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To Our Readers

The Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship encourages and supports research on the Book of Mormon, the Book of
Abraham, the Bible, other ancient scripture, and related subjects. The
Maxwell Institute publishes and distributes titles in these areas for
the benefit of scholars and interested Latter-day Saint readers.
Primary research interests at the Maxwell Institute include the
history, language, literature, culture, geography, politics, and law rele
vant to ancient scripture. Although such subjects are of secondary importance when compared with the spiritual and eternal messages of
scripture, solid research and academic perspectives can supply certain
kinds of useful information, even if only tentatively, concerning many
significant and interesting questions about scripture.
The Maxwell Institute makes reports about this research available widely, promptly, and economically. These publications are peerreviewed to ensure that scholarly standards are met. The proceeds from
the sale of these materials are used to support further research and
publications.
The purpose of the FARMS Review is to help serious readers make
informed choices and judgments about books published on the Book
of Mormon and associated topics, as well as to publish substantial
freestanding essays on related matters. We hope, thereby, to encourage reliable scholarship with regard to such subjects.
Most reviews and articles are solicited or assigned. Any person interested in writing a specific article or review should send a proposal
to the editor. If the proposal is accepted, the Review style guidelines
will be sent with the acceptance.
The opinions expressed in these reviews and articles are those
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the opinions of the
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Maxwell Institute, its editors, Brigham Young University, the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or the authors’ employers. No por
tion of the reviews or articles may be used in advertising or for any
other commercial purpose without the express written permission of
the Maxwell Institute.
The FARMS Review is published semiannually. See the Web site
at maxwellinstitute.byu.edu for reviews and articles appearing in the
FARMS Review.
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Editor’s Introduction

Reflections on the Reactions to Rough
Stone Rolling and Related Matters
Daniel C. Peterson

A

good personal friend and an enthusiastic friend of the FARMS
Review died on Friday, 13 April 2007, after a relatively brief illness. The obituary that appeared in the Deseret Morning News on the
following day, prepared by Davis Bitton himself (with some obvious
later modifications by others) roughly a decade before his passing,
captured much about the man:
R. Davis Bitton 1930–2007. I, Ronald Davis Bitton, have
moved on to the next stage of existence. As you read this, I am
having a ball rejoining my parents and grandparents, uncles,
aunts, cousins, and dear friends and associates I knew on earth.
I am wide awake, no longer struggling with the narcolepsy that
handicapped but did not defeat me, and cheerfully taking in
the new state of affairs and accepting the callings that will
occupy me there. It has been an abundant life. Growing up
in Blackfoot, Idaho, where I was born on 22 February 1930,
and on a farm in nearby Groveland, I never felt one moment
of familial insecurity. My parents, Ronald Wayne and Lola
Davis Bitton, loved me and did everything they could to see
that I had opportunities, including piano lessons from age six.
I learned to work in the house, in the yard, on the farm, and in
local retail stores. I learned to write as a reporter for the Daily
Bulletin. I remember enjoying a trip to the San Francisco
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world’s fair, fishing and hunting trips, scouting camps, and
community concerts. I had great friends and was elected to
several student offices. I learned to compete in softball and
basketball. I joined a crack high school debating team. As a
student at Brigham Young University, missionary in France,
enlisted man in the U.S. Army, and graduate student at Prince
ton University, I felt myself growing in understanding. I went
on to be a professor of history at the University of Texas at
Austin, the University of California at Santa Barbara, and
for 29 years the University of Utah, enjoying many congenial
students and colleagues. I have presented papers at scholarly
conventions and published articles and books. I have loved
good food, good books, the out of doors, music, art, the dappled things. A nurturing home throughout my life has been
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Bishops, stake
presidents, teachers, mission presidents, and general authorities I have known have been people I could admire and follow.
My own opportunities to serve have been numerous, starting
at a very young age and including elders quorum president,
counselor in a bishopric, member of the stake high council, and gospel doctrine teacher for many years. From 1972
to 1982 I served as assistant church historian. I have loved
the hymns, the scriptures, the temple. I am grateful for Aunt
Vilate Thiele, my mother’s sister, a steady friend; my other
uncles and aunts on both sides; my brother, John Boyd Bitton;
my sisters, Marilyn Bitton Lambson and Elaine Bitton Benson;
wonderful nephews and nieces; children, Ronald Bitton, Kelly
Bitton Burdge, Timothy Bitton, Jill Cochran, Stephanie Ross,
Debbie Callahan, Larry Morris, Judy Nauta, Earl Morris,
Delbert Morris; their spouses; and 56 grandchildren and
great-grandchildren, all of whom are to me a delight. Having
learned the value of loyalty, I appreciated the affection and
interest of my family as well as cherished friends. No one has
been more important to me than my dear wife and companion JoAn, a woman loved by all who knew her. She rallied to
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my side, stood by me through thick and thin, grew with me,
laughed with me, made good things happen, and, marvel of
marvels, agreed to be my companion through time and all
eternity. I have not lived a perfect life, but I have tried. And I
know in whom I have trusted.
Quite a résumé as it stands, but, still, characteristically modest and
understated. A former student of his, Dennis Lythgoe, who himself
went on to earn a doctorate and to teach and publish in history, wrote a
tribute to Davis in the Deseret Morning News, accurately titled “Gentle
Mormon Historian Wasn’t Full of Himself.” Lythgoe praised him for
his “distinguished, even elegant, career as a historian/professor.”
I was impressed that he was not, unlike so many other professors, full of himself. He was soft-spoken, commented in a
group only when he had something important to say—and he
taught his classes the same way. . . .
His writing was like his speaking—carefully crafted,
never verbose. Like Elmore Leonard, the talented crime novelist, he always left out anything the reader might skip over.
“He gave me,” Lythgoe remembered,
one piece of advice that was very strong, especially for him—
he said, “Don’t ever write Mormon history. It will be controversial, and Mormon history is so little regarded nationally
that you’ll never get a job.”
Well, I knew that he already wrote Mormon history—even
though he was trained as a European historian and wrote
books in that specialty—so I asked him about it.
“I write Mormon history with my left hand,” he said. . . .
He meant that he would always keep that part of his scholarship low key. . . . Although he continued to teach European
	. Dennis Lythgoe, “Gentle Mormon Historian Wasn’t Full of Himself,” Deseret
Morning News, 29 April 2007.
	. An example of his scholarship on European history is The French Nobility in
Crisis, 1560–1640 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1969).
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history until he retired, he steadily accelerated his contributions to Mormon history. . . .
I wonder what else Bitton did with his left hand? Few people knew of his excellence as a classical pianist—he seemed
always to do everything with just the right touch.
Davis helped to found the Mormon History Association. He
delivered numerous academic papers at its annual meetings and
served as its president from 1971 to 1972. He won the MHA’s 1975 Best
Article Award for “The Ritualization of Mormon History” and “The
Making of a Community: Blackfoot, Idaho, 1878 to 1910.” He took
the MHA’s 1977 Best Bibliography Award home for his invaluable
Guide to Mormon Diaries and Autobiographies. In 1999, he received
the Association’s Best Book Award for his biography of George Q.
Cannon.
I had admired Davis Bitton for many years, and had heard him
speak several times, before I actually met him. I had always especially liked The Mormon Experience, a book that he published with
his friend and colleague Leonard J. Arrington in 1979. So it was a
delight to get to know him after I came to Utah to teach at Brigham
Young University. During the time that Davis was teaching in Santa
Barbara, a number of Latter-day Saint friends there had formed a
monthly reading group under the whimsical name of “The Gadianton
Polysophical Marching and Chowder Society.” When many of them
relocated to Utah, the GPMCS moved with them, and eventually my
wife and I were invited to join. Every month for roughly two decades,
	. Davis Bitton, “The Ritualization of Mormon History,” Utah Historical Quarterly
43/1 (1975): 67–85; and “The Making of a Community: Blackfoot, Idaho, 1878 to 1910,”
Idaho Yesterdays 19/1 (1975): 2–17.
	. Davis Bitton, Guide to Mormon Diaries and Autobiographies (Provo, UT: Brigham
Young University Press, 1977).
	. Davis Bitton, George Q. Cannon: A Biography (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1999). A few years later Bitton contributed an essay on Cannon—“George Q. Cannon
and the Faithful Narrative of Mormon History”—to the FARMS Review of Books 14/1
(2002): 1–17.
	. Leonard J. Arrington and Davis Bitton, The Mormon Experience: A History of the
Latter-day Saints (New York: Knopf, 1979).
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we’ve looked forward to visiting with Davis and his wife, JoAn. Debbie
and I will miss him terribly.
When a special issue of the FARMS Review—then called the Review
of Books on the Book of Mormon—was being prepared in response to
a substantial attack on the credibility of the Book of Mormon, Davis
contacted me. He wasn’t sure, he said, whether he really had much to
contribute, but he wondered whether I would be willing to include an
essay from him in our reply. He was worried, he told me, that some
might be confused as to his stance regarding the truth claims of the
restoration, and he wanted to “fly the flag,” to show which side he was
on. I was, of course, pleased and honored to include the first of several
pieces that he would contribute to the Review.
In 2001, the mature Davis Bitton critiqued an essay that the much
younger Davis Bitton had published in Dialogue in 1966. More than
one person, seeing “Davis Bitton” rebutting an article by Davis Bitton,
wondered initially whether we hadn’t made a typographical error.
For all his gentleness, Davis was unafraid of controversy when he
felt that something needed to be said. In 2003, for example, he made
his opinion crystal clear about an author who had labored surreptitiously for years to write an assault on the claims of Mormonism
while, at the same time, drawing a paycheck from the church, and
whose partisans were claiming for him a grossly inflated status as a
historian and a scholar. The following year, he set forth some basic
rules for identifying anti-Mormon propaganda and distinguishing it
from serious scholarship.10
	. Davis Bitton, review of New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in
Critical Methodology, ed. Brent Lee Metcalfe, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/1
(1994): 1–7.
	. Compare Davis Bitton, “Anti-Intellectualism in Mormon History,” Dialogue 1/3
(1966): 111–34, and “Mormon Anti-Intellectualism: A Reply,” FARMS Review of Books
13/2 (2001): 59–62.
	. Davis Bitton, “The Charge of a Man with a Broken Lance (But Look What He
Doesn’t Tell Us),” FARMS Review 15/2 (2003): 257–71.
10. Davis Bitton, “Spotting an Anti-Mormon Book,” FARMS Review 16/1 (2004):
355–60. And under the pseudonym of Rockwell D. Porter, Davis collaborated with none
other than Louis Midgley on “A Dancer/Journalist’s Anti-Mormon Diatribe,” FARMS
Review 15/1 (2003): 259–72.
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Davis’s own reflections on faith and history appeared in 2004’s “I
Don’t Have a Testimony of the History of the Church.”11 A few readers, missing the point of his essay, have again, because of this article,
sought to portray him as a closet unbeliever, or, at least, as someone
who accorded the founding events of the restoration only metaphorical truth and reality. They misjudge him, absolutely. I knew him for
approximately twenty years and had many discussions with him about
Mormonism and Mormon history.12 If Davis Bitton was not a genuine
believer, I’m a mushroom.
It was apparent that Davis had health problems, but, nonetheless, his death came as a shock. From an entirely selfish point of view,
moreover, there were still other projects in which I hoped to interest
him. I have lost a friend, and Mormonism has lost an important voice.
We rejoice for him, and pity ourselves.
Mormonism: Academically Respectable?
“There has been much talk among historians of Mormonism,”
writes John-Charles Duffy in a recent article in the John Whitmer
Historical Association Journal,
about avoiding the “prophet or fraud” polemic surrounding
Joseph Smith. But avoiding that polemic is easier said than
done. Had Smith confined his claims to visions and revelations,
it would have been simpler for “faithful” LDS scholars and others to develop a common discourse predicated on agreement
11. Davis Bitton, “I Don’t Have a Testimony of the History of the Church,” FARMS
Review 16/2 (2004): 337–54.
12. Davis also contributed to FARMS publications outside of the FARMS Review; see
Bitton, “B. H. Roberts and Book of Mormon Scholarship,” Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 8/2 (1999): 60–69; Bitton, “The Ram and the Lion: Lyman Wight and Brigham
Young,” in The Disciple as Witness: Essays on Latter-day Saint History and Doctrine
in Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W. Parry, and
Andrew H. Hedges (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), 37–60. Bitton also served as editor of
Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson (Provo,
UT: FARMS, 1998)—his contributions to that volume included the acknowledgments
(pages vii–viii), the introduction (pages ix–xliv), and a chapter entitled “Mormon Funeral
Sermons in the Nineteenth Century” (pages 27–50).

