy, the Reformation, the French Revo lution, and 

the rise of modern secta rianism, Cannon offered what is no less than 

a hymn of prai se to his subjec t. Joseph Smith's "lofty soul ," he said , 

"comprehended the grandeur of his mission upon e'Hth ." In his 

physical appearance "he seemed to combine all attractions and excel

lencies." Jose ph Smith, he said, had been "a retiring you th" but the 

Spirit made him bold; had been a humble farmer, but "divine au

thority sa t so becomingly upon him that men looked at him with 

reverent awe"; had been un learned, but "he walked with God un ti l 

10. Anraham 1-1. Cannon Journal, 24 Oetobn 18S2 (J1l"rea ih·r AHCj). The holograph 

original of this journal, in 19 volumes, is housed in L Tom Perry Sr<'(ial Collections. 

Harold It U·e Library, IIrighJIll Young University, Provo, Utah. rh<ltu<:opics of till" origi. 

nal are in the Famil y and Church History Department Archives, Th l ' Church (If Jesus 

Christ of Latter.day Saints, and in Manuscr ipt s Division, Universil y of Utah I\larriutt 

Library, Salt Lake City, Utah. 

II. AHCI, 20 August 1886. 

12. AHC),7 November 1887. 

13. Goorg ... Q. Cannon Journal, j 1 ~lar(h ; 26 and j I May; 2, S, 7-9. 15-16. 2J June; 6. 

IS, 25, and 30-31 August; and 4-8 S~:ptember IS8R. Here;,fter ahhreviated as GQC).I wa~ 

given access to this journal during th .. pn:paration of my biogrdphy of Canno n, dtc'u in 

notc 4. The journal is located in th ... Family and Church History I)cpartmcnt Arehin's, 

The Church of jesus Christ of l.,lIIcr·d<lY Saints. 

14. GQC), I S June 18118. 
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human knowledge was to hi s eye an open book , the celestial light 
beamed through his mind" (p. 19). 

Ju st as Jesus was ridicu led duri ng hi s life and only later could be 
seen " illuminated by the eternal su nshine of heaven," standing "out 

lined agai nst th e blue vastness of the past in sublime simplicit y," so 

Joseph Smith sho uld now be seen "as he lowered in the fu ll radiance 

of his labors ... the reconciler of dive rgent sects and doctrines, the 

oracle of the Almight y to all nations, kindreds, tongues and peo ples." 

Joseph Smith 's " li fe was exa lt ed and unselfish," hi s deat h "a seal ing 

ma rt yrdom, following afte r that which was completed upon Calvary 

for the redem ption of a world" (pp. 19,2 1). 

Wheth er the cas ual, unbelieving reader wo uld be draw n in or 

turned off by these opening pages, th ere was no false adver tiSing. 

This book would not be history or biography in the dispassionate 

mode. After such an opening, it is no surprise to find in the fo llowing 

sixty-fi ve chapters a Joseph Smith without fault, a pe rsecuted people, 

knav ish enemies, and the eventual martyrdom that concludes the 

book. Good and evi l arc as clearly contrasted as in any medieval mo

ralit y play or modern Western novel. 

However, Cannon's Life of Joseph Smith rhe Prophet was not merely 

a grandiloquent homily. Holding it together is a string of factual state

ments that no one wou ld contest- although, as suggested, some might 

well take except ion to the spi n he pu t on them. The book is inter

larded wi th many documents. Ava ilable to Cann on were ea rl y news

pape rs and published works by George A. Smit h, Thomas Ford , and 

Josiah Quin cy. Docum ents such as the Wen tworth leiter of 1842, in 

clud ing the Art icles of Faith, are printed in their ent irety. 

A short chapter that deserves careful attention is chapter 56, "Eter

nal Marriage." Did George Q. Cannon give a clear account of the ori

gins of plural mar ri age? Did he, in prison, defend it? The answer to 

the first question is no, but he comes close. "Eternit y and pl uralit y of 

marriage" are not distingu ished but melded togethe r and expla ined 

as the product of revelation. Joseph Smith "d id not write it lor a time," 

Cannon says, "althou gh he obeyed it s commands and taught it to 
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Hyrum and o ther faitllful men, who, in praye r and humility before 

God, accepted <1lld tiJJfiIJed its requirements" (pp. 438-39). 11 was on 

12 Jul y 1843, Ca nn o n explains, that the revelatio n was dictated 10 

William Clayton, on 13 Ju ly that a copy was made by Joseph C. Kings

bury, and o n 12 August that it was presented to the slake presidency 

and high council of the Nauvoo Stake. He acknowledges Em ma Smilh's 

ambiva lence. At fi rst she did not accept it , "but later she beG.me con

vi nced of its tru th and gave good women to he r husband to wife as 

Sarah of old administered to Ab raham" (p. 439 ).15 

Then this editoria l co mmen t: "There is not aile word in the reve

lation , nor W.1S there one wo rd in the Prophet's teachi ng other than 

purity an d self sacrifi ce." It w,tS a system th at wou ld make possible 

th e sat isfac t ion of eve ry woman's right to "virtuous wi fehood and 

maternity"; it was "a code of mo ral hl\v by which the modern world. 

under the light of Christ ian truth , may achieve social redemption 

and be forever purified" (pp. 438, 440). An experienced soldier in the 

defense of pol yga my for nearly for t y years, Cannon could have said 

much more. But he S:i id someth ing about the subject, ,md it was not 

an apology or retraction. 

In cha p tcr 18, "Manlin ess of Joseph," we arc treated to seve ral 

co mplimen tary quotat io ns fro m cont em po rari es. Can non docs !lo t 

choose to quote those who derided Joseph Smith, for his point is th.lI 

even some who were not members of th e Church of Jesus Ch rist were 

abl e to recognize somet hin g of the greatness of the man. He did not 

claim more th an he should: 

The foregoing opinions qu oted from the Prophe t's co n

temporaries and observers- his oppo nen ts, ca ndid th o ugh 

they were-a rc as favorable as could be looked for ill a skep-

15. Among scholarly ;\n;\Jysr~ of Ihl' nrigins of "l u T;}1 111'lrri"I>" Me Dam·l W. 
B'KhI11Jn, ",\ Siudy "f the Mormon I'rJClicc of 1'llIr.]1 ,\it;tni<l!,c bd'\re tt\;., Ik,llh \If 
Joseph Sl11i lll ,'· (masin's thcsis, I'lnduc Uni\'e T~ity, 1';175); James II. Alkn. Trilll:; af 
Discipl",/Iip; Til!' SlOry of IVillill1ll CI<lyhlll. (I "",,,rIllOIi (Uroan.l: Uniwrsily of Illinuis 

Prc$s. 1987); and Tudd Compton. III Silr""i UJlldillc.<:;; The P/um/1Vi'T)." <1 Jo,cpl, SIIII/I, 

(5.,\1 lake City: SignJlurc Books, \996). Complon's Ix.ok wa~ rc" icwl'd hy \{ichJrd Uo)"d 
Anderson and Scott It. Faulring ,Hid by O<lnd w. IIJ(III11,'" in FAIIMS l\1'1'i"I>' "I Hooks 
1012 (1998): (,7_ 1 04, lU5-J7. 
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ti"ll, mater iali st ic age. They prove ,til that can be asserted of 
tht' Prophet hy hi s believers, except the esse ntial feature o f 

hi s inspiration. This co uld not be testified to by any except a 
believer. Hi s rev iewers, who m we have quoted, judge entirely 

from external evidence. They saw the phenolllt'non presented 
by his life and work, and recorded it , excluding entirely from 

thei r consideration of his character and deeds all thought of 

th e superhuman .... It cannot be expec ted that any non· 
believe r will testi fy to th e prophetic power of Joseph Smith. 

To ad mit it is to belie ve. (pp. 357- 58) 

[t is a thoughtful analysis. "No words of a bel iever ca n of themselves 
convince an unbeliever," he wrote. "There is but one power of de1110n

st ra ti on, an d that is to set'k by humble prayer fo r the vo ice of the 

Holy Spirit. So surely as man pra ys in fa ith and meekness,so surely 
will the answer collle" (p. 360). 

The book concludes wi th a vivid, ra pid -fire descriptio n of th e 

mart yrdo m of Joseph and Hyrum Smith. There is no epilogue or con
cluding chapter desc rib ing the trial of th e assass ins, th e con ti nued 

persecutions, th e ex pulsio n of the Sain ts from Na uvoo. Wit h Joseph 
Smith dead and buried, author Cannon had fin ished his work--except 

fo r this final paragra ph: "The enemies of truth were SUfe that they 
had now destroyed the work. And yet it Ji ves, greater and stro nger af

ter the lapse of yea rs! [t is indestructible for it is the work of God. And 
knowi ng that it is th e eterna l work of God, we know th Jt Joseph 

Smith , who establ ished it, was a Prophet hol y and pure" (p. 527). Such, 
even in prison, \Vas the powerfu l co nvict ion of George Q. Ca nnon. 

Canno n was not tr ying to sati sfy a doctoral committee or to 
please rev iewers in secular journal s. Readers wou ld not have ex pected 

from him the flat exposition of an encycloped ia art icle. What they 

got- and arguabl y wh:lt was and is val uable-was not merely a life 

of Joseph Smith but wha t George Q. Cann on thought and fe lt about 
the life of Joseph Smith. 

Cannon's work served a purpose. For th e Sa ints, it was a reassur

ing and sa tisfying reaffirmat ion. Fo r the o utsider, the book, evell with 
its he,lvy mo ra lizi ng, to ld the Prophet's life in its essent ials . T he 
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d iscern ing reader would have little difficulty in recognizing thai il 

told as much about Latter-day Saint self-perception as about Joseph 
Smith. 

Although already simple, the work was 110t, in Cannon's estima

tion, simple enough (orchiJdrcn. In 1898, George Q. enlistcd the help 

of his 21-yea r-old son Joseph]. "My son Joseph submitted to me some 

manuscript of a 'Child's History of Joseph' which he is compiling un

der my direc tions," George Q . wro te. It> "Under my direct ions"- that is 

the key. Knowing how to usc assis tance, George Q. Can non would 

again review the work, make wha tever changes he thoughl ll ccessary, 

and take responsibi li ty fo r it. When published in 1900, The Laller-day 

Prophet: History of Joseph Smitll Wrillell for YO/mg People m ust have 

filled a niche, for il came ou l again wilh a different subtit le-Youl1g 

People's History ofJosep/l Smith-in 1912, 1914, and 1918. Always in

terested in chi ldren , Cannon was anxious to provide the new genera 

tion with a life of the Prophet that wou ld stick in their minds. 

To ca ll The L.atter-day Prophet a Mo rmo n versio n of Parso n 

Weems's mythologized life of George Washi ngton may be too strong. 

But Cannon was not afraid of indoct rinat ion. Some kind o f societal 

indoctrination wou ld take place under any circumsta nces, as he well 

knew, and he wanted the rising generat ion of Latter-day Saints to un

de rstand and feci so met h ing of what he unde rstood and felt abou t 

Joseph Smith. 

The closest thing to a general hi sto ry that Cannon produced, Tile 

History of the Mormons: Their Perscwtiol1S and Travels, appeared in 

1890, just two years after his Jose ph Smith biography.11 He of course 

knew thi s short, quick survey of art icle le ngt h was no t a " full" his

to ry. When that fu ll history was written, whe th er the author was 

fri end ly or hosti le, every reader wou ld recog nize two "remarkable 

facts": 

t6. GQC/. 23 August 18911. 

17. George Q. Cannon. HislOry uf lilt, Murlll"lI5: Thc,r Prm'('/uiol/s ,mrl Tr<!l'<'ls (Sa il 

L.1kr City: luvenile Instructo r Office, 1890). 
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One is tha t in all the co urse of thei r in terest ing and trou

bleo us [sic] caree r, though marked at eve ry stage by honesty, 

thri ft and good orde r, the peop le were constan tl y maligned 

by their neighbors and acc used of views and practices inimi

cal to the pe,ICe and wel fare of the country. The other is that 

no sooner was one subterfuge of their opponents pi erced by 

the light of t ru th ilnd utte rl y dis proved, th an a seco nd was 

bro ugh t forwa rd and urged suc(essivd y throughout the (on

lInes of tow nsh ip, county, state and llatioll.l~ 

He added ,I third obv io us I:,ct: "A fter each o nslaught, no maile r how 

great the increase in vi rulence, the people have gai ned in strength, in 

nu mbers, in prosperity and in the ability to wi thstand every kin d of 
attack ."IY 

Can non was writ ing in 1889 or early 1890. The federal onslaugh t 

was indeed inc reasing in virulence. It was about to force a mo men

tous cap it ulation. Not kno\\li ng what was just around the corner, he 

considered the ti me ripe to review the sixty yea rs of Mo rmon history. 

Essen tiall y, th is litt le work is a lawyer's open ing speech on beha lf 

of a defendan t. From the begi nni ng, he writes, the Latter-day Saints 

had been persecuted. Starting with the Missouri persecutions and the 

dr iving of Mormo n refugees fro m the state, the pattern had contin

ued in Illinois, forcing the massive fl ight to the Rocky Mountains. 

What were the mot ives? What caused these ot her Americans to hate 

the Saints? For Ca nnon , th e truth of the matte r was made clear in 

Missouri. 

[t is true the moboc rats la id nu merous offenses at thei r [the 

Latter-day Sa ints' ] doo rs. Cunning villains have always been 

rea dy with stor ies ca lcula ted to in fl ame the ignora nt m ind 

an d appt.·al to pop ul ar clam or. It was at first charged against 

the Mormo ns that their rel igion was an imposture-they be

lieved in reve latio n from on high. Anot her offense was th at 

18. Jbid .. 1-

19. Ihid. 
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in th eir domestic aff.,irs they were "pcnrliar"- they were re

served in rheir deportment and dealing; th ey did nul mi . ..; 

wilh [he wild elements of mankind which su rrounded them; 

in shor t, th ey minded (heir own business. These were atro 

cious crimes indeed! For thest· were they oll t raged, plundered 

and butchered! Many of them ca rne frolll New England, where 

the an ti -slavery movement was beginning. They were recog

nized as "Yankees," were accused of secre tin g and "stealing" 

negroes, and were hated as abolitionists with all the bitter

ness that the men who lived on the border of the sla ve states 

at that time felt for adherents of Ihat doctrine. This was held 

up as a most gr ievolls offense, and Ihey were dri ve n oul at 

the poin t of the bayonet.211 

This catalogue of charges is not quite com plete, for it omi ts the ap

prehensions of th e Missourians thaI the Mormons would somehow 

sti r up th e Indians. But here is Ca nnon's fundamen tal poi nt: 

No charges of immorality then! No talk of imperil//11 ill i/ll
perio! No hol y abhorrence of polygamy! No loyal anxiety to 

repress viola tio ns of law, for there were charges neither of 

misdemeanor nor of felony! No hi gh-voiced hypocrisy about 

dis loyalty or trcaso n; fo r they [the Laflc r-day Sai nt s] we re 

law-abiding, obedien t to judicia l slim mons and p;l t riotic.~ 1 

A prosecuting attorney might poi nt Ollt that in Ihe late stages of 

the Missou ri conflict some Mormons were indeed charged with crimes. 

But Ca nno n would st ick to his allegation; the original case against 

the Mo rmons did not include charges of po lyg:r my or grandiose 

aspirations of political independence. 

In Illinois, Cannon sa id , the old charges of fanaticism werc 

raised, but in this Northern sta te allegations of aboli tionism car ried 

less terror. A new objection must be found . It was fou nd in the 

Mormons' bloc \'oting. 

20. Ibid .. 2-3. 

2J. Ibid .. 3. 
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T he members believed that in unio n there is strength. They 

ca rried th e theory into practice-not only in religion, but in 

commerce and politics. [t was a grea t stumbling block to 

their neighbors. The independence which made them free to 

se lect the best cand idates. and the good se nse which caused 

th em to cas t a un ited vote for them, gave th eir enemies a 

weapon which has ever been readi ly llsed against them.!! 