Introduction • xvii

that Smith sincerely believed he had seen angels and written
texts under inspiration. Matters are complicated, however, by
Smith’s claim to have possessed golden plates which others
claimed to have handled. As Terryl Givens has observed, the
claim to tangibility presses us out of “the realms of interiority
and subjectivity.” When witnesses report having hefted something heavy concealed in a box or under cloth, it becomes hard
for scholars unconverted to Mormon orthodoxy to avoid the
suspicion that, in Richard Bushman’s words, “something fishy
was going on.” The plates are thus a potential “scandal” in the
sense of the Greek skandalon: a stumbling block to conversation about Mormonism across the religious divide and hence
to the mainstreaming of Mormon studies.13
A ready comparison can be found in Muhammad, the founding
prophet of Islam.14 Unlike many of those claimed by Joseph Smith,
Muhammad’s revelations are never received in company with others, and they do not involve tangible objects of reputedly divine origin.15 While it might be possible to dismiss Muhammad’s experiences
as merely subjective hallucinations, it is nigh impossible to dismiss
13. John-Charles Duffy, “Just How ‘Scandalous’ Is the Golden Plates Story? Academic
Discourse on the Origin of the Book of Mormon,” John Whitmer Historical Association
Journal 26 (2006): 142. Duffy’s citations are, respectively, from Terryl L. Givens, By the
Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture That Launched a New World Religion (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2002), 12, and from Richard Lyman Bushman, Believing History:
Latter-day Saint Essays, ed. Reid L. Neilson and Jed Woodworth (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2004), 269—both very important works. Duffy’s reference to the Book of
Mormon witnesses as “having hefted something heavy concealed in a box or under cloth”
(while failing to mention their repeated claims of having seen the plates directly and, in the
case of the Eight, of having held the plates and turned their leaves) leads me to suspect that
he subscribes to Dan Vogel’s tendentious revisionism on the subject.
14. I offer a basic narrative biography of the Muslim prophet in Daniel C. Peterson,
Muhammad: Prophet of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007).
15. Joseph Smith’s shared revelations include (but are not limited to) the experiences
of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon, the restoration of the Aaronic and Melchizedek
Priesthoods (jointly received with Oliver Cowdery), the vision of the three degrees of
glory recorded in Doctrine and Covenants 76 (shared with Sidney Rigdon), and the
visions of Jehovah, Moses, Elias, and Elijah recorded in Doctrine and Covenants 110
(shared with Oliver Cowdery).
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Joseph Smith’s claims as based on mere personal delusion since others
shared many of his experiences with him at crucial points and since
objects like the golden plates and the interpreters or directors, later
called Urim and Thummim, seem actually to have existed in objective
reality, accessible to others besides Joseph. The contrast with such varied figures as the Buddha, St. John of the Cross, St. Therese of Lisieux,
and Plotinus, as well as Muhammad, is patent.
Despite the difficulties inherent in mainstreaming Mormon studies, says Duffy, “a number of faithful scholars appear confident of their
ability to credibly voice orthodox claims about the Book of Mormon
in non-Mormon academic venues.”16 Duffy cites Noel Reynolds as
believing that “we are nearing the point when it might be acceptable
for non-LDS academic presses to publish academic books on Book of
Mormon topics that would be written from a faithful perspective.”17
Further, Duffy says, “Brigham Young University faculty members
John Tvedtnes and Noel Reynolds offer anecdotal evidence that nonMormon academics are coming to seriously consider LDS scholarship
on the Book of Mormon and even to be convinced of the book’s antiquity or Hebrew provenance.”18
Duffy disagrees. But with what, precisely, does he disagree? He
appears to be inflating the claims made by Tvedtnes and Reynolds
beyond what they actually said.19 Terryl Givens’s By the Hand of
16. Duffy, “Just How ‘Scandalous’ Is the Golden Plates Story?” 142.
17. Duffy, “Just How ‘Scandalous’ Is the Golden Plates Story?” 143.
18. Duffy, “Just How ‘Scandalous’ Is the Golden Plates Story?” 142–43. Actually,
just to be precise, although John Tvedtnes was, until his recent retirement, employed
by FARMS and then by the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, he was
never a member of the BYU faculty.
19. Duffy’s readings are sometimes unreliable. For example, he misguidedly conflates
the positions of Louis Midgley and David Bohn on the question of historical objectivity
(Duffy, 156–57 n. 59)—a surprisingly common mistake, given the distinct differences
between the two. And he portrays me as rather giddily “excited” by Terryl Givens’s By
the Hand of Mormon (Duffy, 157 n. 61). I do indeed like the book very much, but, so far
as I can tell, my pulse remained fairly calm throughout my reading of it. “BYU’s John
Clark affirmed, during the Joseph Smith symposium at the Library of Congress in May
2005, that archaeological evidence compels the conclusion that the Book of Mormon is
an ancient record translated through supernatural means” (Duffy, 160). “I can’t imagine
using this language,” wrote Professor Clark in a personal e-mail response to me (dated
16 April 2007) when I asked him about this summary of his alleged view. “I looked it
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Mormon and, to a lesser degree, Richard Bushman’s Believing History
seem to indicate that it may indeed be gradually becoming acceptable for secular academic presses to publish academic books on Book
of Mormon topics that are written from a faithful perspective. But
Reynolds has never suggested that mainstream academic presses will
soon be eager purveyors of Mormon apologetics and advocacy. Nor
has he claimed that significant numbers of non-LDS scholars accept
Joseph Smith’s claims about supernatural events. He has simply noted,
with specific illustrations, that certain prominent academics, seriously
reading the Book of Mormon for the first time, have acknowledged its
depth, complexity, and richness. Likewise, John Tvedtnes has related
particular personal experiences in which he understood Chaim Rabin
and David Flusser, two very significant Israeli scholars who are now
deceased, to allow the distinct possibility that Latter-day Saint claims
have authentic roots in ancient Judaism. He has never declared that
such sentiments are common in academia, let alone universal.
Duffy further observes that,
in light of Givens’ assertion that the eight witnesses’ testimony is “perhaps the most extensive and yet contentious body
of evidence in support of the tactile reality of supernaturally
conveyed artifacts that we have in the modern age,” it is striking that most non-Mormon scholars writing on the Book of
Mormon do not attempt to come to terms with that evidence.
Most non-Mormon scholars, it would seem, do not regard the
witnesses as a challenge that must be answered.20
up: ‘The scientific trend of archaeological evidence of its historic facticity indicates that
the Book of Mormon is what Joseph Smith claimed it was—an ancient book.’ In science,
few things are compelling. I guess this statement is closer to my views than the alternative.” Clark was referring to his own summary in “Archaeological Trends and the Book
of Mormon Origins,” in The Worlds of Joseph Smith: A Bicentennial Conference at the
Library of Congress (Provo, UT: BYU Studies, 2005), 98.
20. Duffy, “Just How ‘Scandalous’ Is the Golden Plates Story?” 158–59. Duffy is citing Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 22. Givens makes a similar point in his important but relatively neglected work, The Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the
Construction of Heresy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 91.
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I agree with Duffy on this point. Occasionally, I’m even puzzled
by the phenomenon. But I’ve long since ceased to be surprised by it.
Many years ago, while visiting from the east coast, a non-Mormon professor who has written on Latter-day Saint history came to my house
as the guest of a member of our monthly (GPMCS) reading group. At
one point during the evening discussion, expressing weary boredom
with regard to the issue of Mormonism’s truth claims, he declared
that the historical study of Mormonism ought rather to focus on such
questions as the origin of the Mormon ecclesiastical unit called a
ward. I suspect that his lack of interest in Mormon religious claims
reflects a presupposition, on his part, that the question of those claims
has already been settled in the negative. Joseph Smith’s supernatural
assertions, from his vantage point, are self-evidently false; genuine
scholarly investigation of them is a waste of time.
Duffy continues by pointing out that, “in the non-Mormon academy, [Terryl Givens’s] By the Hand of Mormon has been essentially
ignored, a . . . sign of faithful scholarship’s detachment from academic
conversation.”21 Of course, the “detachment,” if his claim is true (and
I have not verified it), is on the side of the secular or, at any rate, the
non-Mormon academy, rather than on that of “faithful scholarship.”
Publishing a sympathetic reading of the Book of Mormon and attendant issues with Oxford University Press—arguably the most prestigious academic press in the English-speaking world—hardly suggests
any effort on the part of Terryl Givens to avoid the gaze of the scholarly mainstream. Whether the scholarly mainstream takes notice or
not is beyond his (or our) power to control.
While faithful perspectives on Mormon claims may, thus far,
not attract the attention of large numbers of non-LDS academics,
Mormonism is not entirely ignored in scholarly writing and publishing. However, when it is mentioned, its truth claims are either passed
over in silence or implicitly assumed (or expressly declared) to be
false. As Duffy correctly notes with respect to academic protocol and
convention, “A lack of symmetry exists: scholars may openly argue
21. Duffy, “Just How ‘Scandalous’ Is the Golden Plates Story?” 158.
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against the orthodox account of the Book of Mormon but faithful
scholars may not openly argue for it.”22
This seems to have been the case even in the Public Broadcasting
System documentary The Mormons that was aired throughout the
United States on 30 April and 1 May 2007. Among its several grave
and conspicuous flaws, the film allowed several of its non-LDS and
ex-LDS interviewees to assert Mormonism’s alleged falsity and lack
of supporting evidence, but no believing Latter-day Saint was allowed
(on screen, anyway) to affirm the contrary, let alone to provide a substantial rebuttal to those assertions. (As one of those who appeared in
both parts of the film, I can definitively state that at least one interviewee would have been willing to do just that. Indeed, although the
vast bulk of my lengthy interviews with Helen Whitney obviously
ended up on the cutting-room floor, I seem to recall speaking to those
very topics.)23 The sense given by the film, and probably the presumption shared by its producers and authors, is that, while Mormonism
may well give meaning and comfort to those who believe in it and are
capable of living by its standards, those believers are, in the end, mistaken or irrational. The question of Mormon truth claims has already
been answered, and in the negative. It requires no actual attention.
Now, admittedly, the academic mainstream and the leadership of
PBS probably don’t regard Mormon belief as substantially more irrational than most other religious belief. The Mormons more than once
observed that other faiths, mainstream Christianity among them,
have had to grow beyond their founding stories, and suggested that, if
Mormonism is to survive, it too will have to reinterpret or even jettison
its original claims.24 In any case, vocal advocacy of such claims as nonmetaphorical is considered by many in the academic and journalistic
elite to be, at a minimum, in very poor taste and rather embarrassing
22. Duffy, “Just How ‘Scandalous’ Is the Golden Plates Story?” 160.
23. For a more complete transcript of several interviews, see www.pbs.org/mormons
/interviews (accessed 8 May 2007).
24. See the interview with Jon Butler at www.pbs.org/mormons/interviews (accessed
8 May 2007).
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(while skepticism about them would surely not be). And this is not true
only with regard to Mormonism.25
Quite a few years ago, returning from the annual joint national
meeting of the American Academy of Religion and the Society of
Biblical Literature, I found myself seated on a flight (from Boston, if
I recall correctly) next to the then-president of the Evangelical Theo
logical Society. As our conversation proceeded, he mentioned that, in
one of the conference sessions he had attended, an adherent of Wicca (a
modern and, in my opinion, quite inauthentic and ahistorical version
of “witchcraft”) had borne a kind of testimony from the podium, as
part of her academic presentation. She found her religious preference liberating, empowering, satisfying. The audience, even the nonWiccans among them, appeared to take her comments completely in
stride. However, my evangelical seatmate speculated that, by contrast,
if he ever chose to affirm his faith and to speak of his trust in Jesus as
his personal savior before such an academic gathering, his remarks
would be considered a gross breach of scholarly protocol.
I concurred, and told him so. Why the difference? I suppose that it’s
because few in the academy take Wicca seriously as a theology. And, in
fact, many of its adherents probably don’t take its doctrinal assertions
about “the Goddess” as more than metaphor and poetic symbol, either.
Yet theologically and politically liberal non-Wiccans in academia are
inclined to approve of it, or at least to tolerate it benignly, as feminist,
progressive, and subversive of conservative male hegemony, capitalism, and who knows what else. Christianity, however, represents the
“Establishment,” the dominant influence in Western culture for nearly
the past two thousand years—a force that is itself, quite absurdly, often
held to be responsible for nearly all the evil, oppression, sexism, injustice, violence, and environmental degradation that has occurred on the
planet.26 Its disciples, particularly in the growing and vocal evangelical wing of the Protestant movement and in the powerful, hierarchical
25. This is probably one of the points to take away from Hugh Hewitt’s A Mormon
in the White House? Ten Things Every American Should Know about Mitt Romney
(Washington, DC: Regnery, 2007).
26. Rodney Stark’s The Victory of Reason: How Christianity Led to Freedom, Capi
talism, and Western Success (New York: Random House, 2005), is just one of several
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Roman Catholic Church, tend to take its claims as literally true rather
than merely poetically symbolic. The American cultural and intellectual elite are far more frightened of what they believe to be a looming
Christian theocracy than of a resurgence of “witchcraft.”
How does Mormonism fit into this? While evangelical detractors
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints insist that it is nonChristian, even pagan, secularists (who pay no attention to evangelical polemicists in any case) are not fooled. A hierarchical, corporate,
powerful, patriarchal, literalizing, aggressively missionizing movement like Mormonism represents everything they fear and despise in
Christianity generally—but in a much more concentrated form than
usual. Moreover, the recent historical origins of Mormonism and the
tangibility of Mormon claims force the issue of truth or falsity far
more acutely than happens, say, with the ancient and historically irretrievable origins of Christianity itself.
To cite a recent example: Writing in Slate—a daily online magazine “offering analysis and commentary about politics, news, and
culture”—in December 2006, Jacob Weisberg argued that Mitt Romney
should be rejected as a candidate for the United States presidency on
religious grounds. Anybody who believes “the founding whoppers
of Mormonism” is, he suggested, manifestly unqualified to lead the
nation. The Mormon prophet Joseph Smith, Weisberg wrote, “was an
obvious con man. Romney has every right to believe in con men, but I
want to know if he does, and if so, I don’t want him running the country.” From the perspective of a devout secularist like Weisberg, though,
ideas like the resurrection and the miraculous parting of the Red Sea
are no less absurd than Joseph Smith’s golden plates. Weisberg views
reliance upon religious faith in general, not merely Mormonism, “as
an alternative to rational understanding of complex issues.” (He offers
George Bush’s Methodism as another example of frightening religious
fanaticism.) Weisberg regards all religious doctrines as “dogmatic,
irrational, and absurd. By holding them, someone indicates a basic
failure to think for himself or see the world as it is.” More commonly
excellent correctives to this nonsensical but, in academia, surprisingly widespread view
of human history.
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held creeds have simply been granted an unmerited patina of respectability by the sheer passage of time. “Perhaps Christianity and Judaism
are merely more venerable and poetic versions of the same. But a few
eons makes a big difference.”27
A Test Case
The publication of Richard Bushman’s long-awaited Joseph Smith:
Rough Stone Rolling in 2005 occasioned a great deal of discussion in
Latter-day Saint circles and a certain degree even beyond.28 Not surprisingly, it also inspired reflections by Bushman himself. Some of his
meditations have now been made available in a remarkably candid
limited-edition memoir entitled On the Road with Joseph Smith: An
Author’s Diary.29
For much of the first part of the memoir, which is really a collection of diary entries, Bushman is anticipating the reviews of his
book, the first copies of which had arrived from the publisher on 2 Sep
tember 2005. He dreads them, largely (though not entirely) for reasons
already alluded to here.
I will be subject to public humiliation. . . . I keep thinking of
the New York Times review when it comes. More likely than
not, it will go to someone who thinks Joseph Smith was a
scoundrel and the Mormons fanatics. . . . They will think my
book is a celebration and anything but a balanced history. My
works and I will be demeaned in the public prints.30
I know it is going to be given only grudging respect in many of
the reviews. There will not be the excitement and enthusiasm
27. Jacob Weisberg, “Romney’s Religion: A Mormon President? No Way,” Slate, 20
December 2006, online at www.slate.com/id/2155902 (accessed 7 May 2007).
28. Richard Lyman Bushman: Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Knopf,
2005); a paperback version was released in March 2007.
29. Richard Lyman Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith: An Author’s Diary
(New York: Mormon Artists Group, 2006). One hundred copies of this book were made
available to the public. I will, however, with the recent release of a more accessible edition,
cite from the 2007 version published by Greg Kofford Books.
30. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 25 (13 September 2005).
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Jim [Lucas, a Latter-day Saint friend] and others expect. . . . I
feel myself hunkering down, waiting for the blows to fall.31
By 24 September, roughly three weeks after he had seen the first
copy of his book, the reviews were beginning to trickle in.
I realize I don’t like to read any kind of review, even the favorable ones. I am annoyed by what the reviewers choose to
emphasize in Joseph’s life. Most of them pick up a few fragments and present them as if they were the key elements. There
is something so cavalier about the implicit assertion that they
have delivered the essence of the man.32
Speaking to a small group of Latter-day Saint academics and
graduate students in the Boston area on 6 October 2005,
I posed the question whether a book about Joseph Smith written by a Mormon can be useful to non-Mormons. I thought,
of course, it could until George Marsden said this is a biography for Mormons only, a theme repeated at the John Whitmer
panel last week. Too sympathetic, bordering on the apologetic,
I guess they have concluded. In my heart of hearts, I say to
myself, you don’t like it because you don’t like Joseph Smith.
You want him to be an impostor and a scoundrel; and when I
make him something more, you conclude I am an apologist.
. . . Joseph Smith is simply too far off the map for serious consideration. Anyone who tries to bring him back on the map
must be a partisan.33
The Harvard religious historian Robert Orsi, who also writes
empathetically, has observed that his critics object to his sympathetic portrayals of people’s religious faith and practices.
The fact that he is a substantial scholar with standing in the

31. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 28–29 (19 September 2005).
32. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 31–32 (24 September 2005).
33. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 43–44 (6 October 2005).
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profession makes him all the more dangerous and annoying
to the skeptics.34
There is a manifest asymmetry between academia’s easy tolerance
of expressions of skepticism about religious claims and its general discomfort at affirmative religious advocacy. In the case of Bushman’s
Rough Stone Rolling, my hunch is that dominant attitudes toward religion among the academic/intellectual elite class combine unhealthily with another tendency to torpedo his chances for an enthusiastic
reception: While tell-all biographies reflecting disdain for their subject are often quite acceptable, admiring biographies, where the author
plainly likes the person about whom he’s writing, tend to be dismissed
as uncritical and unscholarly hagiographies.
A comment on quite a different topic by the well-known British
philosopher Mary Midgley may be apropos here. Writing about scientific attitudes toward animals, she says:
What is really worrying at present is the impression many
people have that the revulsion is somehow more scientific than
the affection and respect. This idea rests on two very strange
suppositions: first, that science ought not to be inspired by
any emotion, and secondly, that disgust and contempt are not
emotions, whereas love and admiration are. It would seem to
follow that all enquirers who have worked out of pure admiration for their subject-matter, from the Greek astronomers
gazing at the stars to field naturalists who love their birds and
beetles, would be anti-scientific, and ought if possible to be
replaced by others who are indifferent to these things, or who
actively dislike them.35
Bushman argues, in fact, that the exceptional nature of Joseph
Smith’s stories makes historical work by a believing historian all the
more useful and important:
34. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 25 (13 September 2005).
35. Mary Midgley, The Myths We Live By (London: Routledge, 2003), 148.
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One reason is that skepticism about the gold plates and
the visions can easily slip over into cynicism. The assumption that Smith concocted the stories of angels and plates
casts a long shadow over his entire life. Everything he did is
thrown into doubt. His exhortations to godly service, his selfsacrifice, his pious letters to his wife, his apparent love for his
fellow workers all appear as manipulations to perpetuate a
grand scheme. Cynicism has its advantages in smoking out
hypocrisy but it does not foster sympathetic understanding.
Every act is prejudged from the beginning.36
Dan Vogel’s conviction that Joseph Smith was a fraud, albeit a
“pious” one, and that his religious claims are false, illustrates this
nicely. The plates of the Book of Mormon, in Vogel’s view, must accordingly never have existed, or else they were hammered-tin frauds, and
the witnesses, however credible the historical record may show them
to have been, must necessarily have been hallucinating if they were
not flatly lying. The alternative is simply unacceptable to Vogel. He
is an atheist. There is no God and, therefore, no divine revelation.
(Admittedly, in a certain respect such a viewpoint greatly simplifies
the task of a historian dealing with religious claims.)
“My advantage as a practicing Mormon,” writes Bushman,
is that I believe enough to take Joseph Smith seriously. If a
writer begins with the idea that Smith was a fraud who perpetrated a hoax upon the gullible public with his story of gold
plates and ancient Israelites in America, nothing he did can
be trusted. Every act, every thought is undercut by his presumed fraudulent beginnings. That overhanging doubt makes
it difficult for a skeptical biographer to find much of interest in Smith’s writings or to explain why thousands of people
believed him. What of value is to be expected from the theological meanderings of a charlatan?
A few empathetic historians like Jan Shipps have written
with great insight about early Mormonism, but more often than
36. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 124–25 (August 2006).
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not, skeptical historians brush Joseph Smith’s writings aside
as banal or vapid. Fawn Brodie, author of a widely accepted
biography of Smith, found his religion faintly ridiculous. Her
No Man Knows My History summarized his teachings only to
dismiss them as derivative or strange. She could not explain
why thousands of converts to Mormonism devoted their
lives to building a Zion in the Great Basin, or what was so
enthralling in Smith’s vision of a God who was once a man. A
more recent biography, Dan Vogel’s The Making of a Prophet,
intensely scrutinizes the Book of Mormon but finds nothing
compelling or profound in it.37
Eventually, the reviews of Bushman’s new biography began to
arrive in greater numbers. Laurie Maffly-Kipp, for example, who
teaches religious studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill, responded to Rough Stone Rolling in the evangelical review Books
and Culture. Joseph Smith’s 2005 bicentennial, she wrote, provided
believers an opportunity to “resuscitate the scholarly respectability of
their leader”—as if Joseph Smith had ever enjoyed any notable degree
of “respectability” in academic circles.38 She pronounced Bushman’s
biography “an excellent study, well-researched and adroitly narrated,”
“beautifully written.”
Bushman, equally at home within the university and the
Mormon tabernacle, has three essential goals in this work.
First, he seeks to explore faithfully the story of Joseph Smith’s
life. He attempts, in his words, “to think as Smith thought”
in an effort to explain his actions and the development of
the Mormon movement between 1820 and 1844. Second,
Bushman strives to present an apologia to a secular and often
hostile world. Thus, he labors to convey the reasonableness,
coherence, and historicity of Smith’s doctrinal world. Finally,
37. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 125 (August 2006).
38. Laurie F. Maffly-Kipp, “Who’s That on the $50 Bill? Placing Joseph Smith in
America’s Story,” Books & Culture 12 (January/February 2006): 11. All quotations from
Maffly-Kipp come from the same page.
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Bushman wants to legitimate Smith’s importance beyond
the Mormon world by situating him within a pantheon of
American icons, as well as within the broader currents of
Western civilization. Bushman wants to make Joseph Smith
more than Mormon.
Ultimately, though, Maffly-Kipp found Rough Stone Rolling unsatisfactory. For one thing, it wasn’t negative enough. “From an academic
perspective,” she observed, “Bushman’s is a rosy rendering. . . . Almost
invariably, he assumes that Joseph (unlike most mortals) had only
the best motives and intentions.” Although she acknowledges that
“Bushman edges about as close to the divide as he possibly can,” her
reading of Rough Stone Rolling left Maffly-Kipp “wondering whether
it is even possible to write a biography of Joseph Smith, Jr., that is persuasive to both believers and nonbelievers.”
Reading her review left Richard Bushman wondering the same
thing. He thought Maffly-Kipp a friend (and, presumably, still does),
but was surprised by her response to his book:
The review tells me that we cannot expect a positive reaction to the biography—or to Joseph Smith—from scholars. As
Laurie says, an epistemological gap yawns between my view of
the Prophet and that of most academics. Believing Mormons
stand on the other side of a gulf separating us from most educated people. . . .
I had hoped my book would bridge this gap, but after this
review, I can see it will go only part way. I will be consistently
seen as a partisan observer.39
“I am surely as sympathetic a nonbeliever as they come,” wrote
Maffly-Kipp. “But I often found that Bushman, rather than finding an
intellectual meeting point for the Mormon faithful and the children
39. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 102 (8 January 2006). “Brodie has
shaped the view of the Prophet for half a century,” he writes on the same page. “Nothing
we have written has challenged her domination. I had hoped my book would displace
hers, but at best it will only be a contender in the ring, whereas before she reigned
unchallenged.”
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of the secular Enlightenment (if not the evangelical set—but that may
be asking far too much), wanted to have the best of both worlds. He
wanted both inspiration and rational discourse.”
Her apparent assumption that rational discourse and inspiration
are radically incompatible, that to accept the one is somehow to reject
the other, is striking. She proceeds to declare, probably correctly, that,
in order to earn a secular historian’s acceptance, “Smith’s revelations
would need to be explained materially as a product of his cultural
or physical environment.” Some have gone still further, seeming to
deny that anybody, no matter how learned or rigorous, can be a real
historian without subscribing, at least in his or her scholarly life, to
the ideology of naturalism. Thus, for instance, Norman Murdoch,
writing about Joseph Smith and Mormonism in 1986, after citing
Cushing Strout’s dictum that “the historian is necessarily secularist,”
offered the definition that “being an historian means explaining the
past in human terms.”40 Accordingly, if the Strout-Murdoch decree
is granted, a legitimate historian, it appears, must presume (whatever
his or her private beliefs) that Muhammad did not actually receive
revelation, that John Newton experienced no genuinely divine “amazing grace” during a storm at sea, that the Buddha attained no true
enlightenment, that Jesus didn’t really rise from the dead. All such
notions must be treated as false. Real historical scholarship knows
that they stem, without any exceptions, from confusion, error, deception, or hallucination.
It is far from clear, however, how historians know this prior to historical investigation—solidly indisputable conclusions about religious
truth claims seem unlikely enough even following such investigation—
and it is not at all obvious that believing Muslims, Christians, Jews, and
others are obliged to pretend to be atheists in order to gain admission
to the historical club. A naturalistic understanding of the universe is
an ideological position, a worldview. It doesn’t flow in any obvious and
uncontroversial way from the historical “facts.” Except in the most
obvious cases, as the Oxford philosopher and theologian Keith Ward
40. Norman H. Murdoch, “Joseph Smith, the Book of Mormon, and Mormonism: A
Review Essay,” New York History 67 (1986): 224, 230.
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has observed, a choice between fundamentally different worldviews
“cannot be based on evidence, for they determine what is going to count
as evidence, and how evidence is going to be interpreted.”41 Asserting
absolute naturalism as the sine qua non of genuine historiography seems
little more than an attempt to gain an advantage for a secular worldview by definitional fiat. (Once more, skepticism about religious claims
appears to be academically legitimate, while religious belief is not.)
Moreover, and very ironically, it is without historical basis: Herodotus,
Plutarch, Eusebius, al-Tabari, and the Venerable Bede are far from the
only great historians who have written quite openly as believers. While
Maffly-Kipp is right in saying that “a yawning epistemological divide
. . . has separated sacred history from its secular counterpart for over
a century,” at least two and a half millennia of historiography failed to
insist on that allegedly unbridgeable gulf.42
Although I’ve grown somewhat embarrassed at citing Dale Mor
gan’s 15 December 1945 letter to the believing Latter-day Saint historian Juanita Brooks so frequently, its continuing relevance makes
such citation unavoidable. Morgan, an atheist who hoped to write a
scholarly treatment of early Mormonism (but died in 1971 without
having made much serious progress on the project), candidly indicated his awareness of
a fatal defect in my objectivity. It is an objectivity on one side
only of a philosophical Great Divide. With my point of view on
God, I am incapable of accepting the claims of Joseph Smith
and the Mormons, be they however so convincing. If God does
not exist, how can Joseph Smith’s story have any possible validity? I will look everywhere for explanations except to the ONE
explanation that is the position of the church. You in your turn
will always be on the other side of that Great Divide.43
41. Keith Ward, Is Religion Dangerous? (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 96.
42. On allegiance to value-neutral historiography as a recent aberration, see David B.
Honey and Daniel C. Peterson, “Advocacy and Inquiry in the Writing of Latter-day Saint
History,” BYU Studies 31/2 (1991): 139–79.
43. The letter is transcribed in Dale Morgan on Early Mormonism: Correspondence and
a New History, ed. John Phillip Walker (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1986), 84–91, where
the quoted passage occurs on page 87. As ever, my thanks go to Gary Novak for first calling
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I can think of no convincing reason why Dale Morgan’s side of the
“Great Divide” should be privileged over Juanita Brooks’s side.
Finally, the long-awaited New York Times review arrived, written
by Walter Kirn. A writer of fiction rather than a historian or scholar,
Kirn’s only significant relevant credential appears to be that he is a
disaffected Latter-day Saint. (Bushman had first encountered him via
a short story, in the New Yorker, with a Mormon setting. The story
struck Bushman as “vicious.”) Claudia Bushman and Jed Woodworth
quite liked the review, but Richard Bushman “thought this was another
case like Brodie’s where personal history sours the author’s outlook on
the Prophet.”44
“By showing the inadequacy of reason in the face of spiritual phenomena,” Kirn rather oddly observed of Rough Stone Rolling—which
is, after all, a biography of Joseph Smith rather than a venture in philosophy or theology—“Bushman seems to be playing a Latter-daySaint Aquinas.” (Those familiar with the massive works of St. Thomas
Aquinas would surely have been surprised at this bizarre characteri
zation of one of the most rigorously logical writers in human history,
heir to the recovered legacy of Aristotelian logic and philosophy as
well as of the efforts of the great Islamo-Arabic philosophers and of
his own highly rational Christian teachers and predecessors.) In the
same strange vein, Kirn—who really does seem to have imagined that
he was reviewing a philosophical treatise rather than a biography of a
historical person—sneeringly remarked that “since logic played almost
no part in Joseph Smith’s life, it may be fitting that it’s largely absent
from this respectful biography as well.” “It appears,” Kirn continued,
ostensibly about Richard Bushman, “he wants to usher in a subtle,
mature new age of Mormon thought—rigorous yet not impious—akin
to what smart Roman Catholics have had for centuries.”45
my attention to this remarkably revealing comment. For an example of a contemporary writer
on Mormonism who falls squarely on the totally secular side of that divide, see the discussion
of Dan Vogel in Daniel C. Peterson, “The Witchcraft Paradigm: On Claims to ‘Second Sight’
by People Who Say It Doesn’t Exist,” FARMS Review 18/2 (2006): liii–lxiii.
44. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 103 (17 January 2006).
45. Walter Kirn, “Latter-day Saint,” New York Times Book Review, 15 January 2006.
As an illustration of the supposed lack of logic in Rough Stone Rolling, Kirn writes that
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Kirn’s was an exceedingly strange review, but it was far less eccentric than the one published earlier in the New York Review of Books by
Larry McMurtry, who, like Kirn, is neither a historian nor any other
kind of scholar but, on top of that, lacks even a transient connection with
Mormonism.46 (The choice of Kirn and McMurtry as reviewers seems,
to me, to send a rather unsubtle message of disdain for Mormonism on
the part of the New York Times Book Review and the New York Review of
Books. A scholarly biography by a leading academic historian deserved
review by scholars.) McMurtry was most likely invited to review Rough
Stone Rolling because Mormons are headquartered in the American
West and because he’s a writer of Western novels. It seems not to have
mattered to the editors of the New York Review of Books that Joseph
Smith was a New Englander whose church began in New York and who
never came further west than Missouri.
“Once,” McMurtry irrelevantly informed his readers,
long ago, I dined in the fine restaurant atop the Hotel Utah.
Beyond the spires of the Tabernacle I saw the sun setting over
the Great Salt Lake. At the table next to mine, in a wheelchair,
sat an obviously dying capo, rolling his bread into little balls
and dipping them in a bowl of milk, while two dark-suited
goodfellas took his hoarse instruction.
The anecdote was evidently intended to demonstrate McMurtry’s
scholarly bona fides. Unlike most of his audience, probably, he has
actually been to Salt Lake City. In fact, he’s eaten in a restaurant there.
Once upon a time, long ago. He even knows that the Tabernacle has
“for Bushman, the fact that his church continues to grow is proof that [Joseph Smith]
was onto something big. . . . For logicians, this is tantamount to arguing that Santa Claus
probably exists because he gets millions of letters each year from children.” I confess
that, if Professor Bushman made such an argument, I missed it. However, while I certainly don’t think that success demonstrates truth, I’m inclined to think that any ideological movement, religious or otherwise, that appeals to large numbers of people over
many generations is indeed “onto something.” Much like long-lived classics in music, art,
and literature—and, yes, much like the beloved figure of Santa Claus—such movements
wouldn’t survive if they didn’t have something meaningful to say.
46. Larry McMurtry, “Angel in America,” New York Review of Books, 17 November
2005, 35–37.
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spires. Thus, when he speaks about Joseph Smith, he speaks with
unique authority.
But the tale, such as it is, rings false. What in the world is a Mormon
capo, and how do the uninitiated recognize one? And why use the jargon of a Sicilian crime syndicate in this context? Let’s suppose, for a
moment, that McMurtry really did overhear an unnamed presiding
official of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints doing an
impersonation of Marlon Brando while enjoying a gourmet meal of
bread and milk in a relatively elegant Salt Lake City restaurant at some
unspecified time in the past. And let’s assume that, somehow (perhaps by means of the elderly cleric’s papal tiara or in view of the man’s
rich scarlet vestments), McMurtry knew who he was and what rank
he held. And let us suppose that the old priest really was there with his
two counselors, his consiglieri (from the Latin cōnsiliārius; compare
cōnsilium, “advice,” “counsel”), rather than the family members with
whom I’ve typically seen Church leaders in Salt Lake City restaurants
and at local public events (as recently as last night). Why call them
“goodfellas”? Why insinuate a link with the Mafia? And what on earth
did any of this have to do with the biography of Joseph Smith?
Compounded with his manifest contempt, McMurtry simply
doesn’t know much about Mormonism. “In the Book of Mormon,” he
wrote, “the biblical Ishmael, son of Abraham, soon appears and helps
the questing Nephi out of a spot of trouble with the locals.” But, of
course, the biblical Ishmael never appears in the Book of Mormon,
and it isn’t clear what help “with the locals” is given to Nephi by the
entirely distinct Ishmael who does appear.47
47. Such uncertain grasp of details ought to inspire modesty when it comes to
drawing big conclusions. But it seldom does. Thus, for example, the militantly atheistic
Christopher Hitchens, in his new book God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything
(New York: Twelve, 2007), offers a learned aside about Mormonism in which trusting
readers discover, among other things, that Nephi was the son of “Lephi,” that “Cumora”
was the site of a “made-up battle,” that “Smith refused to show the golden plates to anybody,” that Fawn Brodie had a doctorate, and that “every week, at special ceremonies in
Mormon temples, the congregations meet and are given a certain quota of names of the
departed to ‘pray in’ to their church” (see pp. 167–68). Mormonism, Hitchens concludes
from his rigorous research, supplies an unusually clear illustration of the fraudulence of
all religion.
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But McMurtry didn’t need to know anything because the claims
of Mormonism are, for him, transparently false. “Nearly a dozen men,
some of them Joseph’s scribes, claimed to have seen the plates, but,”
McMurtry told the gullible readers of the New York Review of Books,
“their claims inspire no confidence. It’s not really clear that anyone
except Joseph Smith and the angel Moroni really saw the plates, if there
were plates—a big if.” McMurtry offered no argument. He provided
not so much as a hint of the extensive research and reading, and the
serious engagement with the scholarship of Richard Lloyd Anderson
and Larry Morris and others, that would necessarily have to undergird
his sweeping dismissal if it were worthy of being taken seriously. Once
again, it seems likely that he has rejected Latter-day Saint claims a priori. No serious consideration is needed. The extraordinarily impressive and consistent testimonies of the Book of Mormon witnesses were
simply, casually, swept aside. “It’s possible,” allowed McMurtry, “that,
at first, Joseph Smith didn’t take his own prattle about an angel all that
seriously; but, hey! people not only believed it, they lapped it up. The
ability to be convinced by one’s own statements is probably essential
to prophets [note, here, McMurtry’s implicit general disdain for religious claims], and Joseph Smith had this ability.”
Bushman was not pleased by the McMurtry review. In an entry in
his diary for 28 October 2005, he remarked that
The biggest disappointment is that McMurtry did not find a
thing in the book to cause him to reconsider—or even to see a
problem in—his understanding of Joseph. My guess is that he
read only the first part of the book and the sections on plural
marriage. That is all he talked about.48
“I am getting pretty indifferent to the reviews,” Bushman told his
diary on 1 November 2005. “They are pretty much what I expected.
People with a preformed view of Joseph as scoundrel will object;
Mormons who like Joseph Smith will take a deep breath and learn
from my portrayal.”49
48. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 63 (28 October 2005).
49. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 65 (1 November 2005).
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But McMurtry’s review continued to rankle. “All McMurtry could
talk about,” Bushman wrote later, “was the plates and plural marriage,
the two most sensational points of Joseph’s career. Nothing else about
the Prophet interested him.”50
“Mormons,” Bushman reflected,
want Joseph to get the respect he never had before. I think
that instead I am digging up the many layers of suspicion bordering on scorn. We get treated politely most of the time, so
we live under the illusion Joseph is looked on respectfully. My
serious effort to present him as a notable and honorable man
brings out the hidden disrespect. . . .
. . . [T]he reactions to RSR show just how deep the gulf is.
Mormons, including myself, think we are speaking rationally
and persuasively about the Prophet when outsiders think we
are in left field.51
A number of years ago, I attended a small regional academic
conference at the Iliff School of Theology in Denver. At one point, I
came into the back of a room where a session was already underway.
The topic of the presentation was a psychology-of-religion attempt to
define “religious maturity.” It turned out that, according to the presenter, belief in an anthropomorphic deity and in a relationship to
God as child to Father are among the marks of an immature spirituality. Afterwards, during the question-and-answer period, a professor
from the University of Utah indicated that, very possibly, a majority
of her students believed that God is indeed anthropomorphic and that
he is their Father. What, she wondered, should be her response to this
problem?
The audience erupted. “Don’t the Mormons have any concept of
idolatry?” demanded one. Another informed the professor from Salt
Lake City that it was her duty to educate her students out of these
absurd and contemptible beliefs. (To her credit, she responded that
she didn’t think that the taxpayers of Utah had hired her to destroy the
50. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 77 (26 October 2005).
51. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 80–81 (16 November 2005).
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faith of their sons and daughters.) I sat in the back, unnoticed, stunned
by what was being said by people with whom I had shared panels and
lunches at several of these annual meetings. It continued for several
minutes, growing worse and worse. Finally, a non-LDS acquaintance
from Boise State noticed me and motioned ever more insistently that I
should speak up. So I did. “I thought you should know,” I said, “before
this goes any further, that there is at least one spiritually immature
idolater in the back of the room.”
There was a very brief and very awkward silence, and then several of those present began to fall over themselves to insist that they
respect Mormons greatly and (I’m not making this up) that some of
their best friends are Mormons. But I had learned something very
valuable during those few minutes of comment, and I’m under absolutely no illusions about the prevailing attitudes among academics
toward Mormonism.
Eventually, feedback on Rough Stone Rolling began to come in from
cultural Mormons. (Although Walter Kirn comes from a Mormon
background, he does not seem to identify himself any longer in any
substantial way with Mormon culture.) I will examine a representative sample of that feedback.
First, Roger Launius. Richard Bushman characterizes Launius
quite aptly as a “critic of Joseph Smith from a Community of Christ
background. He sees few redeeming features in the Prophet.”52 Launius
is not entirely wrong when, in a review published in the John Whitmer
Historical Association Journal, he asserts that Latter-day Saint believers tend to “assign near infallible status to the actions of imminently
[sic] fallible human beings such as the Mormon prophet.”53 While I
see this tendency as relatively uncommon among scholars and sophisticated laypeople, though, Launius suggests that it dominates believing Saints generally, including their academic historians. In particular, he faults Bushman’s biography as “a loving tribute to the legend of
Smith,” “a retelling of a specific myth.” Lamenting what he calls “the
52. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 36 (1 October 2005).
53. Roger D. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” John Whitmer Historical Association
Journal 26 (2006): 314.
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book’s basically reverent approach,” Launius explains that “Bushman
struggles to maintain an epic aura.”54 “At his worst,” Launius says, “he
is an apologist for a simplistic, faithful master narrative of the rise
of the religion and the life of its founder. Bushman is more often an
apologist than not.”55 “The Joseph Smith of Joseph Smith: Rough Stone
Rolling has a much more smoothly polished surface than appropriate, probably one so polished as to be unrecognizable either to the
historic Joseph Smith or the people surrounding him.”56 (Strikingly,
many believing Latter-day Saints have been disturbed by precisely the
opposite perception; while Roger Launius thinks Rough Stone Rolling
too kind toward Joseph Smith, probably the most common worry
about the book among faithful Mormons has been that it presented
too human a prophet.)
“Duke University professor Alex Roland once said of books like
this,” Launius declares, “that it is not so much history as it is a restatement of ‘tribal rituals, meant to comfort the old and indoctrinate the
young.’ ”57 Once again, we see the nakedly ideological presumption
that believers, no matter how well qualified, no matter how careful
and rigorous, cannot, as believers, write “real” history. “It will be
uniquely satisfying to believing Latter-day Saints, infuriating to those
knowledgeable about his life but less committed to the faith founded
by him, and perplexing to the larger historical community.”58
Here let me comment, parenthetically, that I hope that Joseph
Smith will be perplexing to others. He should be. Unless and until
onlookers come to grips with his claims—in my view, until they
accept them—they should continue to find him baffling. No Latter54. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 314. As a former classics student who spent a
great deal of time on Homer and Virgil and who has just, for reasons of my own, finished
reading Anthony Esolen’s new translation of Dante’s Divina Commedia, R. K. Narayan’s
prose retelling of the Ramayana, and Burton Raffel’s new version of Das Nibelungenlied
within the past weeks, I confess that I have little or no precise idea what Launius may
mean by this. Presumably he does.
55. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 315.
56. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 314.
57. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 314. He is citing Alex Roland, “How We Won
the Moon,” New York Times Book Review, 17 July 1994, 1.
58. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 314.
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day Saint is obligated to make Joseph Smith completely acceptable to
people who reject Joseph’s claims. And, as I’ve noted above, no historian is obliged to explain religious claims away simply in order to
satisfy atheists and agnostics.
Launius appears to insinuate that Joseph Smith: Rough Stone
Rolling is part of a broad church-orchestrated campaign to whitewash
and falsify history:
LDS Apostle Boyd K. Packer has even invoked an espousal of
the progress of Mormonism as a religion as the primary purpose
of historical investigation, telling church educators in 1981 that
“Your objective should be that they [those who study Mormon
history] will see the hand of the Lord in every hour and every
moment of the Church from its beginning till now.”59
Launius apparently opposes anything that savors of apologetics.
Bushman, says Launius, is “most assuredly misinformed” in saying
that those who defend the Book of Mormon believe themselves to be
building a cumulative case of probabilities and do not imagine themselves to have attained to decisive proof. “If there is one thing that
Louis Midgley and the lords of FARMS are convinced of, it is that their
‘case is conclusive’ and that all should agree with them.”60 (However,
it is Roger Launius who is mistaken on this point, and not Richard
Bushman.) Unsurprisingly, Launius rejects the antiquity of the Book
of Mormon. To question the book’s historicity, he announces, “does
not cast into doubt the legitimacy of the religion nearly so much as
Bushman seems to believe. All religions—all ideologies—are predicated on myth and symbol and they are not any less useful, compelling, and true because of it.”61
59. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 316, brackets in the original. Launius cites
Boyd K. Packer, “ ‘The Mantle Is Far, Far Greater than the Intellect,’ ” BYU Studies 21/3
(1981): 259–78 (quotation on p. 262). It isn’t obvious, by the way, that an exhortation to
church educators can legitimately be read—though it commonly is, by critics—as a command aimed at scholarly researchers. The two professions have quite different functions
and obligations.
60. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 317.
61. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 317.
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Well, yes and no. Would it really make no difference to Christianity,
say, if it were somehow proven that the resurrection, and indeed the
life, of Jesus Christ were mere fiction? Would the zeal of Christians
around the world continue unabated in such a case? That seems highly
unlikely. Are liberal Christian denominations prospering? It will not,
I hope, be considered uncharitable for me to observe that the contrasting historical and demographic trajectories of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints and its much more liberal “Reorganized”
cousin, currently called the Community of Christ, strongly suggest that abandoning literal belief on core matters makes a palpable
difference.
Launius quotes Anthony Hutchinson, who has since left the church
and, it seems, abandoned the Book of Mormon, as advising that
“Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints should
confess in faith that the Book of Mormon is the word of God but also
abandon claims that it is a historical record of the ancient peoples of
the Americas.”62 “I agree,” says Launius,
and I must confess that I fail to understand what all the fuss
is about. I would agree with the conclusion of non-Mormon
William P. Collins that “When I examine the Book of Mormon
for truth rather than facticity, my reading reveals powerful,
eternal, and relevant truths which are capable of changing
and guiding men’s lives.”63
This is all well and good, of course. I’m happy that William Collins
perceives something of the power of the Book of Mormon, which I
strongly agree is there in abundance. But some truths derive all or
most of their virtue from their facticity. If they lack a basis in factual
62. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 317–18; he is citing Anthony A. Hutchinson,
“The Word of God Is Enough: The Book of Mormon as Nineteenth-Century Scripture,”
in New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical Methodology,
ed. Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1993), 1. Of course, it isn’t clear
that such a nineteenth-century understanding is enough: The once-Mormon Hutchinson
is now an Episcopalian, and the volume’s editor, Brent Metcalfe, is an excommunicated
agnostic/atheist.
63. Launius, “Defending the Prophet,” 318.
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reality, they lose their force. Indeed, they disillusion. The significance
of Christ’s resurrection is vastly different when understood as a literal
bodily return from death that opens the gate to eternal life, than when
it is understood merely as a nonfactual symbol of the return of spring
after winter, of hope following despair.
On 12 April 2006, thinking about the approaching May meeting
of the Mormon History Association, at which Dan Vogel, Bill Russell,
Gary Topping, and Martha Bradley were slated to comment on his
book, Bushman expressed his curiosity about “the criticism this gang
of four is likely to come up with.”64 He had reason to be concerned. Dan
Vogel, whom Bushman has characterized as “perhaps Joseph’s chief
antagonist these days,”65 typically maintains that he has no agenda
except historical research. But, occasionally, he suffers an attack of
candor. “When you debate with the apologists,” he recently confided
in a post to an anti-Mormon message board, “it’s not them you have to
convince—it’s the disinterested or questioning lurkers. The apologists’
goals are to create reasons to keep members from leaving the church,
but our goal should be to keep people from joining and validate those
who want to leave anyway.”66
As it turns out, I was there in Casper, Wyoming, for that session,
and Bushman’s concerns were entirely justified. Of the four respondents, only Martha Bradley manifested anything like a sympathetic
understanding of his book. Dan Vogel was critical. Bill Russell regretted, in otherwise rather frivolous remarks, that Bushman had not
devoted more time to careful study of the work of Grant Palmer.67
64. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 113 (12 April 2006).
65. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 120 (31 May 2006).
66. See mormondiscussions.com/discuss/viewtopic.php?p=17205&highlight=goal#
17205 (accessed 14 May 2007).
67. On which, see Bitton, “Charge of a Man with a Broken Lance”; Steven C. Harper,
“Trustworthy History?”; Mark Ashurst-McGee, “A One-Sided View of Mormon Origins”;
and Louis Midgley, “Prying into Palmer,” FARMS Review 15/2 (2003): 257–410; and
James B. Allen, “Asked and Answered: A Response to Grant H. Palmer,” FARMS Review
16/1 (2004): 235–85. Recently, Bill Russell has been attempting to spin his way out of an
amusing gaffe in which he plainly seemed to mischaracterize and criticize essays that
had not only not yet appeared in the FARMS Review but had not even been written at the
time he published his complaint. He launched his preemptive strike against FARMS in
a glowing review of Dan Vogel’s highly imaginative psychobiography Joseph Smith: The
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Gary Topping was openly contemptuous of what Latter-day Saints
believe about the historical foundations of their faith.68
I could go on, but there seems to be little or nothing in the reception of Richard Bushman’s Rough Stone Rolling to suggest that alienated exbelievers, let alone the academic/intellectual elite, are likely,
now or in the foreseeable future, to give Latter-day Saint truth claims
a respectful hearing. John-Charles Duffy’s diagnosis appears to be
correct. But then, it’s not at all obvious that any knowledgeable and
astute observers ever thought otherwise.
Inoculation
Writing in his journal about Rough Stone Rolling, Bushman remarks
that “part of my purpose in writing is to introduce the troublesome
material into the standard account to prevent horrible shocks later.”69
The real question is, Should we hide troublesome things from
the Saints and hope they will never find out? The problem
then is what happens when they do. They are disillusioned
and in danger of mistrusting everything they have been told.
. . . Amazingly, many LDS don’t know Joseph married thirty
women. We have to get these facts out to be dealt with; otherMaking of a Prophet, in Dialogue 38/3 (2005): 188–92. Kevin Barney called him on it in
a letter, “Fairness to FARMS,” that appeared in a subsequent issue of the same journal,
Dialogue 39/2 (2006): vi–vii. Russell’s not altogether persuasive explanation, still unrepentantly judgmental and negative, appears as a letter entitled “What Is FARMS Afraid
Of?” in Dialogue 40/1 (2007): vii–ix. (Allegedly, we’re afraid of publishing responses to
our reviews. In support of this, Russell relates a substantially inaccurate story involving my friend Todd Compton.) Immediately following Russell’s epistle, incidentally, is a
superb response by Mark Ashurst-McGee to comments made previously by Dan Vogel
about the visitations of Moroni.
68. Gary Topping’s disdain for things Mormon is found throughout his Utah His
torians and the Reconstruction of Western History (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2003), which is a thinly veiled apologia for Dale L. Morgan, Fawn M. Brodie,
Bernard DeVoto, and Wallace Stegner in their roles as critics of the Saints and the Saints’
history. For example, the final chapter of this book, entitled “The Legacy: Utah Historians
and the ‘New’ Histories” (pages 331–40), is an essentially garbled account of developments in the study of the Mormon past that have taken place in the last half century.
69. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 82 (21 November 2005).
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wise we are in a vulnerable position. It may be my job to bring
the whole of Joseph’s story into the open.70
I keep hearing of young people who are shocked to discover
the ideal Joseph Smith they learned about in Church is not the
Joseph Smith most scholars perceive. Taken aback, the young
Mormons not only wonder about the Prophet but about their
teachers. Everything comes tumbling down.71
I worry about the young Latter-day Saints who learn only
about the saintly Joseph and are shocked to discover his failings. The problem is that they may lose faith in the entire
teaching system that brought them along. If their teachers
covered up Joseph Smith’s flaws, what else are they hiding?72
I share Bushman’s concerns and have reflected on this issue for a
long time. I’ve repeatedly used the metaphor of inoculation to express
what I have in mind. A friendly and well-intentioned healthcare professional injects a patient with a benign form of a disease under favorable circumstances so that, later on, when the patient encounters a
more threatening form of the disease in more hostile environs, he or
she will be immune to its ravages. It seems to me far preferable that
Latter-day Saints hear about potentially difficult issues from fellow
believers who have accommodated the facts into their faith than that
they be confronted by such issues at the hands of people who seek to
use new information to surprise them, undermine their confidence in
the church and its leaders, and destroy their religious beliefs.
Many years ago, while a graduate student in California, I heard the
late Stanley B. Kimball (a Latter-day Saint scholar who taught at South
ern Illinois University and published extensively on both European and
Latter-day Saint historical subjects) speak to a small group about what
he termed “the three levels of Mormon history.”
70. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 79 (14 November 2005). Some of
Bushman’s own reflections on the question of plural marriage appear on pages 97–98
(30 December 2005).
71. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 102 (8 January 2006).
72. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 121 (31 May 2006).

xliv • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

He called the first of these “level A.” This level, he said, is the
Junior Sunday School version of church history, in which Mormons
always wear the white hats, nobody disagrees, no leader ever makes a
mistake, and all is unambiguously clear.
“Level B,” he said, is the anti-Mormon version of church history—
essentially a mirror image of level A or, alternatively, level A turned
on its head. On level B, everything that you thought was good and
true is actually false and bad. The Mormons (or, at least, their leaders) always or almost always wear black hats, and, to the extent that
everything is unambiguously clear, Mormonism is unambiguously
fraudulent, bogus, deceptive, and evil. Much in the level B version of
Mormonism is simply false, of course; critics of the church have often
failed to distinguish themselves for their honesty or for the care with
which they’ve treated the issues they raise. But, in more than a few
instances, level B approaches to Mormonism and its past are based on
problems that are more or less real.
The church, Kimball reflected, tends to teach level A history. The
trouble with this is that, like someone who has been kept in a germfree environment and is then exposed to an infectious disease, a person on level A who is exposed to any of the issues that are the fodder
for level B will have little resistance and will be likely to fall.
The only hope in such a case, he continued, is to press on to what
he termed “level C,” which is a version of church history that remains
affirmative but which also takes into account any and all legitimate
points stressed by level B. Those on level C are largely impervious
to infection from level B. Level B formulations simply don’t impress
them. (Davis Bitton was a signal example of this. He knew far more
about the Latter-day Saint past than the Internet critics who so glibly
assert that Mormon testimonies cannot survive exposure to accurate
Mormon history, yet he remained exuberantly faithful to the end.)
Kimball said that he and his fellow historians operate on level C,
and that, on the whole, that’s where he (as a professional historian)
would prefer members to be. He was deeply convinced, he said, that
level C was essentially like level A, except that it is more nuanced and
somewhat more ambiguous. (He emphatically denied that level A is
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“false,” or that the church “lies” in teaching it.) He acknowledged,
though, that, were he himself a high-ranking church leader, he would
be hesitant to take the membership as a whole to level C by means of
church curriculum and instruction for the obvious reason that moving people from level A to level C entails at least some exposure to
some of the elements of level B and that such exposure will unavoidably lead some to lose their testimonies. Still, he felt that those who
make it through to level C are more stable and resilient in their faith
than those who remain on level A.
Stanley Kimball’s analysis strikes me as profoundly true.73 Some
have objected to Rough Stone Rolling on the grounds that, by presenting Joseph Smith as a fallible human, Bushman has provided material
that critics of the church can use to argue against Joseph’s prophetic
claims. “The problem with the fuel-for-enemies objection,” Bushman
correctly observes, “is that the fuel is already there. I don’t provide it.
We have to deal with it or it will be used against us.”74
There is no basis for the belief, common among some anti- and exMormons, that simple exposure to “the facts” about Mormon history
mandates an exit from Mormonism. Everything hangs on selection
and presentation, as well as on overall presuppositions. I note, for the
record, that, so far as I can tell, the large majority of professionally
trained Mormon historians who deal with church history are believing and committed Latter-day Saints. I know (or have known) many
of them. “After all these years of studying Joseph’s life,” says Richard
Bushman, “I believe more than ever.”75 In fact, Bushman’s faith and his
earnest commitment to Christian discipleship are apparent throughout his memoir. “I like what Mormonism has produced,” he writes.
Mormon communities effectively help people to grow spiritually and serve one another. Because of their beliefs, Mormons
give selflessly for a cause higher than themselves. Though far
73. I thought it a wise and perceptive talk, even though, had I myself given it, I would
have spoken in Hegelian terms (of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis) rather than in terms
of levels A, B, and C.
74. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 100 (8 January 2006).
75. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 111 (16 March 2006).
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from perfect, Mormons do strive hard to be unselfish and to
be better people. That seems to me to be confirmation of the
value and religious truth of the founding experiences.76
In my case believing in them helps me to make sense of the
world and to be a better person. It is like Jesus said in the
New Testament: If you live his commandments you will
know if they be of God or if he spoke of himself. Living inside
Mormonism, it all makes sense.77
I might add that what seems outlandish from the outside can
appear quite rational from the inside. Mormon scholars have
assembled lots of evidence for the authenticity of the Book of
Mormon.78
Bushman told an 18 April 2006 audience at the Lehman Center at
Columbia University that “I did not think Joseph Smith was capable
of writing the Book of Mormon—the book was too complex—and that
how it came about remains a mystery.” Thinking about the meeting
afterwards, though, he wished he had been “more forthright.” Among
other things, he felt that he should have said “I think Joseph Smith was
a truth-teller. Angels do not seem like an impossibility to me—nor
gold plates. But what attracts me most strongly is the inspiration I find
in the text itself.”79
In a 9 August 2005 note to Quincy Newell, a teacher of religious
studies at the University of Wyoming, Bushman implicitly addresses
the frequent boast of certain evangelicals that their beliefs are based
in reason and evidence, while Latter-day Saint faith rests merely on
subjective and irrational “feelings.”
I wish I could strike a responsive chord in Christians
like you. Mormons wonder why all Christians don’t under76. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 88 (15 December 2005).
77. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 91–92 (17 December 2005).
78. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 88 (15 December 2005).
79. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 114–15 (18 April 2006). His own conversion, as a young missionary, by the Book of Mormon is recounted at Richard Lyman
Bushman, “My Belief,” in Bushman, Believing History, 20–22.
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stand that we believe in the Book of Mormon on the basis of a
spiritual witness. It is very hard for a Mormon to believe that
Christians accept the Bible because of the scholarly evidence
confirming the historical accuracy of the work. Surely there
are uneducated believers whose convictions are not rooted in
academic knowledge. Isn’t there some kind of human, existential truth that resonates with one’s desires for goodness
and divinity? And isn’t that ultimately why we read the Bible
as a devotional work? We don’t have to read the latest issues of
the journals to find out if the book is still true. We stick with it
because we find God in its pages—or inspiration, or comfort,
or scope. That is what religion is about in my opinion, and it is
why I believe the Book of Mormon. I can’t really evaluate all
the scholarship all the time; while I am waiting for it to settle
out, I have to go on living. I need some good to hold on to and
to lift me up day by day. The Book of Mormon inspires me,
and so I hold on. Reason is too frail to base a life on. You can
be whipped about by all the authorities with no genuine basis
for deciding for yourself. I think it is far better to go where
goodness lies.
. . . Educated Christians claim to base their belief on reason when I thought faith was the teaching of the scriptures.
You hear the Good Shepherd’s voice, and you follow it.80
Still, Bushman confides to his journal his fear that perhaps he has
been too subtle in making his own faithful position clear to readers
of Rough Stone Rolling. Preparing, on 14 September 2005, for a talk at
the Princeton Club in New York City, he confesses that “I have a tendency to be too diffident and overly modest. Claudia [his wife] hates
that. I intend to confront the gold plates problem head on, the foundation for thinking of Joseph Smith as a fraud.”81 On 19 April 2006, still
reflecting on the Lehman Center discussion of the previous day, he
asks himself:
80. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 15–16 (9 August 2005).
81. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 27 (14 September 2005).
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Am I afraid to come down unequivocally for fear of cutting
myself completely out of the academic discussion, like a Jew
covering up his Jewishness or a pale African American trying
to pass? I say to myself that I confess my belief on the opening
page, and from there on I am simply trying to make room for
a non-believer. Long ago I said on a radio interview that Fawn
Brodie cuts Mormons out of her book. There was no room for
believers among her readers unless they accepted the status of
idiots and dupes. I didn’t want to leave non-Mormons out of my
account, so I tried to address them and say, I understand your
needs. Do I go so far in this direction in RSR that I play pittypat? In my effort to make the Book of Mormon intelligible do I
fail to convey my own conviction that it is true? And the same
for the revelations and for Joseph Smith’s divine calling.
Somehow I felt like I was playing pitty-pat yesterday at the
Lehman Center. I fell somewhere short of complete unequivocality in my answers. I have thought of many better answers
since. Perhaps the best is the simplest: “Yes, I believe the Book
of Mormon is true. I am a Mormon; that is what Mormons
do.” Or on another tack: “Yes, I believe Joseph Smith’s story.
I don’t think he was a fraud.” Or: “Yes, I believe the Book of
Mormon is true. That is why I want it to be treated with more
respect. Whether you believe it or not, the book is a marvelous creation.” These answers retreat into the personal like
most testimonies. They don’t assert that everyone must accept
my truth; they call it my truth, implying you can have your
truth. I am simply presenting my point of view; take it or leave
it. The advantage of listening to my point of view is that you
can come to understand what it was like to be a Mormon or
to be Joseph Smith.82
Eventually, Bushman begins to think that maybe he should have
been forthrightly and explicitly Mormon in Rough Stone Rolling itself.
82. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 115–16 (19 April 2006).
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I can see now that I could have written the whole book inside
this framework. Instead of trying to keep the reader and myself
in the same place, creating a common point of view amenable to believer and non-believer alike, I could have taken on
the role of guide to a Mormon perspective on the Mormon
prophet, acknowledging the differences and saying this is
how we look at it. The point of persuasion would be to show
the benefits of examining Joseph from a believer’s perspective. What can you learn by looking at him through believing
eyes that might be lost if you begin with the assumption he
had to be a fraud. It would not take many changes to rewrite
the book in that way. A few alterations in the introduction, a
few others at key points would do the job. At these junctures,
I would step forward and say, This is where a Mormon and
non-Mormon historian will part company. Here is what you
can learn if you will follow me. Once again, candor is the best
policy. Why didn’t I see that earlier? Live and learn.83
Nonetheless, he has high hopes for the long-term impact of Rough
Stone Rolling and similar ventures in frank and forthright Mormon
historiography:
The overall effect will be to move the Church toward greater
candor, even though I suffer in the mean time. I am concerned about the discrepancy between the idealized Joseph
in Institute classes and the criticized Joseph in secular and
hostile sources. Young Latter-day Saints are left to reconcile
these two without help from their teachers. Simply denying the validity of the criticism is not enough when facts are
involved. Some will shut their minds to the criticism; but others will become disillusioned, not just with the Prophet but
with the entire teaching apparatus. They will feel they have
been misled. My book may encourage a dialogue about candor within CES. The instructors will ask each other what is
83. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 116–17 (19 April 2006).
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lost and gained by telling the full story. Gradually the center
of opinion will move toward openness.84
Very much in the spirit of Stanley Kimball’s California remarks,
Bushman predicts that “People will mull over the facts about Joseph
and eventually accommodate even the tough parts. In the end we will
be more stable for having assimilated all this material.”85 Another
worry also occupied Bushman’s mind occasionally: “Whether or not
they agree with the book, the General Authorities don’t like someone
like me taking control of interpretation. They objected to FARMS on
those grounds after they seemed to be monopolizing Book of Mormon
interpretation.”86
Candidly, I’m not sure that I know what he has in mind with this
comment. The Brethren have never, to my knowledge, come down
on FARMS in the way he suggests, and I know from personal conversation with a number of them that at least some of the General
Authorities appreciate the work done by FARMS. In particular, it
seems to me quite clear that the permission given by the Brethren to
rename the overall organization in which FARMS rests “The Neal A.
Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship” constitutes a vote of confidence, not a rebuke.
In This Issue
A vocally obsessive critic of mine (and of all things Mormon) recently
declared on an anti-Mormon message board that “there really aren’t
any ‘effective’ defenses of the Church which do not entail ad hominem
attack. That is why FARMS Review is so rank with ad hominem attack
that DCP feels compelled to post self-deprecating jokes about it.”
84. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 100–101 (8 January 2006).
85. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 85 (2 December 2005).
86. Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith, 24 (8 September 2005). On page 105,
Bushman writes that “There remains the problem of becoming a rival expert [to the
General Authorities] in the interpretation of doctrine, but I can avoid that by not talking
doctrine when asked to speak. My mind is aswirl with doctrinal ideas which do not need
to be vented, especially when I acknowledge their speculative nature myself” (6 February
2006). Some of those ideas (which, I confess, resemble certain of my own speculations)
appear on pages 60–61 (28 October 2005).
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He was being charitable. As another message board poster put it,
the FARMS Review
is in truth the food of death, the fuel of sin, the veil of malice, the
pretext of false liberty, the protection of disobedience, the corruption of discipline, the depravity of morals, the termination
of Concord, the death of honesty, the well-spring of vices, the
disease of virtues, the instigation of rebellion, the milk of pride,
the nourishment of contempt, the death of peace, the destruction of charity, the enemy of unity, the murderer of truth.
No. Wait a minute. Scratch that. It wasn’t a message board poster.
It was Johannes Cochlaeus (d. 1552), an opponent of the Reformation
who interfered with the publication of William Tyndale’s translation of the New Testament. And he wasn’t talking about the FARMS
Review. He was denouncing “the New Testament translated into the
vulgar tongue [i.e., English].”87
Anyway, readers of this number of the Review will, yet again, be
able to judge for themselves whether (as a number of vocal critics routinely say) it consists largely of vituperation and name-calling.
James Allen (Lemuel H. Redd Professor of Western History emeritus at Brigham Young University and former assistant church historian of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) and John
Sorenson (retired BYU professor of anthropology) offer tributes to
their friend Davis Bitton.88
Brant Gardner critiques an attempt to correlate the Book of Mormon with ancient Mesoamerica, while psychologist Richard Williams
responds to yet another reductionist theory of its origin. William Hamblin demonstrates that “reformed Egyptian” and the writing of sacred
texts on metal plates fit very comfortably into the ancient milieu that
the Book of Mormon claims as its own cultural background.
87. John S. Kerr and Charles Houser, Ancient Texts Alive Today (New York: American
Bible Society, 1999), 45. I thank Alison V. P. Coutts for bringing this remarkable passage
to my attention.
88. They are, incidentally, members of the Gadianton Polysophical Marching and
Chowder Society, mentioned above.
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Louis Midgley reflects on Richard Bushman’s important biography Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling, a landmark in Mormon-related
publishing, and M. Gerald Bradford considers the current state and
future prospects of Mormon-focused scholarship. Terryl Givens surveys the challenge that new religious movements like Mormonism pose
to mainstream religion, and James Faulconer offers a specific example
of that challenge with his critique of conventional approaches to theology. So, too, does Alyson Von Feldt’s essay on the question of whether
God has a wife—a question to which Latter-day Saints emphatically
answer Yes—which dovetails nicely with the exchange between evangelical biblical scholar Michael Heiser and Latter-day Saint doctoral
student David Bokovoy on the subject of the “divine council” among
the ancient Hebrews. The Heiser-Bokovoy exchange, incidentally, provides a wonderful model of civil, respectful, and informed discussion
between evangelicals and Latter-day Saints, a model with far too few
analogues elsewhere. I’m grateful to both authors for their scholarship
and for their exemplary manner of expressing it.
Jacob Rawlins and Alison Coutts examine four recent Latterday Saint treatments of the apostasy of the ancient Christian church.
Stephen Ricks examines a unique perspective on the book of Daniel,
and John Gee critiques a study of the facsimiles in the Book of
Abraham. Ralph Hancock contemplates the decline of secular higher
education, a relatively recent experiment that, for various reasons,
many have mistakenly come to regard as the only legitimate paradigm
for modern universities. And, finally, a series of book notes briefly
treats recent publications of which we want our readers to be aware.
Just as we were going to press with this issue of the FARMS
Review, we learned of the recent passing of Robert R. Bennett, who
reviewed Duwayne R. Anderson’s Farewell to Eden: Coming to Terms
with Mormonism and Science in the FARMS Review 18/2 (2006): 1–43.
We regret his passing and extend our condolences and best wishes to
his family and friends. We are pleased to have provided him with a
venue in which he could express his faith.
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Editor’s Picks
For several years now, we have offered in each number of the Review
a list of recommended items, compiled through a complex and rigorous
process of asking ourselves what we think and then choosing more or
less whimsically between conflicting opinions. As I’ve said before, the
fact that a book appears in this list is more significant than the rather
arbitrary number of asterisks it receives, which could easily have been
different. Since nobody has ordered us not to offer such recommendations, we’re going to do it again. (Stop us before we pick again!)
****	Outstanding, a seminal work of the kind that appears
only rarely
Enthusiastically recommended
***
**
Warmly recommended
*
Recommended
Here are the recommendations from this number of the Review:
****	Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone
Rolling
***	Alexander B. Morrison, Turning from Truth: A New Look
at the Great Apostasy
***	Noel B. Reynolds, ed., Early Christians in Disarray:
Contemporary LDS Perspectives on the Christian Apostasy
**	Tad R. Callister, The Inevitable Apostasy and the Promised
Restoration
**	William G. Dever, Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and
Folk Religion in Ancient Israel
Scott R. Petersen, Where Have All the Prophets Gone?
**
*	C. John Sommerville, The Decline of the Secular University
Although the official editor’s picks does not include selections
from those works presented in the book notes, I would like to call
favorable attention to Margaret Barker’s The Hidden Tradition of the
Kingdom of God, Alan Jacobs’s The Narnian: The Life and Imagination
of C. S. Lewis, Ramsay MacMullen’s Voting about God in Early Church
Councils, Peter McEnhill and George Newlands’s Fifty Key Christian
Thinkers, and Christian Smith’s Soul Searching: The Religious and
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Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers. And, well, um, my Muhammad
biography may not be the worst book ever published, either.
Acknowledgments
Sadly, the tenure of Shirley Ricks as production editor of the
FARMS Review—nineteen years’ worth—comes to a close with this
number. For essentially twenty years, she has been the person who
organized it, kept it moving along, and saw it through to completion.
(She missed one issue when she and her family were overseas.) She has
worked wonders. Consistently. She has always been dependable. We
have relied on her solid good judgment. Now she takes those qualities
into her assignment to finish the Collected Works of Hugh Nibley in
time for the centennial of his 1910 birth. It’s a very worthy project, but
her departure is, at best, bittersweet. I’m grateful to her for her work
not only on this number but for an amazing thirty previous issues.
I’m also grateful to the two associate editors of the Review, Louis
Midgley and George Mitton, whose counsel, insight, and sheer hard
work are indispensable. Paula Hicken orchestrates source checking
and proofreading tasks, doing much of it herself; she was assisted in
these tasks by Julie Adams, Brette Jones, Linda Sheffield, and Sandra
Thorne. I also greatly appreciate the fine work Jacob Rawlins does in
typesetting the FARMS Review and the support from Alison Coutts
and others in the administration of the Neal A. Maxwell Institute of
Religious Scholarship.
Finally, as always, I want to thank those who have written for
us. Besides a free copy of the Review and, where applicable, a copy
of a book that they may not even like, our writers receive nothing
but thanks. (Persistent claims by our critics that Mormon apologetics
pays well are no better founded in actual reality than most of the rest
of their assertions.) Without our writers, though, there would obviously be no FARMS Review.