Only now, according to Cannon, did vario us o ther cha rges begin 

to be hurled against the Sa int s: 

Having started out to give the Mormo ns a bad name, it was 

easy to charge them \vi th the prevai ling crimes o f horse

steali ng, count erfeiting, harbo ring vile characters, and of liv

ing, as a community, by ,\ system of plunder. Lawless perso ns 

from up and dow n the river found it to their advantage to 

shield th eir own pract ices and d ive rt suspicion from them

seh'cs by attaching it to the unpopu lar cit izens.!} 

Cannon recognized that the cha rges were made, d ismissed them 

as essentially groundless, an d tried to explain them. More recenl re

search showing so me basis fo r the charges of counterfeiting and theft 

might throw doubt on his cl ai ms of comp lete Mormon innocence, 

but his understanding of the general group psychology remai ns plau 

sible. [f some individua l Saint s were guil ty of crimes, he insisted, they 

could have been tried and punished; after all, they Jived as a mi nori ty 

in a country of law. Suc h cha rges were really a smoke screen. "The 

people were object ionable- that was al l. That was the head and front 
of their offending."~4 

Cannon traces the forced depa rt ure from Illinois, the hardship 

on the plains, the service in the Mormon [3attal ion, and the ra isi ng of 

th e Ame rica n flag in th e Sa lt Lake Valley when it was still Mexica n 

22. Ibid" 1. 
n. Ibid. 

N. Ibid., II. 
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territory. For a brief period the Saints enjoyed peace in their valley 

home. Then ca me fa lse and co rrup t officials, who perjured them

scives in maki ng basC"less charges. The result was the Utah expedit ion 

of 1857, a "sense less and unjustifiable expedition" that was not o nl y 

"a farce, but a costly crime."!; 

Then came the an ti-Mormon legislation. Now Cannon is speak

ing as if cornered. Many times he had bee n told th at if the Sai nts 

would only stop polygamy, all would be well. " I-Iow ho llow and mock

ing th ese phrases ... sounded to a people who had passed th ro ugh 

eve ry fo rm of tribulati on before po lygamy WllS known! We saw the 

o ld spirit of mobocracy which had driven us out from civilization in 

a new garb, to fit the changed circumstances of the case."21> 

The closing pages are Can non 's address to th e world, as it were. 

Standing his ground, with the shel ls of Edmunds-Tucker ,lIld co nfis

cations and imprisonment and denial of th e franchise exploding 

aro und him, he procl aimed: "We mourn for our un happy coun try 

and those who will have to reilp the whirlwi nd after such il bundant 

sowing of the wind."17 Fo r Can non, it was the Latter-da y Sa ints who 

were th e defenders of li berty-mean ing, of course, freedo m of rel i

gion as they understood it: "When we shall have emerged from under 

the clouds and the so rrows, the love of freedom will have left an im

press so indelible upon us tha t we will hold it as priceless to ourselves 

but too precious to be denied to others."211 

Looking back over the tortuous path his people had fo llowed, he 

saw clea rl y 

th e fa te of those who have pi tted themselves against the work 

and have sough t to destroy th e people. We h,lVC had presi 

dell ts, governors, judges and other prom inent and noted 

men, who have undertaken the task of "solving th e Mormon 

problem" by violence and by the fram ing of various dev ices 

25. [bid., II. 10. 

26. Ibid"ll. 
D. Ibid" [4. 

28. Ibid. 
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and schemes havi ng in view the overt luow of th e people. But 

who of th em has prospe red ? Who has ac hieved fa me or 

credit ? It is t rue th at so me have atta ined some notoriety for 
the time being. Th is was not beca use o f any supe rior meri t 

which th ey possessed. bu t because th eir na mes have bee n 

co nnected wit h that of the Mormo ns. This notor iety has, of 

co urse, bee n onl y temporar y. Everyo ne has su nk into dis

honor and oblivion.l'J 

Gove rno r Tho mas Fo rd 's publi shed apprehe nsion th at his name 

wo uld be remembered o nl y for his role in th e Mormon confl ict had, 

as fa r as Cann on was co ncerned, been fulfill ed. and th e same was 

true of the other leading anti-Mormons. 

Can no n co ncl uded by laudi ng the Latter-day Saint s fo r their 

"high conception o f the righ ts of man," frugalit y, te mperance, indus

tr y, pe rseverance, honesty. virtue, and "our hatred to vi ce in every 

form, and to litigation and violcncc."JO 

We ll<lve been th e pionee rs in western civilization . About 

for ty- fi ve years ago we were compell ed to leave the citi es and 

pleasanl places of ou r race and launch fo rth in to an un 

know n wilde rn ess. Fro m Ihat day un til the presen t we have 

been the pioneers of the regions where we settl ed. We ca rried 

with us the printi ng press. Amo ng the first bui[ l ldi ngs erected 

by us have been school- rooms. The fi rst American paper 

publ ished in Ca lifo rnia was issued fro m a Mo rmon press. 

The fi rst fa rm ing operati ons pe rfo rmed by American labor 

there were ca rried on by the Mormons. The first gold d iscov

ered in Califo rnia, which has crea ted such a revo lution, was 

du g by Mormons. We are the fi rst Anglo-Saxons who have 

practi ced irr igat io n. We came to Uta h as re li gio us ex iles. 

We came here with a determin ation to make it Ollr home, 

29. Ibid. 

30. Ibid., IS. 
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because we desired to be whe re we cou ld worship God ac
cordin g to the dictates of our own consc iences, undisturbed 
by mobs and religious bigot ry. ·I ' 

He con trasted these ,lChievemenls wi th the desol:ltion of places in 
Il linois and Missouri once occupied by La tt er-day Saints ,md now 
showing signs of blight. 

Cannon was proud of the high credit rating of hi s people: " In the 

commercial wo rld our credit is of the highes t. We COli} be trusted in 

finan cial ci rcles because we always fulfill Oll r obligations. Merciwll ts, 

bankers, business men of all parts of the country, yield us freely this 

praisc."J2 He was speaking from experience. bU l this was before the 
extreme financial difficulties tha t would follow the Pa nic of 1893. 

The shorl " history" co ncluded with the mani festo of 12 December 
1889. Just a yea r late r, a new printing of Cannon's short histo ry also 
included the Woodruff Manifesto of 1890. 

Tile Hislory of Iile MOf/1IOIIS was not so much history as it was an 
oration. The main value of such "history" is to serve as a reminder of 

the framework wi thin wh ich people like Ca nn on saw themselves and 
the ir past. They were not aloof bystanders but ,IC tal'S in the drama. 

To step back and see thi ngs neutrally was impossible for a committed 

pa rticipant. Concessions on deta ils could be nude, perhaps, but the 
essent ial pattern- a wronged people driven from place to pb ce while 
sustained by thei r God- was no t negotiable. 

Whi le encou raging a remembrance of thin gs past, Cannon wished 
that remembrance to serv/.' a present purpose. It should explain , create 

empathy with th ose who had gone before. and evoke admiration and 
apprec iation. Above all, for Latter-day Sa ints, it should reinfo rce faith 

in the restored gospel. '10 subordinate th e priceless jewel of reli gious 

fa ith to the paltry prattl e of secular his to rians, incurabl y handi
capped in their blindness and deafness to th e spiritual dimension, 

would be a pitiful thing indeed. For Cann on, it waS unthinkable. 

31 . Ibid. 
J2. Ihid., 16. 
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Throughout Cannon's life, Latte r-day Sai nts we re the object of 
olttmgcous vi lific'ilion. I am not referring to mild rid icule or the ten
dellcy 10 sec them as curiosit ies frolll ouler space-strange people to 
be ogled at and whispered about. Eskimos and Zulus and headhunters 
in New Guin ea received similar bemused app reciation . I am referring 
rath er to the hate -fi lled denunciations that effec tively defined the 

Latter-day Saints as less than human, especially those calling fo r their 
exterm inati on. Wi th anti-Mormon journalism and travel books be

ing published every yea r, Ca nnon cou ld e;lsi ly concl ude that it was 

not his respo nsibilit y to represent the critics but to describe events as 

Ihey appeared to the Saints. If this was "apologetic" in the se nse of 
being a one-sided defense, he might have reasoned, so be it. The prose
cution was already being heard and in many venues it was the only 

voice being heard. 

It probably helps, also, to remember the importance given to tes
tij)'illg by Geo rge Q. C:lIlnon and h is colleagues among the General 

Authorit ies of the ch urch. He had been a personal observer of much 

Latte r-day Sa int history and was an important participant in certa in 
parts of it. Why should he write as if he were a disinterested ob
server? lie wou ld testi fy of wha t he was co nvinced of, of what he 

knell'. We don' t read the actua l words "J testify to the truth of these 

things in the nallle of Jesus Chri st," but his tone is orten one of pro

claiming or bearing wi tness. This, needless to say, is not the history of 

a textbook or a learned tre.ltise but the lervent wit ness of a believer. 
If George Q. Cannon had models, historica l wo rks that were 

widely rt'ad and admired, they would include Thomas Babi ngton 
Macaulay's popular His/or)' of Eng/mul, pcrh:l ps J. L. MOl ley's History 
of the Vllirell Nelherlands, and George Bancroft's H istor), of rile VI/ited 
St(llcs. Whi le based on extensive resea rch, these works all had a strong 

point of view and did not mind letling the reader know who wore the 

white hat s and who wore the black hats. If we think C.mnon was too 

severe in his condemnat ion of Governor Lil burn W. Boggs, we might . 
find it illuminat ing to re,ld MOlley's description of Philip II of Spa in: 
"[f Phi lip possessed a single virtue il has eluded the consc ientious 
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research of the writer of these pages. If th ere a re vices-as poss ibly 
there are-fro m whi ch he was exempt, it is beca use it is no t perm it

ted by huma n natu re to attain perfection even in evi l."H 

With the introduction of the seminar system and tra ining of gradu
ate stude nt s in histo ry, fo ll owed by th e organ izatio n of historical 

assoc iatio ns and the publi cat io n of professional histo rical journals, 
America ns-as well as readers of history in most other co unt ries
became fami liar with norms th at incl uded ca refu l documentation, 
reliance on primary sources, and avo ida nce of rank pa rtisansh ip.J~ At 

least these were the stated goals. Whether they were realized is another 

question.J5 

What academic historians have a ha rd time rea lizing is thaI most 
people who enjoy read ing histo ry are no t interes ted in foot notes. 

They may not even carc about "objec tivity," if that freque nt ly m is
used term is in their vocabulary. They do like to th in k tha t what they 

are readi ng is true in the sense of being fa ithfu l to the reality o f the 

past, bu t they seldom wish to go th ro ugh the tediolLs exercise of 
looki ng at events from differen t point s of view or weighing the ev i

dence and assigni ng degrees of probabi lity. What they wallt is a story 
compellingly told. They like strong, color fu l characte rs and dra matic 
con frontat ions. Adm itted ly, there may be a certain audie nce for de
tai led, analyt ica l works, but the biographies and histories most 

widely read for pleasure by the general public \V iII continue to be 
those tha t, like novels, tel l a story and let us kno\V who are the good 

guys and the bad guys. Fo r his generat ion-and appa rent ly fo r many 
believing Latte r-day Saints right dow n to th e present-George Q. 

Cmlllon satisfied that desire. 

3J. J. L. Motley, History of rll~ Ullir,-d Nerllcrlmuls (New York: Harper ,Lod Broth<'fs. 
1867),3:534- 43, 3S quoted and cited in LJom David Knowles, Thr Histori(JII ,mil Chllr· 

"Cler (Cambrid~c: Cambrid~e Univ<'rsily Press, IW,3), 3. 
34. Sec summary of this devclupment, with references, in Bil10n '1I1d Arrington, 

Mormons lind 1'I1f'ir Hi5/oriml$, 126-29. 

35. The most stimulating analysis ami eritiqul' is I'.:ter Novick, T//rl! Nubk Drram' 
Tile "Objrrlil'ily QIU!5rion" m1</ Ih,' AmerimJl HislOriml Prof..'ssion (New York: Cambridge 
Universily Press, \988 ). 
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T he fact remains th at for every chapter he wro te, if not for a l

most every page, significa nt scholarship has been produced during 

the past cen tur y. A perusal of the substantial bibliography in my 

lllwges of the Prophet Joseph SlIIith ( 1994 ) or th e massive bibliogra 

phy in St[l(Jics ill Mormoll History, /830- /997 demonstratcs how far 

we have co me since Cannon wrote. The student or casual reader may 

not th ink it necessa ry to delve into the intricac ies of economic life at 

Na uvoo, for exa mple, and may be quite satisfied wi th a simpli fied 

survey. I do think tha t any reader in tell igcnt cnough to pursue thc 

subject at all shou ld exerc ise sufficie nt cri tical fac ult y to recogni ze 

th e point of view o f the book in questio n as well as its lim itations. 

And to pretend that scholarsh ip during the twen tie th ce ntury docs 

not exist, or has co ntribut ed nothing worth mention ing, cannot be 

defended. 

T he historian ca nnot avoid thinking abou t a ud ience. For whom 

docs he or she write? The tone and termi nology app ropriate to the 

in -house audie nce might not be easily und erstood by o thers, and 

they might be turned off by a testimony- bearing tendency or a part i

sH nship so extreme as to lack credibili ty. The chasm between faith 

promoting history and crit ica l histo ry is impossible to ignore, at least 

in its ex trt' me manifesta ti ons on both sides. To SO lll e exte nt J blame 

reade rs who, professi ng in terest in the su bject, refuse to read works 

fro m th e other side- believers so easily orrended tha t they are un 

willi ng to learn from outs ide histori ans, and "outsiders" who turn up 

their noses at all in-house history. But wri ters of history bea r respon

sibi li ty as well. O ne lo ngs for the kind of histo ry that ca n be read 

wit h profit by everyone. It is a goal seldom achieved perhaps, but weB 

worth pursuing. 





HI STO RICAL PARADIGMS IN CONFLICT: 

THE NAUVOO PERIOD REVISITED 

Glen M. Cooper 

Rightly did Joseph Smith S.IY "No man knows my history," a state
ment that l:awll Brodie co nsi dered di si ngen uous. Joseph's obser

va tion, however, ex presses a fundamen tal t r u th: It is di ffi c ult to 
reconstr uct "what actually happened" and why so-a nd-so did such

and-slich. [n principle, these sallle diffi culties face scho la rs t rying to 

write th e history of any person. Joseph Smith was not special in this 
regard. Si nce there exists more documentary material about his life 
than abOllt most peoplc, co ntrad ictory statements and perspectives 
arc inevitable. In addition , the controve rsy tha t attended him and his 

deeds an d the conflicting test imonies abou t h im leave us to discern 
the t rut h. CII/flIres ill COIl}lict, howeve r useful it may be as a co ll ec

ti o n of source documents, is ve ry poor as a work of scholarship. The 
h istor ical commenta ry th at accompanies each prima ry so urce selec 

lion manifests p rejudice, ge neral iza t ion, poor eva luat ion, and ten
dent ious m isread ings of those so urces. One editor ial commentary is 
in fact so agend~Hl riV('n that o ne even suspects that the choice of pri
mary docuTllent s is not representative. 

Why begi n a rev iew of a book abou t Na uvoo \vi th ment ion of 

Joseph Smith? Beca use J-iallwas and La unius treat him as the central 

-. - - - - - ---.,------:-l 
i Rev iew of John E. HalJwas and Roger O. Lau ni us, eds. Cultures it! 

I Conflict A Docnmen'",y History of ,I" Mannon War in Illinois. Logan, 
Utah: Uta h State Unive rsity, 1995. x + 369 pp., with bibliographic 

notes and index. $22.95, paperback; $39.45, hardback. 
-- -- -- --------- -------
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figure in the Na u voo "pass ion play." It is pr imarily Joseph Sm ith's 

mo tives and m ind that such historia ns allem pt to div ine. Elden Wat

son, the author of a review of Cultures ill COllflict that appea red in an 

ea rl ie r issue of FARMS Review of Rooks, I no tes that the portrait of 

Joseph Smith that Ha llwas and Liluni us present i.~ far fro m tlat teri ng: 

Watson makes a case that the book is anli-Mormon because of its at 

tack on the characte r of Joseph Smith. While [ ack nowledge that the 

portra it of Joseph Smi t h is uncomp limentary, I am not concerned 

wi th the status of th is book as an ti -Mormon. CII{lIm'$ ill COllflict is 

presented as a serious work o f historica l scholarship, and I eva luate it 

against standa rds ap p ropriate fo r such a book.! It is u nfortunate, 

however, that review ing th is book req uires an exa m inatio n of sOl11e 

rudimentary h isto riographical pri nciples. Furthermore, since J sus

pect that many who consider themselves La tter-day Sa ints would fi nd 

noth ing reprehensible in Hall was and Lau ni us's portrait of Joseph 

Smith, to call the book "anti-Mormon" is both inaccurate and beside 

the point. 