Davis Bitton:
His Scholarship and Faith
James B. Allen

I

feel honored to be asked to say a few words at the funeral of a dear
friend and deeply honored colleague. JoAn asked me to say something, in particular, about Davis’s scholarly work. I am happy to do
this, though I can hardly do it justice in these short few minutes; but I
would also like to put it in a broader context, particularly the spiritual
context that was so important to Davis himself.
I will never forget the morning of May 10, 1972, when Davis and I
were each interviewed by Elder Alvin R. Dyer and received our official
callings to be Assistant Church Historians, under the leadership of
Leonard Arrington. After the interviews the three of us, along with
Dean Jessee, met in Leonard’s office. There Leonard offered a remarkable prayer of thanksgiving for the confidence that had been placed in
us, asking for the blessing of the Lord in fulfilling the responsibilities
we had been given. We all felt a wonderful exhilaration, and Davis later
wrote of that prayer: “My sense of privacy and aversion to postured
piety are sufficient that I will not include in this account [a history of
the 10 years in the historian’s office] the many examples of answers to
prayer. But perhaps it would be appropriate to share the tender experience, after Jim’s and my appointments had been approved, of kneeling
with Leonard in a prayer of gratitude. We were historians, to be sure,

This is a slightly expanded version of a talk given at the funeral of Davis Bitton, 17 April
2007, Salt Lake City, Utah.
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but we were also committed church members and saw the development as a wonderful opportunity to combine the two.” And that was
Davis—a fine scholar and just as fine a Saint.
It was in this spiritual context that I began to become more intimately acquainted with Davis, whom I had known for several years and
whose quick mind and remarkable scholarship I had long admired.
But in this capacity I became much more fully aware of Davis’s true
qualities—the things that made him both a remarkable historian and
an exemplary Latter-day Saint.
Over the years Davis authored or coauthored and edited over 20
books and around 100 articles—mostly related to LDS history but also
on modern European history—and delivered scores of papers at scholarly conventions. In reviewing Davis’s first book, The French Nobility
in Crisis, 1560–1640, Julian Dent wrote in the Renaissance Quarterly
that “this subject was long overdue for discussion by someone with
Mr. Bitton’s clarity of mind and powers of organization.” Those two
expressions—“clarity of mind” and “powers of organization”—only
begin to characterize the qualities that made Davis the remarkable
person he was. Another reviewer referred to Davis’s conclusions in the
book as “wise and temperate”—two more descriptions of what those
who knew him best saw in him.
There is no time here to review his many publications, but let me
simply note a few of his qualities that I admired most and that characterized him as both a scholar and a Latter-day Saint. As a scholar
he knew how to get to the true essence of an issue quickly and clearly,
as seen in the penetrating interpretive analysis he always incorporated into his writing. He was a wonderful critic. (I know, because
he critiqued my work often.) He could review a colleague’s article, or
critique it in a conference, without rancor. He had great insight into
both the strengths and weaknesses of what he was reviewing and had
1. Davis Bitton, “Ten Years in Camelot: A Personal Memoir,” Dialogue 16/3 (1983): 11.
	. Julian Dent, review of The French Nobility in Crisis, 1560–1640, by Davis Bitton,
Renaissance Quarterly 24/2 (1971): 244.
	. Raymond F. Kierstead, review of The French Nobility in Crisis, 1560–1640, by
Davis Bitton, Journal of Social History 5/3 (1972): 406.
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a way of making the point clearly and effectively but without a belittling attitude.
He was a marvelous wordsmith, able to write not only with insight
but with a flair that almost automatically created interest. A statement
in this morning’s issue of Meridian magazine (the popular LDS online
magazine to which Davis often contributed) reflects this trait: “Each
article came in as a gem that needed no polishing, a precious stone
that reflected light. He sought to give a gift to our readers of their history, and he managed to intrigue us all with sweet surprises from our
past and analysis we could count on.”
He was thorough as an investigator and he held high the standard of truth. He would not compromise his scholarship by hiding or
ignoring important evidence, even if it seemed to contradict his own
perspective. But he also always said that whatever he found in history
could not affect his commitment to the greater truths of the gospel.
History was not the gospel. In 2004 he presented a paper at a conference of FAIR (Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research)
with the provocative title “I Don’t Have a Testimony of the History of
the Church.” Explaining, he said,
In making this declaration, I have no need to deny that our
church history is peopled with many inspiring individuals.
What they preached and taught can be studied. In the course
of enhancing my historical understanding I often find reinforcement for my faith. But I uncouple the two — testimony
and history. I leave ample room for human perversity. I am
not wed to any single, simple version of the past. I leave room
for new information and new interpretations. My testimony is
not dependent on scholars. My testimony in the eternal gospel does not hang in the balance.
	. Maurine and Scot Proctor, “We Will Remember Our Friend, Davis Bitton,”
Meridian, 17 April 2007; available online at www.ldsmag.com/historybits/070417friend
.html (accessed 7 May 2007).
	. This article is reproduced in connection with the Meridian article cited above. It
may also be found on the FAIR Web site, at www.fairlds.org/FAIR_Conferences/2004_I
_Dont_Have_a_Testimony_of_the_History_of_the_Church.html (accessed 9 May 2007)
or in the FARMS Review 16/2 (2004): 337–54.

 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

He was a master at finding interesting and important topics to
study and write about. Even if others, at first sight, did not recognize
the importance of a topic, reading what Davis wrote changed their
view. Davis did more than just report facts. He could always find
meaning in what he was writing about, making his books and articles
not only informative factually but also responsibly interpretive, helping the reader see real value in the story he was telling.
He published in the well-known scholarly journals, but he was
also happy to publish in more limited LDS-oriented outlets such the
FARMS Review and the more popular online faith-oriented Meridian
magazine, as well as the FAIR Web site. His wonderful interpretive
ability can by illustrated in his own words by a few of the things he
said in some of his publications.
He ended his marvelous little book on the images of Joseph Smith
with a commentary on the nature of belief. He recognized that, simply
as a historian (that is, with all the trappings of scholarship and the need
for irrefutable evidence), he could hardly prove that Joseph Smith was
truly a prophet. But, in the end, he delivered powerful interpretations
of the words of Joseph Smith, then added some of his own:
When Joseph Smith said, “No man knows my history . . . ,”
he was admitting that he had no way of providing such irresistible evidence in his favor that all must accept it. “Just wait and
see,” he was saying. “You will know later who I am.” . . .
In essence, the Prophet says, God knows I am his prophet
and some day you too will know. In the meantime, if you will
sincerely pray to God, if you will put the teachings into your
heart and life, confirmation is available. . . .
Back in the days before the corruption of our language,
before the flattening of our reality into a stark, naturalist,
horizontal plane, there used to be a name for the leap, the
signing onto something magnificently demanding and allencompassing, the living out of something as if it were true,
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the growing conviction of the reality of things hoped for,
things unseen. It used to be called faith.
As a scholar Davis was curious about many things: his work
delved into the gamut of historical studies and demonstrated a remarkably wide interest as well as knowledge. He wrote intellectual history
and once published a remarkable article on anti-intellectualism in
Mormon history. He also published a marvelous article titled “The
Ritualization of Mormon History” in which he dealt with all the ways
other than reading historical books and articles that Mormons learn,
or don’t learn, their history.
He often wrote on unique topics that few people would have the
interest or imagination to tackle, but that in his hands became important insights into the past. In a coauthored article on the little-known
topic of phrenology among the Mormons, he described how the craze
that captured many members of the church in the nineteenth century
appeared to be supported by scientific evidence and saw a kind of revival
early in the twentieth century, but was never supported by church leaders. The last paragraph illustrates the kind of positive assessment and
important interpretation that characterized much of Davis’s writing:
“The refusal of Mormon leaders to subscribe to causes and movements
such as phrenology could have its disadvantages at times, for they could
seem to be unreceptive to the science and progressive causes of their day.
But in the final analysis such a reserved attitude prevented the Mormon
religion from becoming too closely linked with fads and contemporary
enthusiasms and was a source of strength.”
Davis wrote biography. His work on a top church leader (George Q.
Cannon) as well his book on an ordinary Saint (a biography of John
Pack, which I have often held up as a model of how to write Mormon
	. Davis Bitton, Images of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City: Aspen Books,
1996), 169–70.
	. “The Ritualization of Mormon History” was first published in Utah Historical
Quarterly 43/1 (1975): 67–85. It later appeared, in revised form, in Davis Bitton, The
Ritualization of Mormon History and Other Essays (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
1994), 171–87.
	. Davis Bitton and Gary L. Bunker, “Phrenology among the Mormons,” Dialogue
9/1 (1974): 58.
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biography) are fine examples of thorough scholarship and integrity. He
was concerned about making sources available to others. His Guide to
Mormon Diaries and Autobiographies, published in 1977, provided a
remarkably valuable guide to 2,894 unpublished sources available for
research in various libraries. He liked political history, as exemplified
in his first published article on Mormon history, a 1957 article on the
struggle over seating B. H. Roberts in Congress. He delved into pioneer history, literary history, social history, women’s history, natural
history, and many other specialized topics.
In 1979 he and Leonard Arrington coauthored The Mormon
Experience, a book written especially for non-Mormons. Published by
Knopf, a major New York publisher, it dealt topically with a variety of
subjects in LDS history. He wrote numerous insightful book reviews,
including some very important ones dealing with anti-Mormon
works. He even published a little book called Wit and Whimsy in
Mormon History. It was filled with wonderfully humorous quotations and stories from General Authorities and other early Latter-day
Saints, as well as curious situations that may not have seemed funny
then but that provoke a smile today. Realizing that a few things in the
book might raise the eyebrows of a few modern Saints, he wrote in his
introduction:
But is it not disrespectful to find amusement in the sayings and activities of previous generations when they did not
intend them to be funny? Well, there were some people even
then who were amused by the same things that tickle our
fancy. Besides, it seems safe to say that there is plenty about
our modern life that our ancestors would find amusing. They
would laugh at us, if they had the chance, in the spirit of a loving parent chuckling at the foibles of his children. In the same
spirit, mingling affection and bemusement, we are entitled to
enjoy the past.
	. Davis Bitton, Wit and Whimsy in Mormon History (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1974), ix.
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Time permitting, we could go on and on about the scholarship
of Davis Bitton. But the important thing here is that, as much as anything, Davis was as fine an example as could be found of someone who
took seriously President Spencer W. Kimball’s charge to LDS scholars
that they must exemplify both impeccable scholarship and unmistakable faith:
Your double heritage and dual concerns with the secular and
the spiritual require you to be “bilingual.” As LDS scholars
you must speak with authority and excellence to your professional colleagues in the language of scholarship, and you must
also be literate in the language of spiritual things.10
Davis did just that. He was a man of both scholarship and faith.
As a result, I am confident that he was always comforted by what he
read in the book of Alma about what happens at the time of death.
Said Alma to his son Corianton:
Now, concerning the state of the soul between death and
the resurrection—Behold, it has been made known unto me
by an angel, that the spirits of all men, as soon as they are
departed from this mortal body, yea the spirits of all men,
whether they be good or evil, are taken home to that God who
gave them life.
And then it shall come to pass that the spirits of those
who are righteous are received into a state of happiness, which
is called paradise, a state of rest, a state of peace, where they
shall rest from all their troubles and from all care and sorrow.
(Alma 40:11–12)
And I have a testimony that, with respect to Davis, we can accurately paraphrase Alma this way: “Behold . . . as soon as Davis departed
from the mortal body . . . he was received into a state of happiness,
which is called paradise, a state of rest, a state of peace, where he is
resting from all his troubles and from all care and sorrow.” In fact,
Davis anticipated this on paper—you read it in his obituary where he
10. Spencer W. Kimball, “Second Century Address,” BYU Studies 16/4 (1976): 446.

 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

said: “As you read this, I am having a ball rejoining my parents and
grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, and dear friends and associates
I knew on earth. I am wide awake, no longer struggling with the narcolepsy that handicapped but did not defeat me, and cheerfully taking
in the new state of affairs and accepting the callings that will occupy
me there.”
All who knew him knew that he had a deep and abiding testimony of the gospel and of the atonement of Jesus Christ. I share that
testimony.

Valuing Davis Bitton

John L. Sorenson

I

could not summarize, let alone relate, the important events in the
life of Davis Bitton. My purpose now is not to relate his life but to
evaluate it. That may seem presumptuous. He will be judged by a better judge than any of us. So this is not a judgment except to point out
some ways in which I knew our friend. His life experience may be of
benefit as an example or model for our enrichment. My observations
come from forty-three years of friendship with him. I speak simply
of what he has meant to me. You may know him more fully than I do
or in a different manner, and it is understandable that some may have
different views.
He loved the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. I
cannot give a higher compliment than that. At the same time he was
humble and discerning enough to suppose that neither he nor any
others of us mortals can do more than approach the whole truth. That
is what he desired, and he approached it as far as he was able.
He was honest and moral in the fullest sense of the term moral,
and he liked to be with honest and moral people.
He was a saint, a Latter-day Saint, whether one capitalizes the
label or not. He believed—that is, he had a full conviction—that we
and our sphere here were created by God for his announced purposes.
This is a slightly edited version of a talk given at the funeral of Davis Bitton, 17 April 2007,
Salt Lake City, Utah.
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He believed that Jesus Christ was the Son of God and the Savior of all
humankind.
He believed that the original gospel of Jesus Christ had been
restored to the earth in our day through the Prophet Joseph Smith,
and that it continued to be taught and expounded by subsequent
prophets up through Gordon B. Hinckley.
He worshipped God with his whole heart, soul, and mind, especially his mind. He was well equipped to do that, not being afraid to
exercise his considerable capacities for the Lord’s cause and for the
good of God’s children. He gave effective service to society, not only
to society in general and to academics, but to the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints and to his fellow humans as he encountered them.
He loved his family, and he had many friends. He cultivated faith,
hope, and charity toward those with whom he dealt.
He was faithful in keeping his promises to God, to his loved ones,
and to his fellows, including me. He was a diligent worker, never a
slacker. If he had idle moments, he was probably thinking of how he
could use his time better. He endured adversity but rose above it.
Some of you may feel that what I have sketched just now is too idealistic a picture of him—that he had flaws on which I have chosen not
to dwell—and I cannot doubt that he had unmentioned flaws. All men
and women do. In my evaluation I have tried to do what I could to
express briefly my regard for the value of the life of this good man. In
the same manner, if I were evaluating the apostle Peter on the basis of
the New Testament, I would find recorded there some obvious weaknesses, and I could mention those just as I could have tried to detect
the weaknesses in Davis. But Peter turned out to be one of the favored
children of the Lord who rose above his temporary follies to become
a perfected judge over us all. It is not the “raw” Peter that I would cele
brate, but the “cooked” Peter at the close of his life. In the same way I
acknowledge the developing and still-striving Davis who was perhaps
not yet all he might have been.
Finally, indulge me in a moment of irony. I understand from the
editorial staff of the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
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Studies (now the Maxwell Institue) that, when Davis was acting as editor in preparing a Festschrift in my honor ten years ago, he kept trying
to hurry that work along because he thought I might be gone before
the book was done. And here is the irony: My wife Helen told me just
recently that should Davis still be in the land of the living at the time
of my funeral—she would ask him to speak for me. Well, it has proven
otherwise, but we will meet again before long in a place where there
is no narcolepsy nor aching backs for either of us. We can renew our
friendship and give thanks to each other for the benefits of friendship.
Davis was a dear friend, a valued compatriot, and a blessed example,
and I commend his life to you to benefit and enrich your own.

A New Chronicler in the Old Style

Brant A. Gardner

Review of David G. Calderwood. Voices from the Dust: New Insights into Ancient America.
Austin: Historical Publications, 2005. xxiv + 599 pp., with index. $32.50.

T

he dust jacket of this book describes David G. Calderwood as a
former missionary to Uruguay and Paraguay. He has used his
acquired skills in Spanish and Portuguese both in his professional life
and in pursuing his interest in Latin American history. The ability to
read Spanish and Portuguese is essential for his task; it has allowed
him to cover an impressive number of early Spanish chroniclers of the
New World. In this work, Calderwood mines these sources for possible traces of the people and teachings of the Book of Mormon that
might remain.
Calderwood discusses numerous early writers and includes
some historical background and a brief analysis of the sources he has
assembled. This is an excellent introductory chapter for anyone who
wishes to explore this part of Latin American history. Several of these
works have not been translated into English, and most are familiar
only to specialists. Calderwood’s missionary and professional life
focused more on South America, and, perhaps as a result, his compilation of sources for South America is more complete than for his
Mesoamerican materials.
Calderwood’s main argument is not new, although certainly the
connection to the Book of Mormon is more recent. In fact, the very
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real seeds of this book were sown by the early Spanish fathers serving
in Central Mexico from the mid-1500s to the mid-1600s. Several of
those early writers openly commented on what seemed to be Christian
or Jewish teachings or practices among the natives. These interesting observations become the lode that Calderwood mines for his own
purpose. Calderwood not only accepts these observations unquestioningly, but in many ways seems to have absorbed some of the early
Spanish chroniclers’ thought processes and methods. As a result, he
has produced a history that is very much in the tradition of the early
chroniclers who attempted to understand the native cultures around
them in terms of what might have, or what should have, happened.
Voices from the Dust is the intellectual descendant of the relatively large body of early Spanish speculations on the appearance of
St. Thomas (traditionally the wandering apostle who was said to have
preached in India) in the New World. For example, in method and
often in particulars, Calderwood sees as Diego de Durán saw. Where
Durán saw elements in the native culture and history that he believed
could be attributed to the preaching of St. Thomas, Calderwood reads
Durán (and other chroniclers) and attributes their descriptions to the
Book of Mormon.
Calderwood has covered an impressive range of material and has
done the proper work to read them in the original language. My issues
with his work are not with his sources but with what he makes of them.
His declared purpose is “to bring together the folklore, legends, and
accounts collected by the early chroniclers and compare them with
accounts recorded in the Book of Mormon. Whenever possible, I will
compare my findings with scientific evidence, discovered by archaeologists and art historians” (p. xi). That is an admirable goal. Because
of this stated goal, as well as most readers’ unfamiliarity with the historiographical issues involved with this Christian-sounding material,
many Latter-day Saint readers will find this book very convincing and
faith-affirming.
Unfortunately, Calderwood’s arguments will be convincing only
to those who are unaware of the methodological difficulties with the
book’s thesis. These underlying methodological issues are a serious
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flaw in an otherwise extensively researched and well-written book.
Much good information is presented in a pleasing style, but it cannot
be trusted to fulfill its desired goal of providing contextual historical
evidence for the Book of Mormon.
Elder Robert E. Wells, emeritus member of the First Quorum of
the Seventy, wrote the foreword to Calderwood’s book and unintentionally brings out one of its theoretical shortcomings:
The author does not resolve nor get into the discussion of
two Hill Cumorahs nor a narrow neck of land nor anything
about the exact geography of the Book of Mormon. Part of the
appeal of this new book to me is that here is a non-judgmental
portrayal of patterns and parallels coming from the Guarani/
Amazon basin as well as the Andean area of South America
that fits in with the information found in Central America,
(Mesoamerica), Mexico, and North America. Rather than
defend a theory or position, Calderwood just lays it out for
us to read and digest ourselves. Yet it is a solid defense of the
fact that the Book of Mormon fits into all of these geographical areas and into the cultures and beliefs of virtually all
the “Indian Nations” found by the invading Spaniards and
Portuguese. (p. xiv)
Elder Wells sees this wide scope as a positive. I think it is not. That
very broad scope that Wells praises is actually one of the chief methodological problems with this text. Without identifying a specific
geography, Calderwood accepts (by default) a virtual hemispheric
geography in which the Book of Mormon could have taken place. In
order for the chroniclers of the civilizations in both Peru and Central
Mexico to have relevance to the Book of Mormon, populations in both
those areas must have had contact with Book of Mormon peoples.
Only with a remembered contact with the Book of Mormon people
and events can any folklore and legend that was collected be traced
to the Book of Mormon. Either Calderwood defends the hemispheric
geography of the Book of Mormon by default, or he forfeits the ability
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to pull information from texts so far distant as those from Peru and
Central Mexico.
John L. Sorenson has argued forcefully that, regardless of where
one would want to place it on the map, the Book of Mormon events
had to have taken place in a relatively confined territory. The Book of
Mormon text does not allow for both Peru and Central Mexico to have
remnants of Book of Mormon peoples. If the text’s historical information tells us that all the similarities Calderwood finds cannot be
attributed to the Book of Mormon (because its people never existed
in that wide a dispersion), then why are there so many similarities
between Andean and Central Mexican stories?
This is where Calderwood makes his second major methodological error. He does not use his texts with critical caution but with al
together too much faith in a process he has not examined. Calderwood
is, however, aware of the issue of how Spanish chronicles might relate
to native beliefs:
The scientists reject the theories of the chroniclers concerning the origins of the Indians. Scientists and historians
view the chronicle writers as well-meaning Catholics who put
a Catholic spin on everything they discovered, but did not
have the advantages that modern scientists enjoy, were not
trained historians, and did not utilize “scientific methodology.” They refer to these writings only occasionally; generally
when the chronicle writings support a point of archaeology or
iconography.
In rejecting the Chronicler theories, however, the scientists generally reject or undervalue the eyewitness accounts
of these early New World writers who spent years among the
Indians. Scientists who have focused their efforts upon PreColumbia [sic] America apparently do not take into account
what the Indians have related about themselves as they recite
their folklore and legends that have been handed down for
centuries. (p. 15)
	. John L. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000).
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I confess that I am nervous when the introduction of any book on
history blithely dismisses years of scholarship. Calderwood is correct
about the scholarly opinion about much of the Christian-sounding
material but quite incorrect that scholars have ignored the chroniclers. At least in the area of Mesoamerica, where I am more familiar with the sources, I cannot agree that there has been a dismissal
of the chroniclers. For the Mexica, H. B. Nicholson’s masterful work
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl: The Once and Future Lord of the Toltecs easily belies the idea that the chroniclers have been ignored. Likewise,
Robert Carmack’s Quichean Civilization follows the same pattern
in carefully and exhaustively examining the relevant chroniclers for
the Quiché. Both works cover not only the Spanish chroniclers that
Calderwood lists, but also a large number of chroniclers of which he
is possibly unaware. Calderwood is simply incorrect that the scholarly opinion comes from “reject[ing] or undervalu[ing] the eyewitness
accounts.” The scholars’ opinions come from a very careful examination of those sources.
Calderwood’s personal area of expertise appears to be South
America. However, the richest mine of historical material comes from
Mesoamerica. While Calderwood covers some of the more important Spanish chroniclers, he does not cover the whole range of historical material available and gives no indication of familiarity with
the various documents that are available in Nahuatl (the language of
the Aztecs). Even in citing Sahagún (the most important of the early
Spanish chroniclers of the New World), Calderwood cites an English
translation of the Spanish work—not the English translation known
as the Florentine Codex, which translates Sahagún’s Nahuatl-speaking
informants’ material into English. The value of using documents
translated from the native language is that they come closer to viewing the native world from the natives’ point of view rather than from
the way the Spaniards interpreted it. While even these Nahuatl texts
	. Henry B. Nicholson, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl: The Once and Future Lord of the
Toltecs (Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado, 2001).
	. Robert M. Carmack, Quichean Civilization: The Ethnohistoric, Ethnographic, and
Archaeological Sources (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973).
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were written after the Conquest and under strong Spanish tutelage,
they are nevertheless essential correctives to the perspectives taken
in the chroniclers. Because Calderwood too easily accepts the chroniclers’ accounts, he misses the complex issues in intercultural transmission that are known to have colored them.
In The Aztec Image in Western Thought, Benjamin Keen surveyed
the literature on Aztec themes and found “a link between the positions
of the Spanish writers on Indian policy and their attitudes toward
Aztec civilization.”  I have examined the chroniclers of Mesoamerica
for their treatment of the Aztec deity called Quetzalcoatl. The differences in the treatment of the Quetzalcoatl material in these sources
are dramatic. Anti-Indian writers consistently describe only the idol
of the god. Pro-Indian writers are virtually the only ones who give
elaborate details of the Quetzalcoatl legends but usually very little
about the idol. It is almost as though the two camps are writing about
an entirely different subject. While all represent Calderwood’s eyewitness accounts, they present the same basic information in very
different ways, according to their own interests and perceptions and
not necessarily according to those of the natives about whom they are
writing.
The filtering process is clearly seen when a text from the Nahuatl
Florentine Codex is compared with the way Sahagún represented that
text in his Spanish version. The English translation of the Nahuatl
text is:
[The story of] Quetzalcoatl, who was a great wizard; and of
the place where he ruled, and of what he did when he went
[away]. . . .
There, it is said, he lay; he lay covered; and he lay with
only his face covered. And, it is said, he was monstrous.
	. Benjamin Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thought (New Brunswick, NJ: Rut
gers University Press, 1971), 77.
	. See Jacques Lafaye, Quetzalcóatl and Guadalupe: The Formation of Mexican
National Consciousness 1531–1813, trans. Benjamin Keen (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1974), 30–50, for an excellent discussion of the spiritual mind-set involved in the
discovery of the New World.
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His face [was] like a huge, battered stone, a great fallen
rock; it [was] not made like that of men. And his beard was
very long.
Sahagún’s version of this passage in his Historia General loses
some of the information contained in the native version:
Quetzalcoatl was esteemed and held to be a god, and they
adored him in ancient times in Tula, and he had a very tall
temple with many stairs which were so narrow that a foot
would not fit on them.
And his statue was always lying down and covered with
blankets, and his face was very ugly, and his head large and
bearded.
The first change is subtle because it changes the context of the ugly
Quetzalcoatl. The native statement on Quetzalcoatl’s appearance comes
in a passage concerning the priest-king of Tula, whereas Sahagún’s follows a description of Quetzalcoatl’s temple in Tenochtitlan. Sahagún
is describing an idol, where the native informants were giving information considered to be related to the person. The second slight shift
occurs when Quetzalcoatl is described as ugly rather than monstrous.
Ugly is an aesthetic value judgment; monstrous is attempting to define
something more than mere appearance. The description that has been
translated as “monstrous” is attempting to communicate the essential
“otherness” of Quetzalcoatl (remember that his face was described as
a “huge, battered stone, a great fallen rock; it [was] not made like that
of men”). These “monstrous” characteristics were important signals to
the native mind that classified him as an extrahuman demigod. That
context is lost entirely in Sahagún’s Spanish translation.
The third change is a similar selection of the information Sahagún
decided to exclude from his Spanish version of the Nahuatl information.
	. Bernardino de Sahagún, Florentine Codex, trans. Arthur J. O. Anderson and
Charles E. Dibble (Salt Lake City: School of American Research and the University of
Utah, 1952), 3:13.
	. Bernardino de Sahagún, Historia General de las cosas de Nueva España, ed. Ángel
María Garibay Kintana, 4 vols. (Mexico: Editorial Porrúa, 1969), 1:278, my translation.
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The Florentine Codex introduces Quetzalcoatl with the phrase “in hue
nahualli catca.” This phrase is translated by Anderson and Dibble to
describe Quetzalcoatl, “who was a great wizard.” Our English “wizard” is perhaps the best word to use, but even it fails to provide the
full connotation of the Nahua nahualli. The nahual was a shaman,
a shape-shifter who could appear as various animal alter egos. This
phrase, which would have imparted extremely important information
to the native mind, is totally absent from Sahagún’s Spanish account.
Just as when Sahagún chose to label Quetzalcoatl “ugly,” but not
“monstrous,” he again strips important cultural information from the
native account. Sahagún is one of the best of Calderwood’s eyewitness
accounts, but even Sahagún’s account does not accurately represent
the native information he was given. If Sahagún did not accurately
represent the native religious information, why should we assume that
all other chroniclers did?
One of the chroniclers of Mesoamerica that Calderwood quotes
is Diego de Durán, an early Spanish father who was one of the earliest proponents of the idea that Quetzalcoatl was a remembrance of
the Christianizing mission of St. Thomas in the New World. Durán
had already interpreted the information he received through this particular Christian-historical filter. When Calderwood (or any other
modern LDS writer) reads and then relies upon Durán to establish a
connection between ancient native history and the Book of Mormon,
he layers yet another modern perception on top of information that
may already have been distorted in an effort to make it appear more
Christian than it really was. However, the problem is even more complex. The Spanish impact on our understanding of native history and
religion was so pervasive that it began to alter even what the early
fathers heard from the natives themselves. Durán himself noticed this
phenomenon:
Asking another old Indian what information he had of
the departure of Topiltzin, he began saying that the Papa
	. De Sahagún, Florentine Codex, 3:13. I have substituted the more standard orthography for the Codex’s “in vej naoalli catca.”
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[Topiltzin] had arrived at the sea with many people and that
he continued and had struck the sea with a staff and it had
dried up and become a road through which he entered. Both
he and his people. Also that his persecutors had entered after
him and the waters had returned to their place and nothing
more was ever known of them. And as I saw that he had read
the same as I and I knew where he was going with the story,
I didn’t ask him more so that he would not relate Exodus to
me, of which I felt he had received notice, yet he went as far as
to mention the punishment which the children of Israel had
with the serpents because of their murmurings against God
and Moses.
Even Durán (who saw many correspondences to Christian stories
and beliefs) noticed that the Spanish influence had begun to alter the
information he received from the natives. His was not the only observation, though others might not have been as perceptive. Under such
conditions, it is imperative that historians carefully sift through the
material to discern as well as possible the truly native information
from that which was colored by the way the Spanish fathers perceived
the Native Americans and their reasons for writing their chronicles.
Calderwood unfortunately does not approach his sources with this
critical eye. This significantly undermines the value of the parallels he
has discovered.
Additionally, when so much material appears to be “parallel”
over such a vast expanse of time and different cultures, one wonders
what thread holds them together. Calderwood suggests that it is the
Book of Mormon, even though the Book of Mormon could not have
influenced a geographic area so widely dispersed (where there is no
known contact among different cultures) or have persisted through
that length of time. What is consistent, however, is the fact that the
parallels exist in Spanish sources (but are typically absent from the
more directly native sources).
	. Diego de Durán, Historia de las Indias de Nueva Espana: e Islas de la Tierra Firme
(Mexico: Editorial Porrua, 1967), 1:12, my translation.
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Calderwood sees only the parallels. He neglects to consider any
other reason for the apparent similarities in his sources. In the historical materials from Mesoamerica, with which I am most familiar,
I find much stronger evidence that it really was the common perceptual layer imposed by the Spaniards that created the parallels in the
chroniclers’ accounts.10

10. See Brant A. Gardner, “Crucible of Distortion: The Impact of the Spanish on the
Record of Native Oral Tradition,” frontpage2000.nmia.com/~nahualli/Quetzalcoatl/
crucible.htm (accessed 14 November 2006), for a larger treatment of the ways in which
the Spanish writers altered both the record of native tradition and at times the native
accounts of those traditions.

The Book of Mormon
as Automatic Writing:
Beware the Virtus Dormitiva
Richard N. Williams

Review of Scott C. Dunn. “Automaticity and the Dictation of the Book of Mormon.” In
American Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, edited by Dan Vogel and Brent Lee
Metcalfe, pp. 17–46. Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002. $21.95.

I

n scene 23 of The Imaginary Invalid, Molière satirizes learned explanation and pretension. His satire is acute, as good satire should
be; it has a sharp point that is then driven home. In this scene, the
learned professor deals with the question of just how it is that opium
is able to produce sleep. His explanation is that it is because of its virtus dormitiva—that is, its “sleep-producing power.” The term virtus
dormitiva has been adopted to refer to any empty explanation—to
any attempt to explain through simple redefinition. A definition does
not explain, even when it is offered in Latin. An explanation that is
a virtus dormitiva leaves every bit as much to be explained after its
adoption (as an explanation) as before it was offered (as an explanation). The central thesis of Scott C. Dunn’s essay “Automaticity and the
Dictation of the Book of Mormon” turns out to be a classic example of
explanation by virtus dormitiva. It is this very fact that makes a review
of this essay so difficult.
Because Dunn offers nothing more than a virtus dormitiva, the
difficulty faced by a reviewer centers around two conclusions toward
which an astute reader is drawn: (1) If Dunn is right and the Book of
Mormon is the product of automatic writing, the reader of the Book of
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Mormon is left to decide whether the source of the book is God or some
other source, and whether the content of the book is true (doctrinally
and historically). (2) If Dunn is wrong and the Book of Mormon is not
the product of automatic writing, the reader of the Book of Mormon
is left to decide whether the source of the book is God or some other
source, and whether the content of the book is true (doctrinally and
historically). Careful analysis shows that if the central thesis of Dunn’s
essay is taken seriously and on its own terms, it is, in a profound sense,
irrelevant. The only other reading that can make sense of the essay is
that it is meant to be a weak refutation of the truthfulness of the Book
of Mormon based on a sort of “guilt by association” strategy by linking the book with “spiritualism.” In our days, the linking of religion
to spiritualism is common, even as it was earlier. Some see this as a
positive thing. But to most, including Dunn, I expect, it is a negative thing. It provides grounds for some to dismiss religion as occult
nonsense or for others to diminish traditional religion by absorbing
it into a much grander and ineffable cosmos. Both of these tactics are
dismissive of the restoration of the gospel and inimical to the claims
of Mormonism.
That Dunn’s thesis—that the Book of Mormon resulted from automatic writing—is a bona fide virtus dormitiva is easy to demonstrate.
Definitions of “automatic writing” abound even on the Internet as well
as in other sources. Common elements of these definitions include
the following: The written material comes from communication from
an unknown source outside the writer’s own explicit consciousness.
Automatic writing is often attributed to persons now dead. Automatic
writing often results in the “medium’s” writing (or dictating) faster
than normal so that the written project is finished faster than might be
expected from a human author writing his or her own material. (This
description is in keeping with the definition offered by Dunn, pp. 37–
38 n. 5.) Any person seriously investigating the Book of Mormon to
know whether it is true surely seeks to know such things as: What is
the source of the book? Is it from God, or is it simply human imagination? Did it come from prophets who are now dead? How could Joseph
Smith have written the book in so short a time? How could he dictate
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for such long periods and never need anything read back? What was
the role of the interpreters or seer stone? If the answer to these questions is that the Book of Mormon resulted from “automatic writing,”
one may be impressed for a time—until it becomes blindingly clear
that “automatic writing” is purely a descriptive term that offers a new
name for the process that produced the book, but is not an explanation
at all because it leaves each of the original questions unanswered.
For the foregoing reasons, Dunn’s central thesis is difficult to take
seriously. And because of this, Dunn’s purpose in writing the essay
is unclear. At best it might be concluded that he is interested in the
occult and is simply pointing out interesting parallels between the
Book of Mormon and incidents of “automatic writing.” This sort of
stuff hardly threatens the authenticity of the Book of Mormon, nor
should it weaken anyone’s testimony of it any more than referring to
prophecy or spiritual discernment as “extrasensory perception,” or
faith moving mountains as “psychokinesis.” Dunn might be accused
of trying to weaken individuals’ faith in the Book of Mormon by a
strategy of “guilt by association” with the occult. As much as one who
really believes the Book of Mormon to be what it claims to be might
resent this strategy, one should not be fearful of it, chiefly because, as
demonstrated above, its central thesis is nothing more than a contemporary avatar of the pretentious virtus dormitiva and thus is irrelevant.
At the end of the day, it may not matter very much whether we call it
“automatic writing” or “translation.” The proof of just what the book
is lies in the power of its doctrines and in the confirmation of the Holy
Ghost as to its truthfulness and, ultimately—whether revealed to all of
us in this world or the next—whether there actually were gold plates, a
being named Moroni, and a colony of Israelites in America before the
Europeans arrived. In light of these issues, both Nephi’s and Moroni’s
farewells are intriguing (see 2 Nephi 33:11 and Moroni 10:27).
In the last few pages of his essay, however, Dunn seems to reveal
his motives as he ends his seemingly innocent and merely interesting thesis of the connection between automatic writing as a paranormal phenomenon and the coming forth of the Book of Mormon. He
does this by bringing into his argument some of the old and tired
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contentions against the authenticity of that book. Examples include
the use of New Testament language and expressions that surely could
not have come from ancient American plates and, therefore, must have
come from Joseph Smith or his unconscious mind. This ignores the
fact, however, that, strictly speaking, Joseph’s work was not a translation in the sense we use the term today. He was obviously not reading
the plates since the language of the plates was, by its own admission, a
dead language. The Book of Mormon describes the “translation” process used by Joseph. In this passage the Lord, speaking to the man who
would bring forth the Book of Mormon to the world, says: “thou shalt
read the words which I shall give unto thee” (2 Nephi 27:20). Thus the
translation of the plates is really the Lord’s own, not Joseph’s. One
might expect the Lord to use revelatory language in one hemisphere
and epic consistent with the revelatory language used or to be used in
other hemispheres and epics to teach the same gospel. One might also
expect him to use language in his translation that mirrors as much as
possible the language of his other books of scripture, the language that
religious seekers of truth will already know, love, and recognize by
the power of the Holy Ghost. Dunn’s conclusion that his automaticity
thesis “clarif[ies] the translation process” is false (p. 33). It does nothing of the sort. Attribution to an unknown, broadly spiritualist source
clarifies nothing. Rather, as a virtus dormitiva, it requires explanation
of a more difficult and arcane sort than that already offered by Joseph
Smith and the Book of Mormon itself.
Dunn raises other issues that have traditionally been used to cast
doubt on the authenticity of the Book of Mormon. I will not respond
to them. They do suggest, however, that Dunn intends his thesis about
automatic writing to be a refutation of the Book of Mormon. For this
reason I will demonstrate why, aside from its being irrelevant, his
thesis should be rejected on other conceptual grounds.
First, the Book of Mormon appeared more than two decades before
the rise of modern spiritualism in America. Many histories of what is
	. For a look at automatic writing, which some critics have offered as a possible
explanation for the Book of Mormon, see Robert A. Rees, “The Book of Mormon and
Automatic Writing,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 15/1 (2006): 4–17.
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sometimes referred to as “Modern Spiritualism” trace its beginnings
to the experience of the Fox sisters in New York in 1848. Thus, at least,
it should be noted that the coming forth of the Book of Mormon does
not fit into a well-established spiritualist movement of the day. All the
examples of supposed automatic writing that Dunn cites postdate the
Book of Mormon, most by quite some time. This timing issue affords
the automaticity hypothesis little face validity. The Book of Mormon
cannot be shown to have resulted from the spiritualist movement, nor
is it claimed by the movement as a harbinger.
Second, Joseph Smith never invoked traditional spiritualist experiences or explanations, unlike spiritualists of the nineteenth century.
When I was first contemplating writing this essay, I contacted a professional colleague of mine whose expertise is in the psychology of
religion and who is well qualified in matters of spirituality and spiritualism in the history of religion. His initial response to the automaticity hypothesis was that it seemed odd since Joseph Smith, unlike
mediums and spiritualists of the nineteenth century, never invoked
spiritualism as a source or influence. For most spiritualists, the channeling or mediumship is the crucial issue, but Joseph never made such
claims. Rather, he consistently reported that the source of the message
was the metal plates and that his own translation occurred by the gift
and power of God; he was able to show the plates to several credible
witnesses who testified of their existence.
A third reason to reject Dunn’s thesis is that explanation in terms
of the unconscious mind begs the question. To suggest, as Dunn does,
that the automatic writing that supposedly produced the Book of
Mormon drew upon Joseph Smith’s own unconscious mind invokes
very tenuous assumptions about the unconscious mind (pp. 24–26).
The examples Dunn cites are very mundane compared to the scope
of the Book of Mormon. Furthermore, they simply presuppose that
prior inputs come out later from the unconscious mind. The content
of the Book of Mormon is such that it seems quite unlikely that Joseph
could have been exposed to inputs sufficient to produce the text of
the Book of Mormon. For me, the most difficult issue involves the
	. See, for example, www.s-upton.com (accessed 16 November 2006).
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sophisticated doctrines clarified in the Book of Mormon. From where
could the extensive and comprehensible doctrines about the fall, the
atonement, and the covenant of Abraham have come? For something
to come out of Joseph’s unconscious mind, it must necessarily have
first been stored there. I am aware of no theory of the unconscious
mind that would support the possibility that the unconscious mind is
capable of innately possessing or manufacturing such complex things
as the Book of Mormon. Nor am I aware of any context in which the
explanation of a phenomenon in terms of the unconscious mind has
been taken as a genuine clarification. The unconscious mind is, and
always will be, a type of virtus dormitiva so long as the answer to the
question “What is the difference between the unconscious mind and
the conscious mind?” is necessarily that “the unconscious mind is
unconscious.”
My fourth objection toward the thesis that the Book of Mormon
arose from automatic writing is that it violates the principle of parsimony. Religion and religious phenomena have been the subject of
critical analysis over centuries. Skeptics have attempted to substitute
nonreligious, or at least nonsupernatural, explanations for religious
and supernatural ones. The strategy is always the same because it
follows a rational line of analysis. The analysis goes like this: Some
phenomenon X (the Book of Mormon as translated scripture) is really
just Y (automatic writing). However, this critique only works—that
is, it is only compelling—if Y, the proposed new explanation, can be
seen as more logical, rational, empirically demonstrable, or more parsimonious than the original phenomenon X. For example, according
to some interpretations in the discipline of psychology, all seeming
acts of agentic choice are taken to be really just the result of meat and
chemicals in the body. Although this explanation in reality fails, it
illustrates the tactic in that meat and chemicals, at least, can be examined empirically and that they are associated with some other types
of responses, such as digestion and reflexes. So if some people are
inclined to reduce more ephemeral things like agentic acts to more
material things like the presence of meat and chemicals, the explana-
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tion might be persuasive. This explanatory tactic, I believe, has always
been at the heart of the conflict between science and religion.
However, in the case of Dunn’s automaticity hypothesis, it must
be remembered that it would be one thing to suggest that the Book of
Mormon is the product of some well-documented, scientifically verifiable phenomenon (one known through replication to be responsible
for related phenomena). It is quite another thing to suggest that the
Book of Mormon is the product of a suspect and innately unverifiable
phenomenon associated with the occult. As such, Dunn’s criticism of
the Book of Mormon (and his article is a criticism in the sense that
it claims the book is not what it portrays itself to be) has the form of
reductive arguments bolstered by parsimony, but it violates that very
parsimony in offering an explanation of the Book or Mormon that is
more suspect, less verifiable (remember the witnesses to the plates and
the translation process), and more mystical than the phenomenon it
seeks to replace. Parsimony is very much on the side of Joseph having
been given the translation of the words on the plates by the Spirit of
God.
Traditional skeptics often ask believers to give up a belief in a
miracle in the face of a simpler and more reliable explanation. Dunn
asks us to give up a belief, verified for millions by the confirmation of
the Holy Spirit, in favor of an explanation that is less empirical, more
occult, and more arcane than the belief itself. This is a classic example
of virtus dormitiva and a very bad bargain.