In preparing the present essay, [ have h;ld aCcess to three prev ious 

reviews. Since each rev iew fa ils in one or mo re ways to do justice to 

this book, I feel compelled to offer my ow n ima lysis in till' form of a 

review essay. Several cr itical issues requ ire fu rther dcvdopment than 

is poss ible within the dimensions of an ordina ry review. Mine was 

mostly writte n before I n:,ld the ol hcrs.·\ I shall cOlllment o n the ear

lier reviews as nccessa ry. The fi rst chronologica lly. by Glen M. Leon,lrd, 

while making ,I few useful bu t diplom at ic observa t ions, u ltimately 

I. Eldt"1l Watsoll, " 'vi,'w of C"/I",,,, ill C.JIlf/i(l; A Ih'(WII('II/rIfJ' 1-Ii>l<lfJ' "f tl,4' 

Mormon \\I'lf in lIlilwis. hy John E. Hallwas and Roger n. Lluni\lS. "',\10;/8 N"I,iew Ilf 
Boob 1211 (2000): 355- 70. 

2. I would apply the s.lmt" rigorous erikr ia 10 all book.~. induding Ihose ahoul Ih .. 

history of my faith. in spite of th{' (,I{'I that I am a believer-a fa(\ that. <lewruing to 

Hatlwas and Launius. renders my remarks di~lll'n,;abk. 
3. My review exisleu in penuhirnate form bl·forc I ".,.t! tIll' others_ I w~s nriginatl)

reque51ed to write a r"vicw of Cultures in CCJIlf/ia for /)illlnS"r. When my review was 

compteled. however. it was rejeCled. The !'Cason proffered was that the book h~d be""" 

published 100 tong for Ihern 10 prilll a revkw of il. ! express sincere gratilud.· 10 Ihe edi

tor of the FARMS Review of Books for providing a hOllle for Ihis r{'view essay. 
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fai ls to grap ple with the fau lts of the book. '1 The next, by Watson, al

most completely misses the poi nt of Cllitu res ill Conflict as a work of 

schol arship . ~ Ironically, the refore, he fa lls ri ght into the caricatured 

patter n of myth and belief that Hallwas and Laun ius describe, which I 

shall discuss below. Donald C. Godfrey has written the third review, 

in my opinio n the best of the three,l' but although he makes so me ac

cu rate crit icisms and his review should be read, it is too short to be of 

any real use. I in tend to demonstrate here that Cultures it, Conflict has 

major deficiencies when measured aga inst the stand ards of serious 

histo rical scholarshi p. 

The title of th e book accurately reflects the ethnic character of 

the N<lUVOO co nflict, at least wi th rega rd to the Latter-day Saints, and 

the clash of incompatible cultures, each wi th its pecu lia r way (or ways) 

of viewing itself and others. The prima ry sources presented in Cullures 

ill Conflict, some complete and so me excerpted, from part ies both fa 

vorable and hosti le to the Saints, vividl y illustra te this eth nic incom

patibi li ty. The nearly one hundred sources are arranged in a logical 
order cove ring six periods in Na uvoo histo ry ( 1839-46), begi nning 

with a sec ti on entitled "The Comi ng of the Mormons" and endin g 

with "The Exodus and the l3allle of Na uvoo." 1n ad diti on, the editors 

offer h isto rical commentary and analysis of those tex ts. As I shall dem

onst rat e via rep resenta tive examples, methodological flaws mar the 

edito rs' desc ri ption and treatmen t of these docu ments. For exa mple, 

the edi tors claim that not on ly were cultures in co ntlict (which I ac

ce pt ), but that ind ividua ls, namely rh e Latter-day Sa ints, also we re 

co nnicted within themselves. They th erefore adop t a psycho logistic 

scheme, co mp lete with psychoanaly tic jargon, to explai n bot h th e 

large-scale, cross-cu ltural co nflict <IS well as an ,Ippa rcnt disparity be

tween Mormon beliefs and ac tions. Even if it is true that the Sa int s 

we re thus in ter nally connicted, simpl y too much must be assumed 

4. Glen M. Lc"n~rJ. review of Cllitur" j ill C'mf/io. by John E. Hall w,, ~ ;tnd Roger tl 
Launius. BI'U SlIIdirs 36/2 ( 1')9(,- ':17): 235-40. 

5. \'liaIson . rl'vi<'w of CUllllrl'f ill Cmlf/iet. 
6. Donald G, Codfrl'y, revkw of C"/II"'·.< iu G mjlicr. by John E. Hallwas ~nd Roger 

D. Launius. /vrmurl IIf Murmun l1iM(!ry 2011 (2000): 22(,-30. 
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a priori: T he amount of theo retic.1I reco nst ruction req uired o n th e 

basis of the most tenu ous ev idence o ught to make any ra ti onal per

so n co nsider th is approac h mo re in terms of what it h.-lis us abou t 

two scholars writ ing at the dose of the twentiet h cent ury than abou t 

Latter-day Sa int bel iefs and actio ns of the 18405. 

Fu rthermore, wit h reference to the ti tle CtdtllfCS ill COl/flier, it is 

d ear enough that the Latte r-day Sa ints constit uted a new cultu re o r 

ethnici ty; however, thai those outside of Latter-day Sa int (ll it ure were 

anot her unifi ed "culture" is doubtful. It see ms th at this la tter gro up 

was un ifi ed only in its ha tred of Jose ph Smith and Mo rmo ni sm. So 

onc group, the Lattcr-day Sa in ts, consti tu ted a new cu lture that repu

diated the val ues of thc surrounding "cult ure," and another group, the 

hosti le neighbors, in responsc to th e (a lar ming) grow th of the first. 

polarized aga inst it. '10 appl y the ter m wI/lire to th is latter grou p in 

thc same sense as to the Saints is to com mi t the fa llacy of equivoca tion . 

Con ni ct in Illinois d uring this pe riod invo lvcd large gro ups of 

people-the primary doc ulllen ts, so me of whi ch arc reproduced by 

I-I allwas and Launius, amply attest to th is. Of greater co ncern to me, 

however, is .m ot her co nfl ict involvi ng the ed ito rs themselves, their 

t rea t me nt of this matcria l, and th e methods of so und histo ri cal 

scho larship. [ perceive two histo riogra phica l parad igms in co nflict: 

( I) the o lder ap proach to history that respec ts the va lid ity of a his

torical tcxt and co nsiders how its textual detai l can cO ll lribu tl.' 10 a 

historica l picture, whil e reservi ng judgment abo LL t indiv iduals and 

motivations pe r se; ;md (2) the "psyc hohi slorical" approach, wh ich, 

although giving thc ill usion of ra tio n;ll object ivity, rl'd uccs historica l 

deta il to gcnerali ties and produces essentialized C:lricatures of agent s, 

assigning th eir characters and mot ivat io ns to genera l types. The lat

ter me thod, altho ugh genera ll y dec ri ed by scholars, is the O ll t' em

ployed by Ha ll was and La un ius in thei r trea tment or these prima r)' 

sources of Mor mon history. This approach 10 hi sto riogra phy has 

been d iscredited when applied to "se rio us" histo rical figures such as 

T homas Je fferso n (no matter how well -wr itt en the wo rks a rc), bu t 

religio lls figu res, considered o nly Ii minally rat ional or 110 1 .. 11 all, are 
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appllrcnt ly still considered ':1.ir ga me. (I am refcrring, of course, to 
Brodie's imaginative treatment of the life of Joseph Smith, which, in 

credibly, is still regarded even by so me ed ucated people as Joseph's 
definitive biography.)l 

[n addition, although providing scholars ready access to relevant 

primary documents from this formative period of Mormon history 
is praiseworthy, it soo n becomes dea r that the selection and editing 

of th ese documents is driven by the editors' agenda of speakin g for 

the (hit hcrto ignored ) "non-Mormon" neighbors and systematically 

deconstrllc ting and discrediting Mormon accounts, em ploying the 
slippery notion of myth. So caveat lector: let the reader be wary. The 
term Illy/II is used in this book to mean anything that is fervently 

held to be tru e (bu t which is in fact false) by a self-deceived people, 

which shapes their thoughts and actions for better or worse. Myth 

seems ult imately to mean what these editors do not like. The result is 
a drastic an d self-consc ious revisionism-the edito rs aim to demo n

str;lIe the presence of virt ue in those who are not Mormons and the 

lack thereof among the Mormons. 
Perhaps the mo~t innovative fea ture of Cultures in COllflict is its 

attempt to speak for the other side. The editors observe that previolls 
historians have paid li ttle attention to the pe rspecti ve of those not 

belonging to the church, so they will champion them. These ea rl ier 

historia ns, mostly Latter-day Sai nt s fo r whom the Na uvoo per iod 

constitutes an important pari of thei r sacred history (and hence not 
pan of"objectivc history"), have "failed to explore fully the wide range 
of avai lable documents" (p. 5). Accord ing to the editors, these scho l

ars have empbasized the victimization of the ir coreiigionists without 

justl y conS idering the cl aims of their opponen ts. Wh ile speaki ng for 

those who have been ignored seems a nob le task, th e approach rap
idly becomes imbalanced in the o ther direction. One virtue of th e 

book is tha t it provides many neglected documents. It is to be hoped, 
therefore, that historians will consider them in future histor ies of 

7. I'Jwn Hw di,' , No Mmr Knuw$ My His/ory: Tire l.ifr of IV$(·plr ~millr, /lrl! Momu", 

Prol'/'''' (N",,,, Yurk: Knopf. 1').15). 
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Mormo n Na uvoo. The editors' spec io ll s arguments, however, m ust 

be countered by met icu lo us attention to text ual detail and so und rea~ 

so ning, neith er of which graces the prese n t book. Sl ips hod ana lys is 

a nd t re nd y conclusio ns must be defea ted by co nti nuall y re readin g 

the primary sources and d isca rd ing, as far as poss ible, all a priori pre~ 

co ncept io ns. ·10 do otherwise is to speak unfa irly and mislead ingly fo r 

the dead , appropriating thei r suffering fo r th e use o f modern agendas. 

The subject of the Mormon co nfl ic t in Ill ino is is ex tremel y com~ 

plex, and it would be very difficu lt o r altogether impossible to evaluate 

it fairl y in a bri ef introduction . Entire books could (and ought ) to be 

wr itten for th is purpose. Nevert heless, Hall was and Launius essayed 

in a mere eig ht pages to pro vid e co m prehensive co nclus ions about 

what happened and why. Thus they have red uced the com plexiti es o f 

the conflict to superficial comprehensibility by invok ing a trendy ex 

plan atory not ion: a simplistic and mislead ing no ti on of myth , which, 

as I ind ica ted above, is a fa cil e psyc ho log ica l cOllcep t. They accll se 

prev io us hi stori ans o f ignoring "the crucial influence of m yth o n the 

attitudes, perce pt io ns, actio ns, and interpretations of the ea rly Sa ints" 

(p. 5) . Further more, they cl aim that si nce believ ing Latt er-da y Sa int 

hi sto ria ns belong to "'t he same int erpret ive commun ity" ( I'. I ) as the 

Sa int s in Nauvoo, th ey arc thus inca pable o f ass um ing a h isto rica l 

pe rspect ive o n thei r coreligio n ists. Th is co ncl usio n is doubtful since 

con tempo rary Latter~day Sa in t h istorians have the benefit of a cen

tury and a half of subsequent ex perience and h indsig ht. 

The editors' usage of the term myth as an ex pla natory concept 

p lays o ff uneasily against current usage. In everyday parla nce, myth 

has a negat ive meaning: a fllbl e or fa lse aCCO Li nt bel ieved in by pri mi 

tive, no nrat ional people. Accordin g to th ese ed ito rs, who anli cipate 

the reader's negative respo nse, a myth is "not a fable o r falsehood but 

a sto ry or un derstan d ing abou t even ts and situat ion s that have great 

significance for the people involved ." Bu t J. O. Robertso n in America/1 

My /h , American RC(l lily is mo re to the po int : " Myths arc not deliber

ately, or necessari ly conscio usly, fi c t i t i o us";~ instead , they are IIIICO I1 -

8. j3nH!S O. Robertson. Ama;r</IJ h·lyr/I, Amer;,.,,,, Nell/ily (N.,w York: Ili ll 3nd \\'3ng. 

1980), 5. 
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sc iollsly fic titious, in other wo rds, a kind of se lf-decept ion under

mining the ed it o rs' claim that such myths arc not fal sehood s, Pivotal 

to the Mormon lIIy1110S, accordi ng to Hallwas and L'lUnius, was th e 

myt h of " persec uted innocence," whereby the Latte r-day Saints 

thought of themselves as in herently innocent because they were 

God's chose n people, This view implied that the ir opponents were 

inhere ntly gu ilty since <lny opposition to the efforts of th e chose n 

people to bui ld the kingdom of God on ca rth was perceived as perse

cut ion by evil and consp iring men, The o ther side, in this view, had 

its own cou nter myths-thc "Gentiles" saw th emselves as patriots in 

the American my th of democracy and equality, defe nd ers of the 

de moc ratic way of life ag'1 inst despo tic relig iOUS separatists led by 

their power-hungry prophet.~ Sub tleties of belief and religious out

look we re irrdcv:lnt to them, since they saw their freedoms threat

ened by the growi ng political and econom ic power at Na uvoo, 

What may at firs t seem like a historiographically transparent no

tion is :lc lUally a rudimen tary psychoan:llytical scheme: Myth s, as the 

th eory goes, are part of the subco nscious con ten t tha t in l1u enccs ,1 

subject's co nscio us thoughts, intentions, and behaviors, The si tuation 

in wh ich a subject says or apparently intends one thing but actually 

does something else has been of special intereslto philosophers and 

psychoanill ysts al least since Freud for its supposed evidence of the 

'lCI\.I <l1 subconscious disunity of the human mind, The solution to the 

question of the subject's paradoxical intention, in thi s view, is to in

voke supposed unconscious motiva tions and des ires . [n the case of 

Joseph Smith and his fo llowers, how can the historian exp lain the ap
parent inconsistency between their professed hi gh moral va lues and 

the accounts that allege se rious wrongdoing on th eir part? Or, sta ted 

differentl y, how can a mass of connic ting testimon ies be reconciled, 

preferably withollt critica ll y and painstakin gly assessing each one 

9, In J rrvirw uf 7.i<!11 illll,e Glllr!$: A Legllil/istory "fllr., CllUrcil "f Jesus C/Jris/ of 

L.!ller-dll), ::;"iIll5, 1830-1900, hr btwin II. Hrm"g(' 'l nd Ricl1.1rd C. Mangrum, jourlllIl uf 
(I,,· Sml//" .... " 3212 \ 1 'J?O) H I. Launius nmr.' d,'arty ~ tuj('s his views 300llt the antid('mo
cra tic (har3cter of Mormonism, "'1 rdiginus urgani7.atiull whoS(' vi('w$ on govcrnm('n t . 
ru n so mlllrary It> the must chaishrd principks o( thr Unih:d St,ltcs." 
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indi vidu;llly on th e basis of its man ifold text ual de tail? This is surely 

a daunt in g task. One easy way is to adopt the re;ld y-made theories of 

the psychoa nal ysts, as well as the literary cri t ics who h,we appropri

ated thei r ja rgon, and to resolve the apparent paradox in terms of 

unconscious myths. The Nauvoo sce nari o wo uld ap pear as fo llows: 

The Sa ints, via co nversion an d membership in the same int erpret ive 

cO lllmuni ty, invest themselves in the myth of "persecuted innocence" 

(p. 300) by tak ing on the identity of the Lord's chosen, whi ch ope r

ates in th eir subco nscious. The resul t is that they unde rstand th em 

selves as innocen t in whatever they do to furth er the Lord's kin gdom. 

All who obstruct them are persecu tors and thereby 'Ire inh ere n tly 

guilty. The Sa int s' own evi l is thu s projected onto their supposed per

secuto rs. Such is th e superficial level o f historical d iscussion once the 

older a nd sounder philological me thods of historical critic ism me 

abandoned . 

An exa mple of how the edi tors use th e concept o f myt h to eluci

date an accou nt by psychoa nal yzi ng its subject is furnished by a speech 

delivered by Joseph Sm ith o n 26 May 1844 in which he publ icly de

nies "spi ritual wifeism" (pp. ! 38--4 1). The editors assume Joseph Sm it h 

was actu'l ll y gu ilty of the adultery charges to which he was respo nd

ing, even though Smi th insisted publicl y on his innocence . This ap 

parent contrad iction is read as an instance of the ;'myth of pcrseCllted 

innocence": Smith is the Lord 's chosen prophet , so wh,ltever he docs, 

he is by definition innocent. But, I ask, what if Smith wert' no t actually 

guilty of adultery but instead were fo llowing a program of legitimate, 

though cl andestine, plu ral1llarrillge? Then he would have been t ru ly 

in nocent of th e charge of ad ult ery and not just myt hically so. Fur
thermore, whal Smith de nies is sp iritual wife ism and ad ult ery, no t 

polygamy o r plural marriage. These arc ve ry di ff('rent th ings; sp iri

tua l wifeism is ap parently the adulterous vers ion of plural marri3ge 

luridl y depicted by lohn C. Bennett in his expose and apparently pr.lC

l iced by hi lll. 1U This Illa y see m like quibbling over detail s, but o ften 

10. John C. Bennell, '1""(' His/ory of//I(' $(1;11/$; Or, 1111 bp<J~<: <if I",' .~ m;/Ir Will Mor· 
monism (Bosion: L.·hmd & Whilin!\,IlH2 ). 
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the detai ls undefmine superfi ci al ex planations and suggest ot hers not 

co nsidered befofe. Bu t why shou ld it be necessa ry to rem ind a 

scholar of this? 

Nowhere do these editors cons ider the possi b ility tha t Smi th or 

an)' of his fo llowers mi ght :lCtu<l lI y h;lvt.' bee n vi rtuous, but every ac

cou nt of thei r su pposed cri mes is given di sproport ion<lte credence. 

In statemen ts calcu lated to o ffend, Sm ith is everywhere con trasted 

with "men o f integrity . . . such as William and Wilsoll Law" (p. 112). 

Furthermore, wi th rega rd to the su pposed m iSLI se of the law to free 

Smith fro m arrest,1I textual evidence suggests th at Sm ith and his fol

lowers tru ly misunderstood the haiJeas corpllS prov ision of the Nauvoo 

Charte r and thought that it could legit imately be appl ied o lltside of 

Na uvoo. Smi th was no lawyer- his {m is)q uo ting of that portion of 

the cha ri er in a speech of June 1843,1 2 reprod uced on page 96, sug

gests how hl' t ruly und erstood it. Joseph Sm ith q uotes it as follows: 

"The m unicipal court shall h<lve power to gnmt wr its of IwlJeas cor
pus arisi ng under the o rdinances of the city counciL" The actual Nau

voo Charter reads: "The Illu nicipa l COLIn shall have power to gran t 

wrils of ,,,,!Jells corplls in all cascs aris in g under the ord inances of the 

ci ty CO Linci l." This version con ta ins the phrase il/ (Ill cases, and th us 

the mean ing of the entire cla use is significan tl y differe n t. O m itt ing 

the phrase that rest ric ts the power of the Na uvoo Ci ty Council signi f

ica ntly with ri.'gard to IU/lJens corpllS wo uld ru le oul its application in 

arrests by federal o r stale authorit ies. whet her in Illinois or Missou ri . 

Joseph Sm it h's versio n suggests that he though t that writ s of habeas 
corpus a rc wholly wi thin the autho rity of the ci ty council. whereas the 

actual passage indicates qu ite otherwise. If th is passage was truly m is

read, misun derstood, and mis,lppli ed, how tragic the consequences! 

The question as to why people m isread in this way is a q uestio n for 

J I. Th~ Iw/t,."s ,.,,,(',.; ),mvisi<ln of III,· charter W.1S us,·d on s~vr r at occasions to frer 

)osq,h Smith from ~rrrst , n I'r.Ktice whkh infurhlted his enemies ,md created new rrw

l11ies. ",h" eih;d lhi." .IS ,'"i,k-ncr Ih,1I )os<'l,h (onsi(kred himself ,rbow the l~w. 

11. T his f" ttmwd Smith ', .. lritlrlll'h,d return I" NJUvOO when h~ ""IS frel"(\ ~fter having 

been Jrrcst~d lnr kidn.ll'prJ ) by ,1 /0.·1 issvuri Onici.l1. 
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our would ~ bc psychologists. (But since they seem not even to h'lVe 
noticed the va riant reading, I would not place much confidence in 
their answer.) 

In their d iscussion of the resolutions of the Carthage Conven~ 
t ion, which mct on 1-2 October 1845 to co nsider the Sain ts' decision 

to leave Nauvoo the fol lowing sp ri ng, the edi to rs suggest tha t, in 

groping <Ifte r the true reaso n for incompat ibilit y between th e com ~ 

munities, the delegates lacked "a modern comprehension of myth , or 
the vocabu lary fo r ex pressing it" (p. 305). Wou ld the resolutions of 

the Cart hage Co nveill ion have been stilted more clea rl y if they had 

held the sophistica ted psychomylhic perspective of these editors? 
This I doubt. Yet the editors want to foist th eir own notions onto 
l ong~dead agen ts. The delegates had no need of any "modern com~ 

prehension"- they understood exact ly whom they did no t like and 
why, and who had to le,we-namely, the Mormons. 

Elsewhere in their analysis of a specific La tter~day Saint acco unt,U 
th e ed itors procla im, "The tendency of myt h to gloss over the com~ 

plexities of hi story is st riking" (I'. 32 1). This could be read iron ically. 
They mean those who are self~d ece ived by myth , but the sta temen t 

could also be read as app lyi ng to those who employ the mythic wn~ 

cept in historical analysis. I wou ld rephrase it thus: "The tendency of 
those who employ a mythical paradigm to gloss ove r the compl ('x i ~ 

ti cs of histo ry is striking." One of the dangers of us ing psychoan a l y~ 

tical concepts in historiogra phy is thaI it tends to reduce the detai l of 
a subject's account to stand ard forms and archetypes. 14 Crit ical detail 

is lost, and the hi storian usually ends up revealin g mo re .tbout h i lll ~ 

self than about hi s subj ec t. That is the case here, (!Od wit h much of 

13. Joseph lee Robinson (18! 1- 90) left an ;!ccou nt of the I,I SI days of Nauvoo. l3ul no 

d~te is givC!\ for this IIldnus.::ript: how can we cOlllpletely <lssess its historic,11 >",Iud 
H,,!lwas and Launiu~ ,1ft· consistl,ntly " Irdes> "hOIlI sudl d,'I.lib. 11 would be useful 10 

know since dues wilhin the le)':\ SuggeSI that it was wri ltl'n near the ~nd of his lifc, ami if 

so, Ihen some of the details about Nauvoo polygamy (ound in no "tha source Illay be 

k gitimately quc.~tioni.-d Ibecau$C of faulty memory, ('IC. ) . 

14. Here the subjccfs account is cat t'go ri7,('d as dCSHi\>ing «;In q'iwd~ in the (O.~l1li( 

struggle between God and the devil. Snod and evil." I re'ld the· acwunt and sec un such 
thing.l sec, rather. a wC<llth o( illl,·rcsting details 'Ihom the m"Il's rdiginus f"ilh. 
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the other comment ary also. Moreover, the editors attempt both to 

place a part icular selection in its historical con tex t as well as to show 

how it proves their theory of Mormon vice and genti le virt ue via the 

intermediary myth. I find this ex planatory theory to be inadequate, as 

are all attempts to view historica l datil through the lens of a sim plist ic 

a priori theory. The res ult is a loss of important detail and a di sto r ~ 

tion of events, either in their content or sign ifica nce. 

Just how superficial an analysis is advocated by Hallwas and 

Launius may be seen from this statemen t: "It is impossible to produce 

anything o th er than a simplistic, inaccurate history if documents of 

the era are not evaluated critically as expressions of myth and ideology" 

(p. 8). This is a very revealing decla ratio n si nce they un equivocally 

sta te th eir intent ion to read texts not for what the texis cll n tell us but 

for wha t they want to find in those texts. This approach biases the 

reading with im ported concepts. Do the editors mea n that all histo~ 

fies written before these expla natory notions were invented arc to be 

di scarded? Such a procedure privileges and priori ti zes this pa rticular 

theory to;ll1 unacceptable degree. Documents (if they express anything 

at all ) express intent ion thaI must be understood against the socio~ 

lingu ist ic background of their time. A com peten t historian must be 

th oro ugh ly familiar with the idiom of the period under co n side ra ~ 

t ion. M)'th and ideology are modern constructs foisted upon these 

accounts, fo rcing them to say things never intended by their authors. 

So, th e result is that the ed itors a ll ow neither side to speak for itself 

but make both speak to the ed itors' own agenda. 

Furthermore, in their <l lt empt lo speak for the other side, Ha ll ~ 

was and Launius dismiss the work of bel ieving Lalter~day Sa int his~ 

torians about th eir own rel igious history, claiming that it is impossi 

ble for believers to understand the truth about their ow n sacred 

hi story. This is another egregio us fa llacy, that of ad perSO/llllll, or dis

missing a person's statemen ts or arguments simply because of so me 

perso nal feature of his character, instead of exa mining his words on 

their own mer its. The re,lson fo r this, they mainta in, is that this very 

history is central to the myths held by the believer that cannot, by 



306 • FA RMS H.1,vIEw OF 130 0 ..:S 14/ 1- 2 (2002 ) 

defi nition, be false for him. In this, HaJiwas and Lau nius rely o n the 

views of Jan Shipps: "By its very nature [sacred history/ call only be 

relold and defended; not rei nvestiga ted, researched" (quoted on p. 2). 

An example of rejecti ng a work of scholarship o n these grounds 

concerns a landma rk (and lengt hy) legal study by Elder DaH in H. Oaks 

before he became an aposllc. ls The editors casua lly dismiss this thor

ough and fair study, assert ing tha t Oaks "has t ried to pound a square 

peg into a round hole in seeki ng to legiti mate the clearly ill ega l act of 

destroying the Expositor" (p. 9 11. 6). Oilks's leade rship ro le in t he 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Sai nt s is a lso ment ioned, evi

dently intended to cast hi s scholarship in to do ub t. Bu t I ask: If the 

destruction of the Expositor were "clei.rly illegal" (as nonl awyers Hal l

was and Lilun ius characterize it), then how cOllld there be room for 

Oaks's ex tensive lega l d iscussio n? Nevertheless, Oaks is to be com

mended fo r the thorough character of his scholarship in cons idering 

all pe rspectives in the Expositor arb ir, doing so in the co nt ext, as tar 

as possible, of the legal knowledge, pr'lCt ice, ,Ind precede nts of the 

t ime. He has th us exe rted a much greater effort to unde rstand the 

complex ities of these events tha n Hallwas and Launius seem capablc 

of do ing. Fu rther more, Oaks does no t whitewash the Saints but crit i

cizes thei r deeds when appropria te. He d early distinguishes which 

actions of the Nauvoo City Counc il were legal and whi ch were not, 

accordi ng to the legal practice of the time . Rflt her than ofOlf1nded ly 

dismissing the work of a scholf1r sllch as Oaks, Ha lhvas and La unius 

co uld lear n a so under <Ind more just w<ly of handling historicalle>:ts 

and issues, which approach is lacki ng in their present t reat ment. 

In a descriptio n of th ei r met hod in the pref:lCe, the editors pro 

pose to read each accou nt "as a sy mbolic struct ure, an ex pression of 

the au thor's inner self" (p. ix). T his sounds less like historiography 

and mo rc like an attempt at the (pseudo-)objecl iv it y of psychoana

lytic "science." O nce aga in, this conceptual im portation is bl atant. 

They continue to sound not like histo rians so much as literary criti cs: 

1 S. Dallin 1-1 . Oaks, "The Suppress iull of the MIlI\'I>l.' f:xp"sj'" r." UItr/J I.HII' 1i,· I· jew <)/3 

( 19(.5): 862-90J. 
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"We would li ke to help hislo ria ns ... \ 0 read better, to realize that 

nonfic tion writing provides not just f,lets but fascinat ing sclf

reve lations." As I stat ed earli er, the approach they take docs produce 

sel f-revelat ions, bu t of the histo ri an's self, not the subject's. I cringe 

whenever humanis tic scholarl y discussion dege nerates into talk of 

sym bols and univ('rsals because th ese are severa l steps removed from 

direct evidence. I am lIsuall y uncertain what scholars mea n by these 

terms or how such co ncep ts ;lre mo re relevant to the subject under 

disc ussion than to those doin g the disc llssing. Symbolic stru cture 

and se lf-revela tions may be appropriate for disc llssi ng a poem in 

freshman English but are not suitable for analyzing histori cal docu

ments, at least among professional historians. 

Consistent with their predi lection for literar y cri ticism, these ed i

tors S('CI11 more in terested in the wr iting per sc, the style of a give n 

account, and not in its credibilit y as a historica l source. Some so urces 

<Ire praised for no o ther reason than being we ll-written (in the edi

tors' opinion), and others arc cr iticized for fall ing short of some un

stat('d standard . For exa mple, on pages 340 and 342 two accoun ts 

written by anon ymo u-s reporte rs describ ing Nau voo in latc 1846 arc 

pr,l ised for the qual it y of th ei r prose. The first is called a "very effec

tive piect' of writing," alld the second, "anot her well -written descrip

tion of Na uvoo." O n the other hand , th e apparen t misspellings in 

Vila te Kimball 's account (pp. 214- 16 ) arC' taken as ev idence of her 

lack of education. Thus the old stereotype of the Latter-day Saints' 

ignorann' a nd gull ibilit y is underscored. Thl' editors a fe apparently 

ignoran t of the fac t th;\I English spelling W;IS not standa rdized unt il a 

later pe ri od. Who would take Shakespea re's mult ifarious spellings, 

for t'xample, as evidence of a lack of educat ion? The hi stor ia n's pur

pose o ught not to be to ad mire beau ti ful writing bu t to eval uate a 

so urce for it s historica l val ue, a practice wh ich is al most completely 

la cking in this book. A rh eto rica lly well -crafted picce of prose may be 

wo rthless as histor ical evidence; yet, if we allow ourselves to admire 

its style, I'll' may be prone 10 deception . One of the co nspicllolls fea

tures of Brodie's histo ri cal fic ti on that deluded many was her fine 
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prose style. ( It trul y makes a good read .) Thai a work of history is 
well -written does not entail that it is soundly researched or carefully 

reasoned. 

In anal yzing so man y perso nal historical accounts, Ha llwas and 

Lau nius indulge in a kind of crude psyc hologizing attempt to reveal 
the sclfbe hind the words. Very often the ed itors claim to know what 

an individual was thinking or reall y intended. On page 3, for example, 
whi le discussing th e act ions and motivations of th e dissenting Mor

mons who publi shed the Expositor, they declare that "the disse nt ers' 
actual moti ve" was to reform the "Mormon ch urch." The editors do 

not , however, ex plai n how they are privy to thi s informal ion. Was it 

divined, or does it derive from their pseudoscientific psychologizing 

analysis? What evidence is th ere on which to base any anal ysiS, apart 

from the dissenters' own statements? The dissenters' actio ns and words 
suggest a far more complex in tention than simply to refo rm the 

ch urch. A historian should show an awareness that no bare facts ca n 

be extracted from an account: The truth of an au thor depends on his 

rheto rical stance and pu rpose as depicted by the manifold detail of the 

text, not by a hypothetical reco nst ruction of the co ntent s of his inner 
sel f. Moti vation is not among the phenomena but mllst be rationally 

inferred, and this is largely determined by the pa radigm from which 

an author's reasoning derives. 
The dissenters' act ions were, according to the editors (who accept 

their tendentious state ments in the Expositor at f,lce value), "an eth i

cal protest by so me Na uvoo church mem bers aga inst what they be
lieved was oppression Crom an eccles iastical instituti on gone aw ry" 

(p. III ). How ethical was it to launch a slandero us attack, filled with 

innuendo and obscene rhetoric, which they must have realized (and 
even perhaps intended) would bring mob action aga inst the church 

leaders as we ll as possible injury to ordinary people? They probab ly 
realized there was no other way to wrest co ntrol of the church from 

Joseph Smith than to generate a popu lar upri si ng agai nst the leaders. 
In addition , the edi to rs make another mi ss tatement : The disse nters 

were not just "some Nauvoo ch urch members," as Hallwas and Laun ius 
maintain , but high-rankin g leaders in the church and comm uni ty, 
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some of whom <lpp<lrcJ1 tly had d'lshed with Smith (and perha ps o th 
ers) over business matt ers. Although Hall was <lnd Lau nius assert that 

"There is no evidence ... that the dissiden ts wa nted anything but the 
reforms they men ti oned in their newspaper" (I'. 160), the rheto ric in 

the Expositor and the actio ns of the dissiden ts provide ab undant evi
dence to th e contra ry. 

Attemp ts;1t m ind reading are even more bla tan t in other pas
sages in which psycho;Hl alyt ica l j;lrgon is used freely. [n describing 

the deliberations of the Nauvoo Cit y Council aga inst the dissenters, 
which occ urred on 8 JlI ne 1844,11> the edi tors refer to th(' " inner te n
sio ns of the ;ICcusers." And with Orson Spencer's rema rk abou t the 
dissen ters bei ng "covena nt brea kers," we are told that he "u nco n

sciolls ly pll t his fi nger on the repressed an xieti es that haun ted the 

Mormo n mind" (p. 149). This is a great example of pretended histo
riogra phy. T he edi tors' int rodu ct ion con tains the following aSsess

men t of the con fl ict: " I J1 psycho logical te rms, bolh sides repressed 

(a nd hence ignored) their own potenti al for ev il and projected it 

onto their ideological opponents" (p. 6) . In desc ribing an accou nt by 
a former me mber. 17 the ed itors comment: "This letter reveals the in

ner state of people who have rejected the core myths of their ch urch" 
(po 169). "Unco nsciously"? "Repressed"? "Projec ted"? " In ner state"? 

Ple'lse. These terms be long in th e psychoan alyst's vocabula ry, not the 
histori.I1l 's. Have we learned lIothillg from Brodie's exa mple of how 

lIot to write histo ry? Since the book und er rev iew is a collection of 
pri mary doc um ents, perhaps it would have been better served had 

the ed itors sim ply provided the necessary historica l background and 
withheld commentary. The slips hod analysis that they do prov ide is 
worse than no ne at all. 

If histor iGl1 or text ua l an'l lysis is to be incl uded at a ll in a book 
such as this, it should be thorough, 31 least in the case of the pivotal 

accou nts. Every historica l docu ment has a rhetorical purpose, for 

16. This i5 the meeling .. 1 whi(: h th" Exposi,or was delc rmined to be ~ nuisance that 

1U1iSI be er;ldic;lIe • .!. 

17. i.,'lIer of I sa~c and Sarah Scc)!1, da lcd 16 rune 1844, dcscribiol'. what Ihey object to 

in Wiler-day Saint (Ioclrine :111<.1 practin'. 
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exa mple, Ihat a historia n shou ld take into ;lCcounl. Furthermore, a 

historian must possess a command of the way language was used in 

Ihe particular pe ri od und er examination. These edi tors seem to be 

clueless as to the explos ive power o f the obscene rheto ric of the 

Exposiror in the linguistic context of the time. As ment ioned earlier, 

Oaks, in his thorough <.malysis of the legal aspects of that afl:1 ir, shows 

a keen awareness of such lingu istic deta ils. I add that, gi\'{'n its lur id 

content, even the name of the paper is racy- "exposi tor" me'lIls "o11 e 

who exposes, who st rips (so meth ing) naked." Future hi sto ria ns ought 

to pay closer atten tion to the details in the words themselves to avoid 

unwarran ted conclusions suc h as those of the prese nt ed itors. One 

must be aW.lre that English has cha nged since the days of Joseph 

Smith- it is easy to read an account frolll that tilllc and think we un

derstand it. Fortunately, reference works ca n provide clues as to what 

various words meant then- th e Oxford English Dict ionilrY and the 

reprint of the 1828 Webster dictionary ought to be bas ic tools for the 

historian of this period. 

Hallwas and Launius seem obl ivious to the (,ICI that certa in 

sources are inhe ren tly untrustworth y, something th;:Jt ca n be asce r

tained from the texts themselves. For example, one woman reports 

th,ll she solemn ly promised not to tel1 what passed between her and 

church leaders but then proceeded to break her confidence in the Id
ter reproduced on llilges 1 22-25 . 1~ How can such a source be trusted? 

She li ed once- why not agai n? Furthermore, the tes timony of the 

di saffected from any group must be taken with caution by virtuc of 

the fac t that they arc di$affected. Similarly, an inte rview with Sa rah 

Pratl (pp. 125-28), who became est ranged eighteen yea rs earli er, is 

included in al! its biller deta il, describing even ts that supposedly took 

place over forty years earlier. (The amount of elapsed time since the 

events described ought to be sufficient to render this accoun t sus

pecl ). The edilors take particu lar delight in this account, which con-

18. A kngthy leiter wri tten oy Marth" Brothl' rlon at til,' rl'quest uf Joon ( :. Ik.,,,.:;t t. 

{bted IJ ruly IIH2; she was supposcllly proposi tionl'iI hy h)Sl'l'h Smith with the (011 -

nivJnce of other church kadcrs. 
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tains details of Smit h's supposed adulterous encoun ters and John C. 

Bennett 's amel iorating abortions that are found in no ot her source. I\! 

Pratt's report con tains details that surpass nearly all o th er sources 

and is replete with stylist ic details of disaffection that cou ld be dcmon

stratt'd by thorough textual sc rutiny. My scientific background pre

disposes me to prefer simpler ex planat ions; it is si mp ler to suppose 

that Prall and Bennett h,ld thl: adult l: rous relationship wh ile Orson 

was away on church erra nds th an to hypot hesize a broad conspiracy 

between the leaders of the ch urch and th eir married paramours. The 

possibility that Pratt lied and had amp le motivation for doing so. as 

the wife of a leading apostle, is not even considered, although the ed

itors are quick to im pu te deception to other accou nts that seem to fa

vor the standard Latter-day Saint view of Nauvoo polygamy. But these 

edi tors enth usiast ically and uncritically accept such unfavorable tes

timon y as va li d. In bo th cases, the responsible historian mllst assess 

the author's intenti on as man ifest in her words, not from an a priori 

,Illd anachronistic theory. 

Specific reports of Mormon vice are given disproportionate credi

bility wi thollt considering the va lidi ty of the testimo ny. "The evidence 

of Mormon th eft is substant ial" (p. 67). This assertio n is supported 

on ly by a few anecdotes remem bered decades after the supposed events, 

which is hardly "Sll bSI;tntia l" evidence. Even the mini mal reported 

cases of theft may have been nor mal for neighboring populations of 

the time a nd not due to any supposed condo ni ng of theft by the 

Saint s. This poss ib ilit y is not eve n considered-theft is ex plained 

through the mythical notion of the Mormons' "inhe rent innocence" 

and their arrogant bel ief in thei r right to take whatever they pleased. 

I suspect the reason Hall w<ls and L<l ll n illS so readi ly accept these re

pO rlS is their pred ilect ion for simple a priori theor y: They already 

know that the 5,lill ts were antide mocratic, self-righteous, deluded. 

Ii}. Includ ing huw lus<:ph Smilh suppnS(',tly frequented houses of prostitut ion. h"d 
inl<'rcourS<' wi lh married worm,·n so Ih<lt Ihe chitdrl"ll of Ih,'S<.' illicit unions would apl>Car 
to b,·jong 10 Ih,· cuckoldnl bush.met .• mel employed Ih., t'x!'crt ",-,rvin'S of Ihe ahortionist 
·'Dr.» tknnct\. 
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and dangero us fanatics, so they all too read ily accep t slim evidence 

th at favors this view, and any ev idence to th e contrar y is simply false. 

The most damaging criticism J have o f this book is that the ed itors 

fail to apprec iate wh" t religioll is. Thi s is" lethal flaw in historia ns 

who undert"ke 10 w rite abo ut the h istory of a rel igious group. They 

make the out rageous claim: '"The on ly documellted case of out -and 

out religious persecut ion enacted in Hancock County" w"s the perse

cution of the disse nters and th e destructio n of the press by means of 

which they "da red to point out Mormon shortcomings in their news

paper and demand reform" (p. 6). In this view, th e editors seem un 

cri tical ly to follow Ihe resol ution of the Cartll'lge Conve nt ion: "We 

do no t believe [the Mormons l to be ,I persec ut ed peop le. We kllow 

that they ,He no t; but that whatevt.'r grievances they Illay suffer arc 

th e necessar y, "nd legi tima te conseq uences of their illeg'll, wicked and 

dishonest acts" (p. 307). I poin t ou t, howeve r, that religion is more 

than bel iefs and rit ua ls, a f,lCt th at we tend to forget in our sec u l"r 

society. It is an entire way of liv ing. Latt er-day Sa int s were tryi ng to 

bui ld a commun ity, as they and ma ny ot her relig ious traditions

such as those o f Jews and Muslims- have sought to do at various 

t imes a nd places. Wha teve r ou tside agency frustrates that purpose 

com m its to so me degree or olher religiO US persecu t ion, whether an 

ou tsider would call it that or not. Religious persecution is thus classi 

fied by those who suffer it . Na uvoo would not have existed in the first 

pl ace witho ut Mormonism, and the ir ne ighbors o ut side th<ll W<ly 

of life well knew th at it was the religion that hel d the Latte r-day 

Saints together as a people, an etlll/icilY. In fact, there were, as is wd l

documented, numerous instances of religious persecut ion di rected 

against the Sa in ts as a religio us people. At the very least, if co m

pelling the Latter-d,lY Saints to leave Na uvoo in 1846 was 110t reli 

gious persecutio n, I do not know what could be. 

In co nclus ion, alt hough the historical com ment ary is almost 

wort h less (except pe rh aps <IS itself a hi storical curiosi ty for futu re 

scholars), ClIlwres i/1 Conflict shou ld be read a nd co mpa red wi th 

sounder scholarship, o r even serve as an invitation fo r ot her scho lars 
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to do beller wo rk. Future scholars should employ time-proven meth
ods of readi ng historica l documents, which a re /lot as easy as invok

ing a theory such as my th or an ideology that reduces all the detai ls 
to a simple en tity that ca n easil y be deal t wi th. Such methods are 

fa ithful to de tails of fact, ci rcumstance, and rhetori cal sit uati on and 
require gelluine effort to employ them well. I trus t that one day 

someone educated in th is mo re th orough method will produce a 
good history of the Nauvoo period. 211 1 sugges t that one can have a 
val id way of understanding this period withou t bel ieving that Joseph 

Sm ith was a "m iserable impostor," tha t the Sa int s were his dupes, jus
tifying evi l thro ugh "myth," or that the oppos ition was a homoge
[leous ev il mob. But that historica l treatment is yet to be written. If 

CII/tures ill COllflict docs make a co ntribut io n, it is in showing how 

those not belonging to the Ch urch of Jes us Christ had legitimate 
concerns about their neighbo rs. Bu t to cham pion them instead of the 

members of the ch urch is to commi t the same error of which the ed i

lars accuse Latter-day SaitH historians. Lastly, I am disappointed that 
such low-grade histo ry could be published by a reputable academic 

press. 

10. f'<' rhal's the recent book hy Glcil M. Loonard is a step in the right direction. Glen 
M. L<,on:lfd. Nmu-o,,: A l'l"rr of p,.<lrt', ,I I'copk "f I'romis,' (5.1h lake Ci ty: Uesncl lkiok, 

20021. 





TH E A NTI - MORMO N ATTACKERS 

Russell C. McG regor 

The thing that ha th bee n , it is that wh ich sha ll be; an d that 

whi ch is d o ne is that which sha ll be done: and there is no 

new thing u nder thc sun. (Ecclesiastes 1:9) 

Years ago and long befo re recycling was a word most people wou ld 

recogn ize. Hu gh W. Niblcy li kened the an t i-Mo rmon en terpr ise 

to selling o ld cloth('s fro m a shiny new pushca rt. Thus, while the 
Bible te lls us there is "no new thing un der th e SUIl ," ce rt ainl y sOlne 

new twists in some o f the old app roaches tu rn up. The back cover of 

TIl(! MOrl/1011 Defcllden: /-fOil' Lal/er-day 5(1illl Apologists Misillterpret 
the Bible features the fo ll owing recom mendat ion: 

As a fo rme r fift h-gt'nerat ion m em be r of the LDS Ch urch , I 

ent husiastically reco mmend The Momlon Defellders as an able, 

insightful, an d engaging defense of I ru ly biblical eh riSI ianily. 

- Kevin James Bywater 

It com es as a m ild suq>rise 10 fi nd that M r. Bywa ter has w rill en the 

fo reword from which this statement has been excerpted (p. 6). It seems 

u n usu al to me fo r a book's reco mm enda t io n to be q uoted d irectly 

from the book it self. --.---- . j 
Rev iew of James Pat rick Holding. Tile Mormon Defenders: How 

Laller-day Saint Apologists Mis interpret the Bible. Self- p ublished , 

2001. 160 pp. $8.99. 
-- - - - - - -
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A fur the r self-recommendation is fou nd in the aut hor's int ro

duction, which is titled, "Aggressive Apologetics: The Growing Mormon 

Mission.""Hold ing"l ta kes lip the theme in troduced by Mosser and 

Owen's essay on the need for better quality evangelica l apologetics l 

and pro mises to deliver the goods in the form Of"lop-nolch Bibl ical 

scholarship" (p. 10). Th is level of self-certi fi ca tio n m akes no conces

sions to false modesly. Whatever the actual qua lity of the scholarsh ip 

here, the author certainly thi nks it is fo rmidable. 

This book is, in part, ano ther response to Blomberg and Robi n

son's How Wide the Dil'idc?·l-a book that seemingly conti nues to dis

turb those who have tro uble accepting the propos it ion that indiv idu 

als can believe d iffe rently and st ill be Christ ians. Ho lding attempts to 

widen the divide by att acking on seven fro nts: divine embodimen t, 

trinita rianism, premortal existence, baptism fo r the dead, vica riOllS 

o rdina nces in ge nera l, the role of wo rks in salvation, lllld exaltat ion. 

Part of Holdi ng's shiny new pushcart is fou nd in the ma nner of pre

sentat ion. The book has a dist inct apologetic handbook feel, wit h the 

key poi nts being reiterated in summary for m at the end of each chap

ter. This provides the reader with a useful way to survt:y quick ly what 

Holding thinks he has proven in those cha pters. 

In the foreword, Bywater claims that the book makes it clear that 

"Mormonism is not bi bl ica '" (p. 6). What nei ther he nor Holdin g 

spclls out is what they mean by "biblical." The hermcncut ic approach 

appears to shift as the ,mthor moves frOIll subjeclto subjec t; the on ly 

overridin g princ iple appea rs to be a search for wha tever readi ngs 

prov ide the most useful argumen t against Lat ter-day Saini beliefs 

I. r haY<' reason to b<'lievc that James Pal rick Holding is a pseudonym fo r Robert 
Turkel. 

2. Sec Carl I\rosser 'IUd Paul Owen, .. Mormo]} Schobr~hir. Apologdics, and Evan
gelical Neglect: loOsing the Banlc and Not Knowing Itf"1,i"ily Iv"nlt/I, n.~., 1912 ( ]998 ): 

179-205. 
3. Craig L. Blomberg and Stephen E. Rohinsun, How Wlllt' Ila' Oit'id,.? II Momwu 

11m/1m E",,,,g""((1/ ill C(}IlI'crSm;lm (Downrrs Grow. III.: IllIerVarsily, 1997). While bOlh 

evangelicals and Latter-day Saints can and do take issue with sum<, of th~ bllok'~ (onkl1t$, 
the continuing dismay in anli -Mormol1 cirdes sc,'ms 10 arise from the Ilu:rc fact of the 
wok's .. xi~te,,(e. 
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,md truth cl aims. Th us, in his attempt to su ppo r1thc nonsc riptura l 

notion of an ontological trinity, he builds up what he calls an " inter~ 

pretive template" based on a mi xture of canonical, deuteroca nonical, 

a nd noncanonical Wisdom litera ture (pp. 36-40), whi ch he then uses 

to con trollhe bibli cal passages he chooses to examine. Theil, having 

relied on th ese sou rces to teach Latt er-day Sain ts how to read the 

Bible, he subseq uen tl y chicles Latter-da y Saint apologists for citing 

the sa me sourct'S. 

Hold ing then sh ift s his gro und when dealing with the subject of 

bapt ism for the dead. Here the author frankl y rejec ts what he admits 

is the "majori ty view" of I Cori n thians 15;29 (namely, that it describes 

il proxy bapti sm on behalf of the unbap tized dead) by appealing to 

an argumen t from si lence and to pagan customs-in other wo rds. he 

bases hi s llrgument ent irely on nonbiblica l ground s. In place of th is 

view, Holdi ng asserts th e fo llowing: 

Therefore, we <lTguc that the majorit y interpretat ion of I Cor

inth ians 15:29 is off th e ma rk. A more reasonable th esis is 

that the pr<lct ice WilS devoid of theological meaning <lnd thus 

no t req ui ring Paul 's explici t co ndemnation , or else, that we 

arc misunderstanding the paSS.lge completely. (p. 70) 

Either the pass<lge doesn 't mean anyth ing, or we don't ullders l:lIld 

it-but whatevl'r the case, its mea nin g must be sacriflced. What isn't 

biblical ? 

In contrast to this ;lpproach, Holding becomes a st<lLL llch .lnd loyal 

enthusi<lst for rn;ljority opinion o r scholarship <IS soo n as it su its hi s 

purposes. In response to th e grc<l t commissiO Il in Mark 16: 15- 16 

("A nd he $.1id unto them, Go ye into all the world , <I ud preach th e gos

I'd 10 every creature. He that belie\'elh and is bapt ized shall be saved; 

but he that believeth not shall be damned"), he argues th.1I "the reader 

may be surprised to see th is verse cited by LDS apo logists, know ing 

that it is almost unive rsa ll y decl<lred to be not part of th e original 

Gospel o f M<lrk" (p. 1(0). Just exac tly why the fashio ns of schola rship 

should determine which passages of scripture fo rm part of the fa ith of 
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the Latt er-day Saints is not clea r, but Holdi ng does not even attem pt 

to address the real iss ue regard in g th e authenticit y and aut ho rit y of 

that passage; the actual quest ion has to do not with Mark's a uth o r

ship bu t rather with wheth er Jes us actuall y nl<lde the statc mcnt. 

Matthew 28: 19- 20 would seern to suggest that he did say it o r at leaSI 

something very much like it. 

Q uite apart from these kinds of problems, Holding pn..'cmpt s 

half the discussion of the faith of Lltter-day Sa ints as a for m of bibl i

cal Ch rist ian ity by repea tedly assumi ng th at Mormon and Christia n 

are dist inct categories, No te that he docs not a tt emp t to argue this 

but simply assumes it. This he does frequ ently and consiste ntly, as in 

the following exa mples: 

• "A fundamental point of co ntention between Mormonism ,md 

Chr isti anit y " ." (p, 11), 

• " Perhaps th e most obscure issue upon which Chri stian s and 

Mormons di sagree" ," (p, 35), 

• "The d ifference betwee n Mormon and Christia n beli ef on thl' 

natu re, . ," (p, 5 1), 

• " If onc verse co uld be nomi na ted to represen t th e differe n t 

ways in which Mo rmoni sm and Christianit y approa ch the Rible ... " 

(p.63). 

These quol,llions are a sam pling of an assumpt ion that is not de

veloped but simply reiterated throughout th e book, Holding ca nnot 

claim to be ignoran t of the releva nt lit erature since he refers to it, ~ 

yet hc fail s ent irel y to inte ract wit h it. Is this his ide,l of "top-not ch 

scholarship"? 

A detail ed c ritique of his a rgu ment s wou ld run to many pages 

and would be tedioLl s, What is wo rthy of note is th<l t th e fl'al nut s

a nd -bolt s co ntent of this book is substa ntiall y the S,Ulll' as mos t o f 

th e doc trinal anti-Mormon books produ ced by cva ngeli cal Protes

tants. The a pproach is a lways the same: since the Bible says what 

"we" ( i.e., the eva ngelicals) think it means, and since "they" {i. e., any-

4. Se.;:, for in s t~n(e, " . 29 n. 69, which rders to Stel,hO:I1 E, RobinSllll '$ /lrr ,\fa"mm~ 

C/I rislillll? ($.111 Lake Ci ty: Boo kn:lf1, 1991 J. 
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one else} think itilleans so mething diffe ren t, it follows that " they" 

(lrc not biblic~1. Holding has at least made (In effort to justify thi s (lS

sllm pt io n wit h something resembling a stru ctured argument, but 

that arguillent turns out, upon inspection , 10 be fata lly flawed by its 

lemlenl iousness. 

Where Ihi s book rea ll y docs imp rove on some of those of its 

predecessors is in its tonc. [I nei ther bristl es with host ility, as most 

ea rl ier product io ns do, nor d rips \vith insincere, condescending 

fr iend liness, as so me of th e more recent effor ts do. Apart from one 

lapse in Bywa ter's foreword , I saw nonc of th e usual accllsat ions of 

"d ishonesty" th at co nserv.uive PrOlest,lIlt anli-Mormons tend to fling 

at Lllt er-day Sain ts fo r fai ling to describe our own faith in ter ms 

amena bic to the hostil e ca rica tures our opponen ts h(lve fashioned 

and prefer. Hi s Hpp roach is businessl ike and his tone scholarly. None

theless, his agend<l is clear from the t itle he has chosen . For defenders 

do no t co nte nd against other defenders; all ackers do. And since 

Holding's book purpo rts to "cont end wit h The Mormon Defe nders" 

(back cove r), it s si ngle purpose appears to be to attack. 

Holding also unfort unately fails to define cruci allerms, such as 

uiblim/, Ch ris /itlll , ,md MOrtllOIi. Perhaps he felt it Ilccessary to avoid 

such definit ions si ll ce they might raise questio lls that would lillder

mille his ellti re en terp rise. He shifts his ground from chapter to chap

ter <lnd from topic to topic as he keeps his focus on whatever an gle of 

aHac k see ms most profitab le at th e t ime. He relies heavil y on such 

fa ll <lcies as the argument from silence, parti cu l<lTl y when he insis ts 

that the m:my biblical accoun ts of div ine appearances in human form 

do not ind icate that God might not take so me other form whe n no 

one is looking (pp. 15-16) or tha t Jesus might not simpl y be dissolv

ing hi s body when he docs not need to put in an earth ly appearance 

(pp. 22-23) . Holdi ll g thus fail s to accomplish hi s stated ta sk. "Top

notch bi bli ca l scholarship" from o ll r eva ngelica l Protestant brothers 

(l ild sisters Ill ay someday be brought to bea r all Latter-day Sa int truth 

claims, but it has not been accomplished in this book. 





THE A UTHORITY OF "A C ADEMI C FREE DOM" : 

O N Two CASES OF MI SEDUC ATIO N AT BYU 

Ralph C. Ha ncock 

A s the au thors repo rt wi th ad m irable ca ndo r in their preface, this 

nbook arose from co ntrove rsies a l Brigham You ng Un ive rsity 

(BYU ) in which th ey we re involved as young student journ ali sts. 

Upo n the "fir ing" of two professors (Cecelia Ko nchar Farr and Dav id 

Knowho n ), Bryan Waterman and Brian Kage l (ed ito rs, respect ively, 

of the 511/(1ell/ UCI';CIV and the D{/ily Ulliverse) wcre motivated " to be

gin plotti ng books abou t academic freedo m al the Mormon school" 
(p. vii). The 453- page o utcome, a coll abo rative effort. is an am ply (if 
not evenly) documented acco un t of certai n episodes of ideologica l 
com mo t ion a t nyU in th e 1990s, fram ed by an overv iew o f the his

to ry of the issue of "academic freedom" at the ch urch u niversi ty. Th is 

result is in ma ny ways qu ite impressive, though the or igina l, polem i

cal m ot iva t io n ( fo r fro m the o ut set there is no doubt abou t th e au

tho rs' sy m pat hy) seems not to have been m ll ch affected by th e 

p rocess of resea rching ,lIld writi ng. Th ey alert us early on, somewhat 

delica tely, to the fact that the "n arra tive leans towa rd the ex perience 

of some f;lCu lty mem bers, d ue to ou r level of personal access to them" 

(p. x), and th at the book is "prima r il y journ alistic in tone" (p. ix). At 

the same time, they hope it will "measure up ... to standards expected 

Review of Brya n Waterman and Brian Kagel. The Lord's University: 

Freedom and Authority at BYU. Salt Lake C ity: Signature Books, 

1998. xii + 453 pp.,with index. $ 19.95. 

'------ - - - --------------' 
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of pro fessional histo ri ans" (p. ix), whatever that mea ns. So we know 
better th:ll1 to expeCi a perspective of Olym pian seren ity. Given these 
limitations, the story-or the side or the story th ey tell-is presented 
quite sk ill fu lly, even engagi ngly. St ill, it is d isappo inti ng that ami d all 
thi s reporting ,md docuillen ti ng, the authors apparently managed to 
avoi d reflecti ng on Ihe cenlral quest ions that hover over practica lly 
all the events and argumen ts considered. 

The subtitl e it self suggests certai n questions: wh at do we mean, 
what mig ht we mean, what ought we to me,lI1 by "freedom"? by 

"a uth o rit y"? Wha t is at stake in th e diverse uses oflhese ter lll s
fo r exa mp le, in politics, in higher educat ion, in religio n? How does 

each of these terms relate 10 the o ther- arc they necessari ly antago

nists? We need no t doubt th e si nceri ty of the auth ors in assuring us 

that they "do not seek to tur n ' freedom and authority' into a heavy· 
handed interp retive framework" (p. ix). But th(' only W<ly to back up 
this assurance wo uld be to reflec t on this very fra mework and thus to 

ach ieve some perspective on the original project of the book itself 
and 0 11 the passions surrounding and infusi ng it. Such rc!leclion the 

authors fo rego. 

The pri ce of this missing reOection is a muddling of catego ries 

th<lt pervasively co nditions the tone of the book :"I lld dooms an~' :"It
tem pts at careful analysis. From the first chapter-"The Uses or Mor
mon Educatio n"- it is cl ear th at whereas "au tho rity" is identified 

with th e church (as if the rejection of one au thor ity did not inev itably 
expose us to another), "freedom" is neatly assoc iated with the unex

am ined aut hor ities implicit in "a des ire for legi til11<lcy in tr<ld itio nal 
academic modes" (p. 6) and even "an uned uC<lted people's desi re for 

respectability in the eyes of the Amer ican nation" (p. 7). The authors 
mention, but do not even pa use to consid('r, the idea that " BYU, by 

allowing religious perspectives in the classroom, actually afford s a 
greater amount of academic freedom than that found;1I secular u ni 

versit ies" or that "Mormon edu cation" might be considered "as an al
terna tive to prevaili ng nat ional models and aims to be rooted in the 

revela to ry as much as" and the refo re, I suggest, not si mply as op
posed to, " the rat ional " (pp. 4, 5). \'\':l terman and Kagel show sli ght 
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interest in d aborating on such an alt ernat ive o r in asking to wha t de

gree the policies and dec isions of the nyU admi nist ration that arOLise 

their indign;lIion might be reaso nably in terpreted as insl rumen tal to 

suc h an "il lt ern alive," beG1 USe they arc themsel ves altogeth er over

awed by the prestige o f "preva il ing natio nal models." They therefo re 

('nd up, somewha t despi te themselves, writing a brief for assimi lation 

10 "rn;linstream American values," provided that these are unde r

stood in th e progress ive ve rsion- I hat is, as unco ntaminated by the 

"cultu ral ly co nse rva tive backlash aga inst the p(' rce ived excesses o f 

modern dC J1locr:l l ic soc iety" (pp. 12, 13) . Thus they lind themse lves 

ckep ly embarrassed by BYU's appa re nt dete rmin ation "to dev iate 

from con tern pom ry acade mi c models and preserve il safe space fo r 

Mormon educat ion, even OI l the expense of outstanding fac ult y and 

nati onal reputation"- where "outsta nd ing t:1cu lt y" is understood, of 

course, as a st rict co rrdate of"[ progressive] national reputatio n." This 

book is the story of Ih;1I embarrassment and of a fa ilure to be ash'lmed 

of it. 

Th is said, much of the story is well to ld an d wel l docllmented. 

Anyone trying to find a way into the historical record of BYU's devel

opi ng miss ion in the f;1(c of vari OliS cha ll enges from the evolving 

cu lt ure il pilrl ly inha bits wi ll d iscover herc lllillly va luable references 

and even, if he or she proceeds discrimina tely, quite a useful o rient'l

l ion. The firs t pa rt of the book (chaps. 1-4), "Con tex ts," is parti cu

larly to be recomml' nded in this se nse; here th e au thors offer very 

readable and in teresting ;1(coun ts-b"sed on am ple research- of 

fem in ism (chap. 2), student journalism (el1" p. 3), and the Honor Code 

(chap. 4) at BYU. [n th('se ehaptt' rs the protagonists arc often allowed 

10 spea k fo r themselves, and so the uncrit ical bias of the au tho rs is 

no t too obtrusive-or only in termi tt ent ly in tr usive, Pil rt icularl y as 

they co nclude each cha pter. Fo r exa mple, mueh in the chap ter on 

feminism could pass fo r n11 even-h'l1lded, blow-by-blow, and decade

by-decade ilccount of nn ongo ing deba te if it were not introd uced 

by a remark abo ul "official endorsemen ts of ge nder essen tialism, 

most recen tly fou nd in the ch urch's 1995 documen t The Family: A 
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Prociamatioll to tile World" (p. 23), and concluded wit h a reinforce

ment of the book's governing paradi gm conce rn ing the tension be

twee n "conserva ti ve reli gion" and "nat io nal academic stan dards" 

(p. 62). The authors leave no doubt that , fo r th em, th ere can be no 

qu estionin g of the authorit y of "nat ional academic standards," least 

of all from th e stand po int of "conse rvat ive rel igio n," nor can any 

prophetic authorit y (or even, app arentl y, recent scient ific evidence) 

be allowed to flout the prestige of gender constructivism in the "pro

gressive" academy. 

Simi larly, they conclude a useful if somewhat tendentious 'lccount 

of the hi stor y of th e Honor Code with an om inous remark about 

"the precarious nature of one's status at BY U" and strike a fi nal pose 

of heroic resignation before lhe brutal fact that "constant enfo rcement" 

wililikeJy remain a necessity "as BY U continues to manufacture stu 

dent s- who th en become mode! Mor mons- fo r years to come" 

(p. 169). Such seething resentment and con temp t for an expl ic it and 

widely shared miss ion of Brigham Young Uni versity-to foster th e 

development of Latter-day Sa ints- the authors appa rently take to be 

compatible with "standards ex pec ted of professio nal histor ians." 

The mot ives of resentment and co ntempt become morc intrusive 

in "Controversies," th e second , main part of the book (chaps. 5- 10 ). 

Here th e auth ors arc up 10 their necks in the recent issues and con

troversies closest 10 th eir hea rts-or to their splee ns- and here th ey 

rely most heavi ly on their ow n exper iences an d their favori te sources. 

They show no more sense of nuance in dealin g with the complex, 

qualitative issues surroundin g facult y review processes and standards 

than one would expect of student journal ists, happy to assume, when 

it suits th eir cause, that the right number of publ ica ti ons or the ri ght 

num bers 011 "teacher eva luation scores" shou ld automati cally decide 

the case (p. 203). Not that any such standard of judgment is ex pl ic itly 

developed. The only consistent int erpretive th eme here is the ri ght

ness of th e dissident s' cause, a consistency unt rOllb ll'd by a ce rtai n 

dif(jcult y in pinning down what that cause is supposed to be: is it lhe 
tradit ional commitment of th e university to rati ona l inquir y, to "in-
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format ion and knowledge," as W"terman put it in o ne of his self
quoted cont ribu tions to the debate (p. 227), or is it the "post lllodern" 

or " ra dical feminist" commi tment to "change," which of co urse never 

means changing the mi nds of the radicals? 

But the main distort ion in Waterm an and Kagel's acco unt con

sists sim ply in the amo unt o f text devo ted to th e cases the au thors 

have always been conv inced dese rve to be ca llses celebres. By quoting 

thei r heroes and their heroes' fa ns (including, not infrequently, them

selVl's) copio usly enou gh, they are able to reassure themselves that 

they ha ve pI a red a major ro le in events, which, i f th ey arc not de

monstra bly of world -hi sto ric<l l proport ions in the precise Hegelian 

sense,;lI least have a chanct.' of winn ing the favo r;lble atten tion of the 

guard i;lI1 s of na tional academic prestige, whom ther of course take to 

be the COllrt of I;ISt appea l. To be sure, Waterm an an d Kagel deserve 

cred it for givi ng so me space to th e a rgument s of their adversaries

space in the pages of their book bu t none in their minds. Thus, when 

th ey ci tl' massiVl' ev idence for su pport fo r the BY U adm inistrat ion 

am ong fac ult y an d the 1;l rge r LDS commu nit y (p. 244; befo re co n

cl udi ng the cha pter O il Farr and Knowlton with what are no dou bt 

supposed to be tOllc hin g vignett es on the post- BY U lives o f t hei r 

he roes ), th ey cl ea rl y do so only as ev idence of the despern tel y bli nd 

conformism of the unenlightened masses. 

Chapter 7 is par tic ularl y useful in reveali ng the links, o r at least 

the presump tion of solida rit y, bdween the small d issident mil ieu at 

BY U and a wou ld-be move ment aimi ng directly at a radi cal transfo r

mat io n of th e church. Waterma n and Ka gel give amp le space to a 

nu mber of "Mormon Intellectuals" (roughly, the subset of those who 

think themselves competent to refo rm th e church and who succeed 

in getti ng qu oted in newspapers) who openly courted excommunica

tio n and fi nall y In<l naged to achieve it. One is Lavi na Field ing Ander

son , whose radical an tino m i,m is m incl udes the notion th at "th e 

priesthood, the temp le, th e church must be ta ke n down sto ne by 

stone and bu ilt again on th e Slife foundati on of Jesus Christ"-as 

that foundati on is in terp reted by eac h " ind ivid ua l membe r," th at is 
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(p. 275). This is clearly incompatible wi th any institution<ll authority. 

Another is J<lnice Allred, who insi sted on her right as a member of 

the chu rch to promote new practi ces lind doctrines co ncerning a 

Holy Ghost/Heaven ly Mother (pp. 292- 93); and fi nally the inim i

table Pa ul Tosca no, fully inhabiting his self-created role as a prophet 

cry ing repen tance to the fallen church hicr:lrchy- "Wo be unlO him 

that is at case in Zion"- and offering to correct thei r "f,dse teachings" 

(p. 273). If decis ive differences exist between the opin ions ,lIld aims 

of such persons, which arc clearly incompa tible with any plausib le 

understanding of loyal ty to the church as presently constit uted and 

the views of the dissident -he roes at BYU, then Ollr authors show rl'

markably little interest in defining such differences. Of course they 

arc as free as their heroes, under the blessed l;Jws of the land, to dissent 

from the church, to leave it, to attack it, or even to try to sta rt their own. 

But the n we must be clear what is at stake. Given th is co mplete fa il 

ure to discriminate among the various .ldvocates of gH\lter "freedom" 

at BYU and in the chu rch marc generall y, the authors' oC0.'lsional efforts 

at reassurance regarding the faithfulness or sincerity of th e disside nts 

th ey wish to champio n rin gs ra ther hollow. Do they really wallt to 

endo rse any and all attacks on the ch urch as presently constituted? 

Lacking any capacity to cri ti cize even the most radica l cr itiques 

of the ch urch, the authors a re completely deaf to any arguments

including many th ey briefly cite-for understand ings of "academic 

freedom" different from their own "un fettered"- th'lt is, bou ndless

notion. Si nce they do not wish to consider the possibi lity- or rather, 

the plain fact- that certain core teachings of the ch llrch simply con tra 

dict the libera tionism of their heroes, they ca n on ly asc ri be arguments 

of their opponents to some da rk "alliance with broader conserva tive 

torces in the academy and in the culture at large" (p. 408). And so their 

last chapter consists of.m am bitious attempt, though grafted onto an 

argumen t developed earl ier by Scott Abbott (see p. 426), to describe 

th e rise of a certain neoconse rva tism in America and to t race LOS 

sllspic ion of secu larizat ion and sense of opposi tio n to the \\'o rld to 

this outs ide poli lical movemen l. To be sure, real co nnec tions ex ist 

between certai n neoconserva tive intellec tual s and some faithful 
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church leaders and scholars. This ca n be explained by the unala rming 

fact that the two grou ps hold'l number or co ncern s and viewpoi nts 

in CO lll lllon. Bu t Wa tN man and Kagel's suggest ion of some siniste r 

polit iC.ll h ijacki ng of the LDS mai nstream is a laughable nonstarte r 

fo r the si mple reason that, as the a utho rs the mselves o nce let slip, a 

ce rt ain " rel igious ,lnd soc ial conse rvat ism" amo ng Mormons pre~ 

cedt'd the developmen t of tics with the neoconservatives (p. 429). The 

wonder is that our young au thors apparent ly can not cven conceive or 

the possibi lity of a crit ical standpoi nt outside the "secular wo rld" de~ 

fi ned by the most recent academ ic fashions. 
My cri tiqut, of 'vVa terman and Ka gel's contempt uous and th c re~ 

fore careless exam ination of issues surrounding Thl' Lord's Un iversily 

should in no way be taken to im ply tha t th e question of just wha t 

such a uni ve rsi ty sho uld be has been fin all y or even adequa tel y a n ~ 

swcred. Certa inly a si mple opposition between "us" (Latter-day S'lin ts) 

and "Ihem" ("sec ula r," "worldly," "intellectual") wi ll not be enough to 

guide us in seeki ng to expa nd the mind's freedom as we explore t ruths 

grate fully received on the author ity of reve lat ion. To begin wit h, we 

ca nnot even see how much we are already condi tioned by" lhe world," 

how muc h we ourselves owe to it , wi tho ut fi rst ca re fully exa mining 

the wo rld's self- un de rstandi ng, as represent ed, fo r example, in ideas, 

and in lite rary and art istic expressions. Such exa mi natio ns would in 

some cases just ify and ground o ur suspicio ns regarding "the world" 

and in o th er cases open us more fu lly to whatever is virt uous, lovely, 

of good report, or praiseworthy. But the narrative and the a rgu men ts 

o ffered by Wa term an and Kagel do little to adva nce such a task of 

disc ri minating eng'lgclllen t with the wo rld of lea rning. If no richer 
understanding of the relationship, even the creative tension, between 

"academic freedom" and th e "a utho ri ty" of the resto red Churc h of 

Jesus Chr ist tha n that at wo rk in the accou nts give n by these rnan i ~ 

festl y bright and enterpris ing former studen ts should come 10 inform 

discllssio ns of such matters at BY U, then this fail ure wou ld in itsel f 

co nst itute a much heav ier judgment on the pursuit at Brigham Young 

University o f its noble mission than .my of the co mplaints so ampl y 

vo iced in this volu me. 





THE BIBLE CODE 

lohn A. Tvedtncs 

The so-called Bible Code study conducted in Israel st imulates fre
quent questions. Severa l art icles an d a book have resulted from 

the study, which purports to demonstrate that hidden in the Hebrew 

text of the Pen tateuch-the first five books of the Old Tcstamcnt
are prophecies of future events. The researchers suggest that because 

only God can know the future, this is evidence tha t God inspired 
even the very wording in thc Pentateuch. 

Orthodox JC\ .... s and fundament;llis! Ch ri stians al ike have hailed 

the stud y as sup port for the divine a uth enticity of the Bible, which 

many of them hold 10 be inerrant and complete. They point out that 

most of the Bible Code researchers arc statisticians, not theologians. 

Of latc, some Latter-day S'li nts have been impressed with the code 

research, and it is their interest that prompts my examination of the 

methodology used and the problems involved. 
The idea o f a hidden code in the Bible was first introduced in a 

1988 Elote published in the JOlln/af of the Royal Statistical Society and 

written by three Israeli statist icians from the Jerusalem College of 

Technology and the Hebrew University.l A fol low-up art icle by the 

J. norem \'Ji[7tum. Eliy~hu Rips. aile! Yo,}\' Rnsenb<.'rg. response \0 D. J. B;lrtholo· 

mew, uProhahility, ~\a \ ls lics, and Th ... ology: /OIlr1l11i <!{ Ih,· RI1,.,d SIIIIiSlimi SM;"ty. series 

1\.151/1 (1988): 173-74. 

r Review of Michael Drosnin, Tile Bible Code. New York: Simon & 

l Schuster. 1997.264 pp., with index. $29.00, hardback; also available 
in paperback. 

- -_._------------' 
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sa me a uthors appeared in 1994 in a reft'reed journ al,2 Sialisfical 

Sciellce.3 An editorial note by the journal's ed ito r, Robert Kass, noted 

that "the paper is ... offe red to Statislical Sciellcc readers as a chal

lenging puzzle."~ Several other scholars supported the study. Amo ng 

these were five mathemat icia ns (one fro m Yale University a nd two 

each fro m Harvard Un iversity and the Hebrew Uni versity in feru

sa lem) who, in 1988, iss ued a publi c statemen t endorsing the work. 

O th er supporters in cl uded researchers at foh ns Hopk ins Univers it y 

and the U.S. Depa rtmen t of Defense. A summary of the resea rch ap 

peared in 1995 in Bible Review. s 

In 1997 the Bible Code was popular ized in a book by journalist 

Michael Drosn in , who followed develo pments and interv iewed the 

original researchers." The book reached a much wider aud ience and 

introduced the research to the layman . Abo u t the same t ime, the 

code concep t ca me under fire from critics. Chief am ong these were 

two Bible scholars whose critiques were published in the August 1997 

issue of Bible Review.7 I shall return 10 their CO lll ments later. 

In order to evaluate the code st udy, one m ust fi rs t unders tand 

how it was condu cted.~ The researchers developed a comp uter pro

gram that takes the Hebrew text of Genesis, then skips over .\ specified 

nu m be r of leite rs, prin t ing ou l, for example, every fiftee n th lette r. 

These are then placed in a ma trix, usua lly a rectangu lar box, in whi ch 

2. Refereed journals ,lsk olle or mme ~hol.lrs in Ill<" rdel'.lIlt li .:ld to Tn'kw or rd

nt'''' an Jrl ick prior to publ ica tion 10 en'ure that it mcc,", sl:hol,lrly ,1,llulard,. 

3. Do ron Wil1.lu m. ~li)·'l hu Ril'S, and YoaY ROSl·nhcrg, "l-:l1uidist,l n l I.eller SC1lllt'n 
ces in l i'lt' Book of Genes i,.~ SI,/I;$I;wl SciCli,. .. ")15 (1 <)<)<tj: 'IN - JR. 

<t. Ibid .. 50(;. 

5. Jeffrey II . .'},H inover. " Divi ne- /\llIhorship' CHmlHIlcr !tn·cals Slart lin ~ Wonl 
l'atwrns .H /Jill/t' Rt'vjcw 1115 ( I <)':15 ): 211-3 1, 41-45. 

6. 1\·lichad Ufus!!in, Tilt· Hibl,. (."0'/'· (N,'w Yvrk: Simoll & Schuslcr, 1 ')97). 

7. Th.· arlide~ were puhlished I(lg~th<T wilh an edilori.ll pref.Ke enli tkd "'The Uiblc 

Code: C racke-d and Crumbling," Whir RC1';CW 1314 ( I <)'17): 22. Tht' l1rt;',,"s art' I{on;lld S. 

Hcndd, ~The Secrel \A,ele I ·!"':l~." 23-2,1: ,Hul $hloillo $ll·mlX'rg. ·'$n.l kc ()il for Solie," 24-15. 

It The term CfIU;di$/lltillella ~'·'lut·tI((·$ <lr E!.S WJS fiN no ted in 1'1511 by ,I I{ ah!>i 

Wei5smamlel hefore computers were :lvail,lhk to 111<>$1 )1<'o pl,'. T!l<" I~r;ld i .,jatj,liei,ms ,ll"
knowleJge their ind ... bh:dncSs \0 R,lbbi W('issm,mdd, whMC Ilbserv"tions prun'pkd Ih"'lll 

to investigate the phenomenon using a CO!11 llUkr 1''''J;:r,ll1'. 
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the letters fo rmin g th e words are adjacent to each other on a hori

zon tal plane. Ie in the matrix, th ere arc ot her words in close proximity, 

runnin g horizontally, vert iC<llly, or d iagonal ly (much like word searches 

ill game books readily ava il able in the Uni ted States), the connection 

is co nsiden.'d sign ifi cant , provided the words "fit" toget her o r make 

some kind of sense. The wo rds formed by th is method are, in and of 

themse lves, unimportan t since the laws of cha nce would produce 

valid wo rds frOIll time to time using the computer's meth odology. 

Blit when the resea rchers find seve ral rela ted words within the sa me 

matri x, they feel they ha ve demonstrat ed their point. O ne of thei r 

Ill ost important find s is the name Yitzhak Rabin (reading verticall y) 

in close proximity to the words "Hss-Issin will assassinate" (reading hori

zontall y). T his, they suggest, is an ancient prophecy about the assassi

nat ion of the well -known Israeli prime min ister. 

T he 1994 study involved a search o f the book of Genesis for the 

names of the thirty-four most pro minent Jewish men from the ninth 

throu gh nin etee nth centuri es, incl llding stimda rd abbreviations of 

famolls rabbis on the li sl. They paired these with the da tes of birth or 

dea th of these men, who li ved lo ng after Genesis was writt en . They 

claimed th3t each of the names was found in close proximity to an 

impo rtant date in the individual's life. They furthe r claimed that the 

process did not work on vM ious other books, such as the Samaritan 

version of the Pentateuch, bi bl ica l texts outside th e Penta teuch, o r 

Tolstoy's War (lIu/ Peace. 

The prophecies that ca n be found using this meth od varyac

co rding to how many letters arc skipped. Thus, a lengthy Bible passage 

cou ld, theoret ica lly, prod uce more than one such message, depending 

on whether each tel1th, eleventh , o r twelfth letter (or so metimes every 

thousandth letter) is picked. The resea rchers cla im that, stati st ically, 

the intersection of rela ted words cannot be chan ce occurrences. 

Exa mp les incl ude the proximit y of th e name of the king of Judah, 

Zedekia h, with hi s real give n na me Mattaniah (see 2 Kings 24: 17). 

However, Ihi s met hodology is fraught with seve ral problems. 

One in volves the naturc of the Hebrew text. No definitive versio n of 
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th e books Ge nes is through Deuteronomy ex ists. Though a stan dard 

text is used in the synagogue, different ancient manuscripts vary in 

their readin gs. For example, among the Dead Sea Scrolls different 

versions of the book of Exodus vary widely. The omission o r change 

of even a single word or letter can affect the results of the computer 

search. The code researche rs have relied on a specific edit ion of the 

Masoretic Hebrew text (MT). Problematica ll y, however, th e MT was 

formulated in the ce nturies after Ch rist, and the earliest MT manu

scri pt dates to the ninth century A.D. The Dead Sea Sc rolls, 011 the 

other hand, arc a millennium older. 

Another question deals with orthography. Some words have more 

than one possible spelli ng in the Bible and, in fact, arc spelled differ

ent ly in various manuscripts of the sa me passage. Origi nally, some 
Hebrew lette rs were used only to represent the semivo\",cls y and IV, 

as well as II, but were later used to also denote vowel sou nds (i, 0 or II, 

and tl). This led to misreadings in some later man uscripts that wou ld 

also affect the results of a computer search. 

But the coup de grace came when two Bible schola rs exami ned 

the Bible Code in th e pages of the August 1997 issue of Bible l?evieIV. 

Ronald S. Hendel of Southern Method ist Un ive rsity entitl ed his re 

view "The Secret Code Hoax." Rabbi Sh lomo Sternberg, who teaches 

mathematics at Harvard, called his article, "Snake Oil for Sale." 

Examining the question ofYitzhak Rabin's assassination, Stern

berg noted that "the co mputer fOllnd that if you skip every 4,772 let

ters, the name Yi tzhak Rabin is em bedded in the biblical text. [n other 

words, there is a yod, the first letter ofYitzhak, followed 4,772 le tters 

later by the second lette r of his name, and so on. Th is means that if 

you print out the letters of the Hebrew Pen tat euch (using the Koren 

edition ) in rows 4,772 \etters wide, the name Yitzhak Rabin wi ll ap

pear in a vertical column" (p. 24). To Sternberg, this st retched credu

lity too far. 

Sternberg also took up the challenge launched by the prin cipa l 

Bible Code researcher, Michae l Drosnin, in an a rt icle publ ished in 

the 9 June 1997 issue of Newsweek, in which he said, "When my crit -
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ics fi nd a message aboLL t the assassination of a prime minister en
cryp ted in Moby Dick I will believe them." Sternberg asked an Aus

tralian mat hematics professor, Brend'lIl McKay, "to search Mohy Dick 
fo r such encrypted messages. He fou nd 13 'predicted' assassinations 

of public figures, several of them prime ministers or presidents or 

their equi valents.~ 1\"0 examples appear in Sternberg's article. One 
has a message reading, "Pres- Somoza-dies- he was shot- gun," 

which one might connec t to the 1980 assassi nation of former Nicara

gua n president Anastasio Somoza. The other has " Igandhi" in a vertical 

line intersec ted by a horizontal line readin g "thebloodydeed," whi ch 
brings to mind th e assassina tio n of Indian pr ime minister Indira 

Gandhi in 1984. Us ing the sa me reasoni ng for Stern berg's study as 
that employed by the Bible Code researchers, we wou ld have to con

clude that Cod also dictated Moby Dick and that Herm an Melville 
was a prophet! A Web site at cs.an u.edu.au/- bdm/dilugim/moby.html 

cites the va rious "Assassinations Foretold in Mohr Dick" and includes 

th e Mohr Dick prediction of the death of Princess Diana. But even 
Robert Louis Stevenson predicted th e princess's death and that of 

Presiden t Kennedy in hi s TreaSllre Island, as can be seen by the ex
amples posted at www.nsli.com/ .. . / lorah . 

The truth is, howeve r, Ihat with enough permutations, one can 

find such "prophe ti c" messagt.'s in auy lengt hy text. A Greek Ortho
dox priest of my acquaintance, using the Bible Code software, found 

the name Joseph Smith (written in Hebrew cha racters) severa l tim es 

in Ihe book o f Ge nesis. I wonder how thc many evange lical Ch ris
tians who have bough t into the Bible Code business wo uld react to 

this kind of information-or to the fact that Ort hodox Jewish re
searche rs have found the names of many medieval rabbis. alo ngside 

their birthdates. 

Not co ntent to LIse the Bible Code softwa re packaged with 
Drosnin's book, some enterpr ising soul has come up with software 

that can help search the Bible in Hebrew, Greek, and English.9 To buy 

9. 011<' can order the software online al www.bib!ceode$.coill. Web s iles given in this 

review "'<!rl' v31 id ;1$ of Octohn 2()02. 
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in to this idea, one must acknowledge that God built the original code 

in Hebrew but made prov ision for Greek and English t ranslat ions in 

which the code wou ld also wo rk. Bu t given the large number of Web 

sites on the Bible Code, it seems unnecessary to make such a purchase. lo 

Perhaps the strangest of these Web sites is rlln by a Latter-d,lY 

Saint who believes that the rea l Bib le Code is in gema tria, in which 

each lette r is assigned a nu meric value (t his lale use of the Hebrew al

phabet d id not exist in Old lcstament t imes).l1 He and his followers 

ta ke the numeric value of each letter in a wo rd, add them together, 

then look up that number in St rong's EX/Jallstive COllcordance of the 

lKing James ] Bible to see wha t wo rd they find. ( Ev ident ly, they are 

obl ivious to the fact that Strong could have arranged h is words ,1 bit 

differently and st ill been within his own parameters.) 

But his method goes beyond just the Bible. Th is group also uses 

telep hone Il umbt'rs, stret't addresses, zi p codes, and even Social Se

curity numbers to make predict ions. Using th is method, the owner of 

the site cla ims that his own marriage, incl uding the size of the ri ng he 

bought fo r h is bride and its price (plus his own Socia l Security num

ber and the house he bought just prior to his marriage) have all been 

predicted. He has a number of followers on his message boa rd, and it 

is clear from the traffic there that these people believe thai anything 

and everyth ing has not on ly been foreseen by God but that God has 

made use of the telepho ne direc to ry and vi rtua lly eve ry boo k ever 

publ ished to encode messages fo r us to decipher. Th is be ing the case, 

all of the "Moby Dick" argument s seem to fa ll on deaf ears. I find it 

particu larl y iron ic that the ideas held by this group of La tt er-day 

Saints smack of predestination, which conflic ts with the church's con

cept of the agency of man. 

Meanwhile, the May 1999 issue o f Srarisrica/ ScicIlcc, the journal 

that published the original study fi ve yea rs ea rl ier, incl uded a refuta-

11). It is not rea~ible to insert here all the Web sill'S 011 the ,uhj,'ct. One of the mor~ 

prominent is www.bibircodecritic.colll. 

J l. See www.greatccthings.cum/Word-Numhcr. 
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tion by fou r statistic ians, who wro te tha t "despite a co nsi derable 
amount of effor t, we have been unable to detect the codes."'! The is

sue is still being debated in pri nt an d on a nu mbe r of Web pages. 
One of the morc im press ive of th ese is a den un cia tion of the Bi ble 

Code by a growing list of math ematicians from around the world, 
some of whom accept the Torah (Genesis through Exodus) as inspired 
sc ripture but reject the concept of a hidden code,l.! 

My recomme nda tion to La tter-day Saints is to stick to wha t the 
prophets-ancient and modern- have told us about the future and 

not rely on this b tes t superstitious fad. 

11. For the full 'Irl icl~ with an imprr,~ive bibliography, see Brendan McKay, Dror 

B.lr-NJlan, fo,·lay.1 1I.lr·Hilte\. and (iiI KalaL ~Solving Ihe Bible Co(\e Punic," Sral;sl;wl 

$C;<'II(I' 14/2 ( ~'I"y 1999): 150-73. 

1 J. S~e www.Ill:llh.l":llh.'cll,"du/code/pCliliun.hlml. 





LATTER-DAY SAINT DOCTRINES AND THE BIBLE 

Stephen D. Ricks 

Some years ago, whil e attending the annual meeting of the Society 

of Biblical Literature in San Francisco and hustling fro m one ses

sion to another, [ was approached by Ca rl Mosser, himself an evan
gel ical Protestant and a grad ua te studen t in biblica l st udi es. He and 

his associa te. Pau l Owen, authored an article, "Mormon Scholarship, 
Apologetics, and Evangelical Neglect: Losing the Balilc and Not Know

in g It?"] in which they detailed the woefully inadequate preparation 

of evangel icals to deal wit h Latter-day Saint issues and to respond to 

Latter-day Saint scholars . Mosse r reiterated what he had st ressed 
when we met <11 BYU sOllle time before: that we could di sagrcc
indeed, \VC would have (0 di sagree-on a number of iss ues. but that 
we could do so with civility and respect. Reading Biblical Mormon

ism. I am impressed by its absence of shrillness and stridency, by its 
civility and respect toward other traditions- even when taking issue 
with their beliefs-but also by its tone of sel f-assurance in presenting 
the subject. Richard Hopkins-host of the Sunday evening radio talk 

I. Ca rl Mosser and Paul Owt:n. "Mormon Scholarship, Apologetics. and Evangelical 
Neglect: I.osing Ihe Balllt: 3nd NOl Knowing II?" Trinity /ourual. n.S .. 19f2. ( 1998): 179-2.05. 

Review of Richard R. Hopkins. Biblical Mormonism: Responding to 

Evangelical Criticism of LOS Theology. Bountiful, Utah: Horizon. 
1994.285 pages. with scripture and subject indexes. $19.98. 
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show " Religio n Today" 011 Salt Lake Ci ty rad io station KT KK- is the 

author of Biblical MormoliislII. His book provides its readers wit h an 

in troduction to the proper in terpretation of scriptures, a d iscussio n 
of the "Na ture an d Characteris t ics of God " fro m a Latt er-da y Sain t 
perspectivc, an examinat ion of the "Number of God " a nd of "God 

and Ma n," a treat ment of LItter-day Sa int vicws o n salvation ("Mor

mon So terio logy" ), and a d iscussion, fro m bib li cal ma ter ials, on 

dcat h, resurrection, jud gmen t, an d salvat io n for th e dead in Lalter
day Sain t theology (" Mormo n Escha tology"). 

Hopki ns wishes to arguc, through a careful cxa mi natio n of the 

releva n t bi blical lexts, thai Latter-day Sai nt doct ri nes ;Ire eminently 

de fensi ble fro m thc Bibl e. Th is irenic examina tion of the b ib li cal 

sou rces is a fa r cry from the writings of James White, whose screeds 

agai nst the church mark h im as a d irect spi rit ual descenden t of "Dr." 

Walt er Marti n. A few years ago White was on a rad io talk show wi th 

two of my friends, who asked h im how he knt'w th;lI the Bible is trul' 

and normative. This questio n White was utt erly unable to answe r. 

But th e difficu lt y is that the in ten t of someone like Whi te is not to 

un derstand bu t to sco re po ints against poten tial opponents. That 

even ing's encou nter on the rad io also ra ised the (for Protest,lIlts ) in 

superable p roblem of authori ty in religious matters. The q uestion of 

au tho ri ty is th e key un reso lved- and un resolvable-difficulty for 

Protestants and , in the Westcrn Chri st ian tr:ld il ion, the key strength 

fo r Litter-day Saints and for Ro man Cathol ics, both of who m accept 

particular ind ividuals as co ntinuing sources of author ity. (This re

min ds me o r th e story related by the la tc Elder LeGra nd Richards, 

who said thllt a Catholic acquai ntance once told hi m, "YOli Mo rmons 

are all ignoramuses. YOLI don't eve n know the strengt h of your own 

posi t ion ... . If we are ri ght, you are wrong; if yo u are righ t, wt' are 

wrong; an d that 's all there is to it. The Protcstants ha ven't a leg to 

stand on.")1 

Biblim/ Morllloll ism's int roduction to the proper inte rp retat io n 

o f scripturcs contains an excel lent set of "Some Rules of Bib lical Hcr-

2. It'Gr,md Richards, t\ M<lrI'c/lJIu \Vork ali<I II I\'"ml.., (Salt I..lk.: Cil)': D<·~l·r"l 

Book. 1')50 ). 3~1 . 
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meneuti cs," which Wt' re bor rowed from a Protestant ha nd book of 

"biblical hermeneu tics," thus enabling the Latter-day Saint reader to 

eng.lge in discussio ns wit h non- Latter-day Saint s using the very set 

o f ru les that Protestants themselves wrote. These principl es include 

"ru les for the interpretation of sentences," "rules by which the mea n

ings of wo rds shall be ascert ained," " rules for the in te rpretation of 

figurative hw guage,"" rul es for interp retat io n of rare wo rds,""intcr

preting sc ripture as a whole," "interpreting the O ld 'iestament in light 

of the New," and " interp ret ing th e scriptures." In his disc uss ion of 

"exegesis" (in ter pretat io n of the tex t of the Bible), Hopki ns helps 

L'ltter-day Sa int s to understa nd tha t a si mple t ranslatio n may mask 

diffi cult ies th at a reading of the o ri ginal would have clarified. Por ex

am ple, tht- Iate Keith Marston, in his Missionary Pal: UeferenCct Guide 
for MiSS/O/wries (I//(/ Tcae/ ,ers, ci tes a poss ible tex tua l co ntradiction in 

the story of Sa ul's vision un the road to Damasc us betwee n Acts 9:7, 

where the King James Ve rsion states, "A nd the men which journeyed 

wit h him stood speech less, hearing:1 voice, but seeing no man ," a nd 

Acts 22:9, whe re we reild , "A nd they that were wi th me saw indeed 

th e light , and were afra id ; but they heard nol the voice of him thai 

spake to rne." Howeve r, the mea nin gs of th e Greek wo rd s for "hea r" 

in th ese two passages are differe nt: while the Greek word (lko/loJlles 
(plus genitiVt.' object ) in Ac ts 9:7 means simply "to hea r," the phrase 

in Acts 22:9 ollk ckOllsal/ (plus accusa tive object) means " to hear with 

comp rehension." Thus, while Pillll'S companions son\' a light and heard 

a voice wh ile with h im on th e road to Damascus, they were no t able 

to understand that vo ice (p. 33). 

l3ibliwl Mormonism con tains a good discuss io n of salva tion by 

grace (PI'. 139-64 ). Hopk ins observes th at "justification" and "sancti

fication" come through ,I com bina tio n of fa ith and "a system of rigb

tl.'O US works" (p. 143). II is asto nishi ng that, though fund:unent:t lists 

and eV:lIlgel ica ls do not in f:Kt clai m that "grace" is ach ieved by fa ith 

alone, thl.'Y act as th ough it is. II is also remarkable tha t fundamenta l

ists and ev;m gcli cals do not treat believi ng a nd faith :IS th ough th ey 

were an act, a ltho ugh many o ther reaso nab le ind iv idu als do. [ am 

reminded of the pamdoxical situation 01':111 individ ua l who became a 
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"born -agai n" Bapt ist in 1959 (thus en titling himself to ir resistible 

grace), then joined the Chu rch of Jesus Chr ist of Latte r-day Sain ts 
about twenty years later, thereby "canceli ng" the prom ised, presu lll

ably ir resistible grace and sa lvation fo r himself. Reading Biblical Mor

/llof/ism gives us a grea t opportuni ty to understand just how defensible 

the relat ion of fa ith and works is to sa lva tion. 
Occas ionally Hopk ins nods off in his discussion. For instance, he 

uses the phrase gellitive tense rather than the more correct gellitive case 
(p. 35). Still, Hopkins's careful analysis and lucid exposi tion Illore than 

repay a thoughtfu l reading of the book. 

Biblical Mormonism is a model study of the pliln of salvat ion 
based on a careful examina tion of the bibl ical texts. It shows how de

fensible Latter-day Sain t doctri nes are when properly el ucida ted and 
interpreted. In any literary or text ual st udy trut h cannot be "proven" 
so lely on the basis of the lext itself: probabilities have to be weighed 

agai nst each other, the most compc!ling insta nces ranked higher than 
others. Alistin Farrer's observa tions on rational argument in rel igious 

disc ussion show how import ant a co ntribution the principles of ra
tio nal argumen tation present ed in Biblical Mormonism make to the 
elucidation and defense of Latter-day Saint teachings from the text of 

lhe Bible: "Though argument docs not create conviction, th e lac k of 
it destroys belief. What seems to be proved may not be embraced; but 

what no one shows the abi lity to defe nd is quick ly abandoned. Ra
tiona l argll ment does not create belief, but it maintai ns a cl imate in 
which belief Illay flour ish."} 

J. Auslin F3rrcr, uThe Christi3n ,\pologisl." in Ligh, PH C. S. I.t'\vis. cd. hx<'lyn (.;ibb 

(Nrw York: Harcourt, Urace & \'iorld, 1965), l.f>. 
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