Reformed Egyptian

William J. Hamblin

What Is “Reformed Egyptian”?

C

ritics of the Book of Mormon maintain that there is no language
known as “reformed Egyptian.” Those who raise this objection seem to be operating under the false impression that reformed
Egyptian is used in the Book of Mormon as a proper name. In fact,
the word reformed is used in the Book of Mormon in this context as an
adjective, meaning “altered, modified, or changed.” This is made clear
by Mormon, who tells us that “the characters which are called among
us the reformed Egyptian, [were] handed down and altered by us”
and that “none other people knoweth our language” (Mormon 9:32,
34). First we should emphasize that Mormon is describing Egyptian
characters, or what we today would call a script or writing system. It
is the form or shape of the characters or symbols that was altered by
the Nephites. Nephite reformed Egyptian is thus a unique script. It
derived from the Egyptian writing systems but then was modified and
adapted to suit Nephite language and writing materials.
The fact that modern linguists and philologists are not aware of a
script known as reformed Egyptian is irrelevant since Mormon tells
us that the script was called reformed Egyptian “by us”—that is, by the
Nephites; they may have been the only people to use that descriptive
	. See William J. Hamblin, review of Archaeology and the Book of Mormon, by
Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 5 (1993): 264–65.
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phrase. For example, both the terms cuneiform and hieroglyphics are
non-Egyptian terms for the scripts of ancient Mesopotamia and
Egypt. The Mesopotamians did not call their writing system cuneiform, nor did the Egyptians call their writing system hieroglyphics. Nevertheless, we would not insist that the Mesopotamians and
Egyptians never existed because they did not call their writing systems by the same names used by modern historians, philologists, and
archaeologists.
Does the Book of Mormon’s assertion that the Nephites took
Egyptian characters and modified them to write Hebrew words make
historical and linguistic sense?  It is a common phenomenon for a
basic writing system to undergo significant changes in the course of
time, especially when written with new writing materials. Turning
specifically to Egyptian, there are numerous examples of modified (or
reformed) Egyptian characters being used to write non-Egyptian languages, none of which were known in Joseph Smith’s day.
Examples of “Reformed Egyptian”
Egyptian hieratic and demotic. The Egyptian language was written
in three related but distinct scripts. The oldest is hieroglyphic script,
dating to around 3000 bc; it was essentially a monumental script
for stone inscriptions. Hieratic, a second script, is a modified form
of Egyptian hieroglyphics used to write formal documents on papyrus with brush and ink, and demotic is a cursive script. Thus, both
	. The term cuneiform was first used in the nineteenth century, while hieroglyphics
was the Greek term for the Egyptian writing system.
	. For a general introduction on hieroglyphics, see W. V. Davies, Egyptian Hiero
glyphics (London: Trustees of the British Museum by British Museum Publications,
1987).
	. John Gee summarizes the evidence and analysis on the subject, arguing for a
Hebrew-based language written in an Egyptian-based script in his “La Trahison des
Clercs: On the Language and Translation of the Book of Mormon,” Review of Books on
the Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 79–83, 94–99.
	. Michelle P. Brown, A Guide to Western Historical Scripts from Antiquity to 1600
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990), provides examples of the wide array of
scripts of the Roman alphabet, many of which are unrecognizable without training.
	. Davies, Egyptian Hieroglyphics, 21–24.
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the hieratic and demotic scripts could be considered “reformed” or
modified versions of the original hieroglyphic script. These are both
examples of writing the Egyptian language in reformed versions of
the Egyptian hieroglyphic script; there are also several examples of
the use of reformed or modified Egyptian characters to write nonEgyptian languages.
Byblos Syllabic texts. The earliest known example of mixing a Se
mitic language with modified Egyptian hieroglyphic characters is the
Byblos Syllabic inscriptions (eighteenth century bc), from the city of
Byblos on the Phoenician coast. This script is described as a “syllabary
[that] is clearly inspired by the Egyptian hieroglyphic system, and in
fact it is the most important link known between the hieroglyphs and
the Canaanite alphabet.” Interestingly enough, most Byblos Syllabic
texts were written on copper plates. Thus, it would not be unreasonable to describe the Byblos Syllabic texts as a Semitic language written
on metal plates in reformed Egyptian characters, which is precisely
what the Book of Mormon describes.
Cretan hieroglyphics. Early forms of writing in Crete apparently
developed from a combination of “Egyptian hieroglyphic, Mesopo
tamian cuneiform and Phoenician native signs into one single, new
pictographic script.”10 Note again that there is a mixture of Semitic
(Mesopotamian and Phoenician) and Egyptian writing systems, precisely as described in the Book of Mormon.
Meroitic. Meroitic, the script of ancient Nubia (modern Sudan),
“was first recorded in writing in the second century bc in an ‘alphabetic’
	. For basic summary and bibliography, see David Noel Freedman, ed., The Anchor
Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 4:178–80. For a detailed linguistic study
and translation, see George E. Mendenhall, The Syllabic Inscriptions from Byblos (Beirut:
American University of Beirut, 1985). The original publication with full plates and transcriptions is M. Dunand, Byblia Grammata: Documents et recherches sur le développement
de l’écriture en phénicie (Beirut: Ministère de l’éducation nationale et des beaux-arts,
Direction des Antiquités, 1945); photographs and transcriptions of all the documents
can be found on pp. 71–138.
	. Anchor Bible Dictionary, 4:178b.
	. See Hugh Nibley, Lehi in the Desert; The World of the Jaredites; There Were
Jaredites (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988), 105.
10. Jan Best and Fred Woudhuizen, eds., Ancient Scripts from Crete and Cyprus
(Leiden: Brill, 1988), 4.
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script consisting of twenty-three symbols, most of which were borrowed or at least derived from Egyptian writing. . . . The script has
two forms, hieroglyphic and cursive.”11 Meroitic hieroglyphic signs
were “borrowed from the Egyptian . . .[and] the cursive script derived
mainly from the Egyptian demotic script.”12
Psalm 20 in demotic Egyptian. Scholars have also deciphered an
Aramaic version of Psalm 20:2–6 that was written in demotic Egyptian
characters.13 This is precisely what the Book of Mormon claims existed:
a version of the Hebrew scriptures in the Hebrew language, but written
using Egyptian characters.
Proto-Sinaitic and the alphabet. Semitic speakers of early second
millennium bc Syria and Palestine seem to have adopted reformed or
modified versions of both Egyptian hieroglyphs and Mesopotamian
cuneiform into syllabic and alphabetic systems of writing. Ultimately,
this reformed Egyptian script became the basis for the Phoenician
alphabet, from which nearly all subsequent alphabets derive.14 “The
Proto-Sinaitic inscriptions were written in a Semitic language, and . . .
their letters were the prototypes for the Phoenician alphabet. The letters are alphabetic, acrophonic in origin, and consonantal, and their
forms are derived from Egyptian hieroglyphs.”15 “Since the Canaanite/
Phoenician syllabary formed the basis of the Greek alphabet, and the
11. Davies, Egyptian Hieroglyphics, 61.
12. Jean Leclant, “The Present Position in the Deciphering of Meroitic Script,” in The
Peopling of Ancient Egypt and the Deciphering of Meroitic Script (Paris: Unesco, 1978), 112.
13. Stephen D. Ricks, “Language and Script in the Book of Mormon,” Insights (March
1992): 2; Charles F. Nims and Richard C. Steiner, “A Paganized Version of Psalm 20:2–6
from the Aramaic Text in Demotic Script,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 103
(1983): 261–74; Richard C. Steiner, “The Aramaic Text in Demotic Script: The Liturgy
of a New Year’s Festival Imported from Bethel to Syene by Exiles from Rash,” Journal
of the American Oriental Society 111 (1991): 362–63; for a full bibliography, see Gee, “La
Trahison des Clercs,” 96–97 n. 147. See also John A. Tvedtnes, “Linguistic Implications
of the Tel-Arad Ostraca,” Newsletter and Proceedings of the Society for Early Historic
Archaeology 127 (October 1971): 1–5.
14. Joseph Naveh, Early History of the Alphabet: An Introduction to West Semitic
Epigraphy and Palaeography (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1982). I. J. Gelb, A Study of Writing, 2nd
ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), x–xi, provides a chart illustrating the
derivation of the Phoenician and all subsequent alphabets from Egyptian hieroglyphics.
15. Benjamin Sass, The Genesis of the Alphabet and Its Development in the Second
Millennium bc (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1988), 106.
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Greek in turn of the Latin, it means, in the words of Gardiner, that
‘the hieroglyphs live on, though in transmuted [or could we not say
reformed?] form, within our own alphabet.’ ”16 In a very real sense,
our own Latin alphabet is itself a type of reformed Egyptian since the
ultimate source of our characters is Egyptian hieroglyphics.
Conclusion
There are thus a number of historical examples of Semitic or other
languages being written in “reformed” or modified Egyptian script;
the Book of Mormon account is entirely plausible on this point.

16. Davies, Egyptian Heiroglyphics, 60. The same page provides a chart illustrating
the transformation of heiroglyphics into the alphabetic symbols of our Latin alphabet.

Sacred Writing on Metal Plates
in the Ancient Mediterranean
William J. Hamblin

T

he alleged absurdity of the Book of Mormon having been written
on golden plates and its claim of the existence of an early sixth century bc version of the Hebrew Bible written on bronze (brass) plates
has long been a favorite target of critics of the book. Today, however,
the critics tend to admit that there are numerous examples of ancient
writing on metal plates. Indeed, they have for the most part dropped
the argument that the idea of ancient writing on metal plates is absurd;
some ironically now claim instead that knowledge of ancient writing
on metal plates was readily available in Joseph Smith’s day. Joseph is
now pictured as simply having absorbed from his environment an
idea originally dismissed as absurd. In this regard Hugh Nibley’s

	. See below for my rationale for equating the Book of Mormon term brass with
the current usage of the term bronze. I would like to thank Matthew Roper for helpful
suggestions.
	. Some chronologically ordered examples include John Hyde Jr., Mormonism: Its
Leaders and Designs (New York: Fetridge, 1857), 217–20; M. T. Lamb, The Golden Bible
(New York: Ward and Drummond, 1887), 11; Stuart Martin, The Mystery of Mormonism
(London: Odhams, 1920), 27; and Anthony A. Hoekema, Mormonism (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1963), 89–90. Examples could be further multiplied. I would like to thank
Matthew Roper for these references.
	. For an example, see Brent Lee Metcalfe, “Apologetic and Critical Assumptions
about Book of Mormon Historicity,” Dialogue 26/3 (1993): 156–57. As I have noted elsewhere, Metcalfe distorts his sources in his attempts to find a nineteenth-century reference to ancient writing on gold plates. See William J. Hamblin, “An Apologist for the
Critics: Brent Lee Metcalfe’s Assumptions and Methodologies,” Review of Books on the
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observation that “it will not be long before men forget that in Joseph
Smith’s day the prophet was mocked and derided for his description
of the plates more than anything else” seems quite prescient.
What were the “brass plates” of the Book of Mormon? Following
standard early modern English usage, the term brass in the Book of
Mormon most likely has reference to various forms of the copper and
tin alloy that we currently call bronze, rather than the alloy of copper
and zinc now known as brass. In this usage the Book of Mormon
consistently follows the King James Version of the Bible, which also
never uses the word bronze. The biblical Hebrew word nechushah was
used indiscriminately to describe metals we would now distinguish
as native copper as well as alloys that contain mostly copper, such as
bronze or modern brass. It is usually translated in the KJV as brass
but is rendered four times as steel. The adoption of the word bronze
(from Italian bronzo) for the copper/tin alloy to distinguish it from
the brass copper/zinc alloy only became current in English in the late
eighteenth century. Even thereafter, “in reference to ancient times,
and esp[ecially] to the nations of antiquity, ‘brass’ still meant the older
[copper-and-tin] alloy.” I will therefore use the modern terminology
bronze plates in preference to the archaic brass plates, except in direct
quotations from the Book of Mormon.
Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 462–70. Metcalfe ignores the most obvious nineteenthcentury source for the idea of writing on golden plates, the KJV translation of Exodus
28:36 (discussed below), which states that “thou shalt make a plate of pure gold, and grave
upon it . . . Holiness to the Lord.”
	. Hugh Nibley, Lehi in the Desert; The World of the Jaredites; There Were Jaredites,
2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988), 107.
	. The Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “brass.”
	. The word bronze never appears in the Book of Mormon; the word brazen (from
“brazen serpent” of Helaman 8:14) is the adjectival form of brass; Oxford English
Dictionary, s.v. “brazen.” Cf. Numbers 21:6–9 KJV, where the antecedent serpent mentioned in Helaman 8:14 is clearly said to be of “brass.”
	. See George A. Buttrick, ed., The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (New York:
Abingdon, 1962), s.v. “bronze.”
	. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “bronze,” where Johnson’s 1755 dictionary is cited
as defining bronze as brass.
	. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “brass.” Note, however, that Noah Webster, An
American Dictionary of the English Language (New York: Converse, 1828), distinguishes
brass as “an alloy of copper and zinc” from bronze, “a compound of copper and tin.”
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Previous studies have succeeded in demonstrating the widespread
practice of writing on metal plates in antiquity.10 I will attempt in this
paper to provide a fuller historical context by focusing specifically
on the evidence for the use of bronze and other metal plates for the
preservation of sacred writing in four interrelated pre-Christian cultures of the central and eastern Mediterranean—Hebrew, Phoenician,
Greek, and Italic.
1. Hebrew Writing on Metal Plates
In terms of their basic material culture, the Hebrews and their
Canaanite, Phoenician, and Aramaic neighbors are quite often archaeologically indistinguishable.11 Thus, it is probably methodologically
unnecessary to attempt to distinguish Hebrew examples of writing on
metal from those of their close neighbors. However, since the Lehites
came from a specifically Hebrew cultural context, it is useful to treat
Hebrew evidence as independent.
Specific Hebrew examples of writing on metal plates are relatively
limited in number but clearly attest to the practice. There are five
major examples:

10. For collections of examples by LDS authors, see C. Wilfred Griggs, “The Book
of Mormon as an Ancient Book,” in Book of Mormon Authorship: New Light on Ancient
Origins, ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1982), 75–101;
H. Curtis Wright, “Ancient Burials of Metal Documents in Stone Boxes,” in By Study and
Also By Faith: Essays in Honor of Hugh W. Nibley, ed. John M. Lundquist and Stephen D.
Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990), 273–334; H. Curtis Wright,
“Metallic Documents of Antiquity,” BYU Studies 10/4 (1970): 457–77. See also Paul R.
Cheesman, Ancient Writing on Metal Plates: Archaeological Findings Support Mormon
Claims (Bountiful, UT: Horizon, 1985), which should be used with caution; see note 25
below. See also John Tvedtnes, “Etruscan Gold Book from 600 b.c. Discovered,” Insights
23/5 (2003): 1, 6. For recent studies on metal plates, see H. Curtis Wright, Modern
Presentism in Ancient Metal Epigraphy (Salt Lake City: Wings of Fire, 2006); John W.
Welch and Kelsey D. Lambert, “Two Ancient Roman Plates,” BYU Studies 45/2 (2006):
54–76; and John A. Tvedtnes and Matthew Roper, “One Small Step,” FARMS Review 15/1
(2003): 160–69.
11. For an account of why this is so, see William G. Dever, “How to Tell a Canaanite
from an Israelite,” in The Rise of Ancient Israel, ed. Hershel Shanks (Washington, DC:
Biblical Archaeology Society, 1992), 27–60.
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1.1. The oldest example of Hebrew writing on metal is the engraved
gold plate attached to the front of the turban of the high priest (at least
10C).12 According to Exodus 28:36, Moses was ordered to “make a
plate (tzitz) of pure gold, and engrave upon it as an engraved seal (khotem), ‘Holy to Yahweh.’ ”13
1.2. Excavations in the late 1970s uncovered First Temple period
tombs at Ketef Hinnom, near Jerusalem. Among the artifacts discovered in this dig were two small silver plates dating to the seventh
century bc, containing the priestly benedictions found in Numbers
6:24–26 14 and representing the “earliest fragments of the biblical text
known up to the present.”15
1.3. In 161 bc, Judas Maccabaeus concluded a treaty with the
Romans, which “the Romans engraved on bronze tablets and sent to
Jerusalem for the Jews to keep there as a record.”16 Josephus’s account
12. Throughout this paper I will use parentheses to indicate the date of a document
under discussion. Most of these dates are archaeological approximations. All dates are
bc unless otherwise indicated. C indicates “century”: thus (10C) means tenth century bc,
(6C) means sixth century bc, etc.
13. The engraved stone Tablets of the Law (luchot ha-eben wa-ha-torah, Exodus 24:12)
that were kept in the ark of the covenant are an example of formal legal codes engraved on
stone, paralleling the archaic example of Hammurabi’s law code; see David Noel Freedman,
ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 6:304, for a list of biblical
passages referring to the Tablets. Hammurabi’s law code was also inscribed on a stone stele
or tablet; see James B. Pritchard, The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958), 1:138–67, fig. 59. As will be described below,
from the sixth and fifth centuries on, “modern” versions of such engraved law codes increasingly came to be written on bronze plates instead of on stone tablets.
14. See Gabriel Barkay, Ketef Hinnom: A Treasure Facing Jerusalem’s Walls (Jerusalem:
The Israel Museum, 1986), 29–30. See also Gabriel Barkay, “The Divine Name Found in
Jerusalem,” News from the Field, Biblical Archaeology Review 9/2 (March/April 1983): 14–
19; William J. Adams Jr., “Lehi’s Jerusalem and Writing on Metal Plates,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 3/1 (1994): 204–6; Adams, “More on Silver Plates from Lehi’s Jerusalem,” in
Pressing Forward with the Book of Mormon, ed. John W. Welch and Melvin J. Thorne (Provo,
UT: FARMS, 1999), 27–28; and Aaron P. Schade, “The Kingdom of Judah: Politics, Prophets,
and Scribes in the Late Preexilic Period,” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, ed. John W. Welch,
David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 319–23.
15. Barkay, Ketef Hinnom, 30. The silver plates were rolled into small scrolls designed
to be worn around the neck as amulets (p. 29).
16. 1 Maccabees 8:22, in Jonathan A. Goldstein, 1 Maccabees: A New Translation
with Introduction and Commentary (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1964), 345. The Greek
phrase for bronze plates in 1 Maccabees, deltoi chalkoi, will be discussed below, note 42.
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states, however, that the Jews themselves engraved the document in
bronze.17 Jonathan Goldstein, in his analysis of this incident, concludes that since there are no other known instances of Romans sending bronze treaties to their allies (as opposed to keeping copies of these
treaties on bronze plates in Rome), Josephus’s account is probably more
accurate.18 Later, in 140 bc, when Simon was proclaimed by the Jews
as both high priest and prince, “they ordered that this text [of Simon’s
privileges and responsibilities] be drawn up on bronze tablets and set
up in the precinct of the sanctuary [of the temple] in a conspicuous
place and that copies of the tablets be placed in the treasury [of the
temple] so as to be available for Simon and his sons.”19 These examples
indicate that, following the common practice of most other cultures of
the eastern Mediterranean (discussed below), the Jews kept records of
important historical documents on bronze plates in their temple.
1.4. The most well-known example of Hebrew writing on metal
plates is the famous Copper Scroll (3Q15) from Qumran (1C ad), containing a list of hidden temple treasures.20 Although the origin and
purpose of the Copper Scroll is widely debated, it is a clear example of
an attempt to preserve an important sacred record by writing on copper/bronze (Heb. nechushah) plates and then hiding the document.21
1.5. The Hebrew ritual magic and ascension text Sefer ha-Razim
(late 3C ad) contains numerous references to writing on metal plates
or amulets (Heb. tzitz).22
17. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 12.10.6 (#417).
18. Goldstein, 1 Maccabees, 366. The practice of exchanging treaties written on
metal plates in the Near East dates at least to the thirteenth century bc, when the HittiteEgyptian treaty was engraved on silver plates; see James B. Pritchard, Ancient Near
Eastern Texts, 3rd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), 199–203. For general
discussion and bibliography on this incident, see Donald B. Redford, Egypt, Canaan, and
Israel in Ancient Times (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 190.
19. 1 Maccabees 14:48–49, in Goldstein, 1 Maccabees, 488; cf. 1 Maccabees 14:18, in
Goldstein, 1 Maccabees, 485.
20. For a summary and references to the most important bibliography, see Anchor
Bible Dictionary, 1:1133–34.
21. Hugh Nibley noted this fact years ago in Since Cumorah, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988), 55–57, 221, 245–46.
22. Text in Mordecai Margalioth, Sepher ha-Razim (Jerusalem: Yediot Achronot, 1966);
translation in Michael A. Morgan, Sepher ha-Razim: The Book of the Mysteries (Chico, CA:

42 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

In conclusion, the evidence leaves no doubt that the Hebrews had
a long-standing tradition dating at least to the First Temple period
(i.e., well before 587 bc) of writing sacred texts on metal plates for
amulets, inscriptions, and literary documents.23
2. Semitic Writing on Metal Plates24
2.1. There are numerous examples of Presargonic Sumerian writing
on metal, including knife blades, lance heads, pegs, vases, bowls, figurines, and plates, dating from roughly 2700 to 2350 bc.25 Most notable
Scholars Press, 1983). The following are the major references:
gold (1.136 = trans. 34; 2.125 = trans. 54; 5.20 = trans. 74; 6.30 = trans. 79)
silver (2.56 = trans. 48; 2.100 = trans. 52; 2.127 = trans. 54; 2.126 = trans. 54; 2.139
= trans. 55; 3.38 = trans. 64)
copper/bronze (1.203, 207 = trans. 40; 2.32 = trans. 45; 2.117 = trans. 53; 2.139 =
trans. 55; 2.153 = trans. 56)
iron (2.114 = trans. 53)
lead (2.63 = trans. 49)
tin (1.145 = trans. 35)
For some additional references to writing on metal in Rabbinic literature, see
Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and
the Midrashic Literature (New York: Judaica Press, 1982), 1279b.
23. The mention of an “iron pen” in Jeremiah 17:1 may have reference to a tool for
engraving metal or stone.
24. I have not included examples of writing on metal bowls or statue inscriptions,
which would more than double the known examples of northwest Semitic writing on
metal. For examples, see John C. L. Gibson, Textbook of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions,
vol. 2, Aramaic Inscriptions (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975), 57–59, 122–23; vol. 3, Phoenician
Inscriptions (Oxford: Clarendon, 1982), 141–42. One interesting example is the Bernardini
bowl (7C), which was apparently made by Phoenicians. Made in an Egyptianized style, it
includes a lengthy pseudo-Egyptian inscription and a short Phoenician inscription. It was
found in a tomb in Italy, demonstrating the remarkable mix of cultures, writing on metal,
and script found in the eastern Mediterranean during Lehi’s lifetime. See also Sabatino
Moscati, ed., The Phoenicians (New York: Abbeville, 1988), 446 (plate); Gibson, Textbook
of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 3:71. Ten of the Phoenician metal bowls cataloged by Glenn
Markoe have inscriptions; see Phoenician Bronze and Silver Bowls from Cyprus and the
Mediterranean (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 72. He briefly mentions ten
other metal bowls with inscriptions in Phoenician, Aramaic, or Hebrew (p. 74). Markoe
also discusses the Bernardini bowl (his E1) on pages 188–91, 274–77 (fig. E1).
25. Jerrold S. Cooper, Sumerian and Akkadian Royal Inscriptions, vol. 1, Presargonic
Inscriptions (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1986), gives a complete list of all
known inscriptions from Presargonic times. Inscriptions on various forms of metal are
found on pages 16, 20, 25, 47, 49, 58, 60, 62, 93, 97, and 99. Cheesman notes that there is a
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among these are three foundation plates: the copper plate of Eʾiginimpaʾe
of Adab,26 the silver plate of Urluma of Umma (late 25C)27 and the gold
plate of Gishakidu of Umma (early 24C).28 This evidence clearly indicates that writing on metal plates was well known in Mesopotamia in
the time of the Jaredites, who originated there.29
2.2. The earliest known surviving example of writing on “copper plates” from the Syria/Palestine region are the Byblos syllabic
inscriptions (18C), from the city of Byblos on the Phoenician coast.30
The script is described as a “syllabary [that] is clearly inspired by the
Egyptian hieroglyphic system, and in fact it is the most important
link between the hieroglyphs and the Canaanite alphabet.”31 Thus,
it would not be unreasonable to describe the Byblos syllabic texts
as eighteenth-century bc Semitic bronze plates written in reformed
Egyptian characters.32
foundation plate in the temple of Dagan dating to 3000 bc, which is now in the Louvre. See
Wright, “Ancient Burials of Metal Documents,” 285. Cheesman’s unsubstantiated claim of
the existence of a copper plate from the Indus Valley civilization dating to 2800 bc cannot
be confirmed (Cheesman, Ancient Writing, 48), and the plate is not included in standard
works on the Indus Valley script.
26. Cooper, Presargonic Inscriptions, Ad 3.2 = p. 16, date unknown, from the twentyfifth century or earlier.
27. Cooper, Presargonic Inscriptions, Um 4.2 = p. 93.
28. Cooper, Presargonic Inscriptions, Um 6 = p. 93.
29. Although Ether wrote his record on golden plates at the end of Jaredite history
(Mosiah 8:9), it is not at all clear that this was a standard Jaredite cultural practice deriving from the Old World. There are no other references to Jaredite metal plates other than
the book of Ether.
30. For a basic summary, see Anchor Bible Dictionary, 4:178–80; the quotation is
from 4:178a. For a detailed linguistic study and translation, see George E. Mendenhall,
The Syllabic Inscriptions from Byblos (Beirut: American University of Beirut, 1985). The
original publication is Maurice Dunand, Byblia Grammata: Documents et recherches sur
le développement de l’écriture en Phénicie (Beirut: Direction des Antiquités, 1945); photographs and transcriptions of all the documents can be found on pages 71–88. It is worth
noting that Byblos is only about 170 miles north of Jerusalem and that Lehi’s ancestors
were from the northern tribe of Manasseh (1 Nephi 5:14; Alma 10:3).
31. Anchor Bible Dictionary, 4:178b.
32. There are faint traces of Byblos syllabic writing on the Azarbaal plate (2.4 below).
The original inscription is too faint to read properly. Gibson, Textbook of Syrian Semitic
Inscriptions, 3:9–12, with additional bibliography. Nibley, Lehi in the Desert, 105, noted
the existence of these plates.
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2.3. A large number of arrowheads bearing Phoenician inscriptions
(12C–10C) have been discovered; they are frequently thought to have
been used for divination rather than strictly military purposes.33
2.4. The Azarbaal plate is a triangular bronze plate from Byblos
(mid-11C–10C) containing a short inscription. The precise interpretation and date of this plate is controversial, but several scholars see it as
having either a magical, ritual, or divinatory purpose.34
2.5. Shalmaneser III (859–825 bc) inscribed a golden plate (now
in the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago) describing his
conquests and sacrifices.35
2.6. The Kilamuwa gold plates (830–825 bc) contain a short prayer
that was apparently attached to the handle of a staff of a courtier or
priest.36 It is, incidentally, interesting to note that many scholars see
this as an Aramaic inscription written in Phoenician script, and it is
thus another example (possibly analogous to the reformed Egyptian
of the Book of Mormon) of the interchange of script and language in
the ancient Near East.

33. For general background, bibliography, and examples, see Gibson, Textbook of
Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 3:1–8. The arrowheads are also discussed by Benjamin Sass,
The Genesis of the Alphabet and Its Development in the Second Millennium bc (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 1988), 72–85. If they were not used for divination, they do not represent
sacred writing on metal plates. However, if these arrowheads were indeed used for belomancy (arrow divination), they provide some of the earliest evidence of this practice.
Note Nibley’s speculation on the relationship between belomancy and the pointers of the
Liahona in Since Cumorah, 255–59.
34. Julian Obermann, “An Early Phoenician Political Document: With a Parallel
to Judges 11:24,” Journal of Biblical Literature 58/3 (1939): 229–42; Gibson, Textbook
of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 3:9–12. Because of its triangular shape, this document is
often prosaically called a “spatula.”
35. For a translation, see Daniel D. Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria and Baby
lonia (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1926), 1:251 (#706–7). Shalmaneser also
ordered the construction of the bronze gate of Balawat, which is inscribed with both
illustrations and lengthy texts, but which is technically historical rather than religious.
See L. W. King, Bronze Reliefs from the Gates of Shalmaneser (London: British Museum,
1915). Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria and Babylonia, provides a translation in
1:224–32 (#612–25).
36. Gibson, Textbook of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 3:39–41; the approximate date is
provided on p. 31.
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2.7. The Carthage gold pendant (8C) is a votive inscription discovered in a later Carthaginian tomb.37
2.8. Among the many writings of Sargon II (714–705 bc) are six
metal plates (in bronze, lead, silver, and gold) from Khorsabad, containing a lengthy inscription on Sargon’s temple-building activities.38
2.9. An important example of early Phoenician writing on gold
plates is the Pyrgi gold plate from Italy (500–475 bc).39 This plate is a
dedication by the Etruscan king Thefarie Velianas to the Phoenician
goddess Astarte (syncretized to the Etruscan Uni = Latin Juno). One
plate is in Phoenician; the other two are in Etruscan (see 4.2 below).
This plate is thus a prime example of the spread of the Phoenician
practice of writing sacred texts on golden plates from their original
center in Phoenicia, via Carthage, to Italy, and is roughly contemporary with the Book of Mormon’s claim that sacred texts were written
on metal plates by the Phoenicians’ closer neighbors, the Jews.
2.10. The Lapethos inscription from Cyprus (c. 275 bc) is not itself
a bronze plate but contains an important reference to h-dlt h-nchst,
or “the bronze plate,” indicating that writing on bronze plates was
known in Cyprus in the third century bc.40
These examples of early Semitic sacred writing on metal plates
are sufficient to demonstrate that northwest Semitic languages were
repeatedly and consistently written on metal plates from the twentyfifth century bc until after the Greek conquests. The major types of
37. Gibson, Textbook of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 3:68–71.
38. For translation, see Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria and Babylonia, 2:56–
59 (#106–15). See Wright, “Ancient Burials of Metal Documents,” 293–94, for further
sources. Wright’s article also contains extensive bibliography on the famous silver and
gold Persepolis plates of Darius.
39. Gibson, Textbook of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions, 3:151–59; Massimo Pallottino,
A History of Earliest Italy, trans. Martin Ryle and Kate Soper (Ann Arbor, MI: University
of Michigan Press, 1991), plate 15; for illustrations, see Moscati, Phoenicians, 56.
40. Herbert Donner and Wolfgang Röllig, Kanaanäische und aramäische Inschriften
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1966–69), 1:10 (#43.12), commentary in 2:60. The word dalet
for “writing tablet” is also used in the Lachish letter 4, line 3. Donner and Röllig,
Kanaanäische und aramäische Inschriften, 1:35 (#194.3); cf. Graham I. Davies, Ancient
Hebrew Inscriptions: Corpus and Concordance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991), 1:2 (#1.004.3); Harry Torczyner, Lachish I: The Lachish Letters (London: Oxford
University Press, 1938), 79–81.
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metal used were copper/bronze and gold, precisely as described in the
Book of Mormon. Thus, although surviving examples of specifically
Hebrew writing on gold and bronze plates—as opposed to Phoenician
or other Semitic languages—are relatively rare, the abundance of
examples from the general cultural region shows that this type of
writing was quite common.
3. Greek Writing on Metal Plates
According to Walter Burkert, the practice of writing on metal
plates was brought to the Greeks by Phoenicians in the seventh or
sixth century bc,41 at which time they also adopted the northwest
Semitic term for “writing tablet,” dlt, as Greek deltos. The social context of writing on metal plates is preserved not only by the archaeological remains, but also by the classical Greek lexicographer Pollux
(late 2C ad), who defined deltos chalkos (bronze plate) as referring
to “ancient sacred law.” 42 In other words, the Greeks adopted the
technology and practice of engraving sacred writings on metal plates
from the Phoenicians at precisely the same time the Book of Mormon
attests to the same practice among the Phoenicians’ closest neighbors,
the Jews.
Classical Greek and Latin documents on gold and bronze are
well known.43 In this survey, I will provide only some basic examples
that demonstrate the range of Greek sacred and historical writing on
metal.
3.1. The Sybaris treaty from the temple at Olympia (6C bc)44 is
one of the oldest examples of Greek writing on bronze plates. This
plate is a treaty between the Etruscan city of Sybaris and the “ser41. Walter Burkert, The Orientalizing Revolution: Near Eastern Influence on Greek
Culture in the Early Archaic Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 30.
42. Julius Pollux, Onomasticon 8.128, in Pollucis Onomasticon, ed. Eric Bethe
(Stuttgart: Teubner, 1967), 2:141.
43. Wright, “Metallic Documents in Antiquity,” surveys much of the evidence.
See also the Apocalypse of Enoch in the Cologne Mani Codex (fifth century ad), in Ron
Cameron and Arthur Dewey, The Colon Mani Codes (Missoula, MT: Scholars, 1979),
40–43.
44. Pallottino, History of Earliest Italy, plate 14.
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daioi” (Sardinians?). It indicates that the custom of writing important
historical documents on bronze plates to be preserved in temples as
historical records dates back to at least the sixth century bc—precisely
the time of Lehi.45
3.2. The temple of Dodona is noted for its large archaeological collection of surviving prophetic bronze plates from the early centuries
bc. These include both votive inscriptions and prophetic materials
from the oracle. They thus represent an example of the preservation of
prophetic records on bronze plates.46
3.3. According to a legend recorded by Pausanius, around the year
370 bc Epiteles the son of Aeschines had a dream in which he was told
where to dig to rescue the Great Goddess, who was “shut in her brazen
chamber.” Epiteles dug at the designated spot, discovering a bronze
vessel in which was “some tin foil, very thin, rolled like a book. On it
were inscribed the mysteries of the Great Goddesses.”47
3.4. Plutarch describes a protoarchaeological expedition that excavated in what they called the “tomb of Alcmene.” But whatever tomb
was actually excavated, they discovered “a bronze tablet with a long
inscription; . . . the characters had a peculiar and foreign conformation, greatly resembling that of Egyptian writing.”48
3.5. The well-known Orphic gold plates (6C–5C bc) contain a collection of sacred texts related to the afterlife. Some interesting parallels
to the Book of Mormon have been discussed by C. Wilfred Griggs.49
45. The Sybaris plate is thus an earlier example of a bronze treaty plate like that found
among the Jews in the second century bc (see 1.3 above).
46. For the publication of the major inscriptions, see Constantin Carapanos, Dodone
et ses ruines (Paris: Hachette, 1878). See also the bibliography cited in N. G. L. Hammond
and H. H. Scullard, The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1970),
s.v. “Dodona.”
47. Pausanius, Description of Greece 4.26.6–8, in Pausanius, trans. W. H. S. Jones
and H. A. Ormerod, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1926), 2:317. This story of a divine vision revealing the location of a buried ancient sacred
text on metal plates may sound familiar to many Latter-day Saints.
48. Plutarch, Moralia, “De Genio Socratis,” 577E–F, in Plutarch, trans. Phillip H.
De Lacy and Benedict Einarson, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1959), 7:389, 391.
49. See Griggs, “Book of Mormon as an Ancient Book,” 96–101, for the major bibliography. For text and translation of the Orphic plates, see Jane Ellen Harrison, Prolegomena
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3.6. Pausanius claims to have seen a copy of Hesiod’s Works and
Days written on lead plates and preserved at Helicon.50
3.7. A “golden book” (chrusoun biblion) containing the poetry of
Aristomache of Erythrae was deposited in the Treasury of the Sicyo
nians at Delphi.51 This Aristomache is not easily identifiable but is
often thought to be a prophetic Sibyl.52 If so, this is an example of
keeping a book of prophetic oracles on golden plates in a temple.
4. Italic Writing on Metal Plates
Nearly all surviving documents from Italy before the third century bc, when Rome began its conquest of the peninsula, are in
Etruscan. The vast majority of these inscriptions are simply names
on tombstones.53 The Bonfantes list only eight Etruscan documents
of any length, half of which are written on metal.54 These four metal
plates are also the oldest of the eight major surviving Etruscan documents; all of them are sacred texts.
to the Study of Greek Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 659–73. The
date given is for the origin of the texts; some of the actual plates themselves were produced much later. There are thus two separate questions: what is the date of the ideas and
texts, and what is the date of the practice of writing on gold plates?
50. Pausanius, Description of Greece 9.31.4, in Pausanius, trans. W. H. S. Jones, Loeb
Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1935), 4:309.
51. Plutarch, Moralia, “Quaestiones Convivales,” 5.2, 675B, in Plutarch, trans. Paul A.
Clement and Herbert B. Hoffleit, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1969), 8:387, 389. The term biblion is also translated as “tablet,” but
its more general meaning is a written document; it is the most common term in Greek
for “book.” If “tablet” is intended, it is usually rendered biblion deltos. See Henry G.
Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, 9th ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968),
s.v. “βιβλίον.” Plutarch (c. ad 50–120) is citing a lost geographical work of Polemon of
Illium (fl. 190 bc); see Oxford Classical Dictionary, s.v. “Polemon (3).” Thus, the golden
biblion (book, or “bible,” which derives from biblion) of Delphi dates to at least the third
century bc and probably much earlier.
52. See Plutarch, Moralia, “Quaestiones Convivales,” 8:389 note a. On the Sibyls as
prophetesses throughout the ancient world, see H. W. Parke, Sibyls and Sibylline Prophecy
in Classical Antiquity (New York: Routledge, 1988).
53. Giuliano Bonfante and Larissa Bonfante, The Etruscan Language: An Introduction
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1983), 48, mention 13,000 inscriptions in
Etruscan, with only a few hundred in all other Italic languages including Latin.
54. Bonfante and Bonfante, Etruscan Language, 49–50.
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4.1. The lead plate of Santa Marinella (500 bc), written on both
sides, was a religious text.55
4.2. The Pyrgi plates (early 5C bc) have been discussed above (2.9).
They represent not only one of the earliest lengthy Etruscan documents, but also sacred writing on gold plates in both Phoenician and
Etruscan. Although not quite a “Rosetta Stone,” these plates were
important in the deciphering of Etruscan.
4.3. The lead tablet of Magliano (475–450 bc) (inscribed on both
sides) is a religious text discussing rituals and sacrifices.56 Since both
the Santa Marinella (4.1) and the Magliano lead plates were inscribed
on both sides, it clearly indicates that they were not intended as dedicatory inscriptions to be mounted on walls but were to be handled
while read.
4.4. The famous bronze haruspicina (liver divination) model Set
tima (3C–1C bc) is not precisely a metal plate but is nonetheless an
example of sacred prophetic writing on bronze.
That the three oldest Etruscan texts of any length (4.1, 4.2, 4.3)
are all sacred writing on metal is certainly indicative that the practice
was widespread in pre-Roman Italy. The dual Phoenician/Etruscan
inscription from Pyrgi (4.2, 2.9) indicates that the practice was most
likely adopted from Phoenicia, where examples of writing sacred texts
on metal plates date much earlier.
The fact that gold, bronze, and lead metal plates are durable
explains in part for the unique survival of these documents, but metal
plates, being quite valuable, would have been collected by scavengers
and melted for reuse, whereas stone inscriptions would generally be
ignored. Thus, it is quite significant that the three oldest Etruscan
documents of any length are all sacred writings on metal plates,
55. Bonfante and Bonfante, Etruscan Language, 49.
56. Fred Woudhuizen, The Language of the Sea Peoples (Amsterdam: Najade, 1992),
195–228, provides references to earlier bibliography. See Luisa Banti, Etruscan Cities and
Their Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 196. An Etruscan lead tablet of Minerva (from Punta della Vipera in Santa Marinella) is also inscribed on both
sides (Banti, Etruscan Cities, 196).
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showing a close connection with an antecedent Phoenician practice.57
The Book of Mormon describes sacred writing on bronze and gold
plates in the early sixth century bc at precisely the time when we find
the earliest evidence of the spread of this practice from Phoenicia to
Carthage, Italy, and Greece.
Although Etruscan inscriptions predominate in pre–third-century
Italy, there are also non-Etruscan examples of sacred writings on metal
plates.
4.5. The Twelve Tablets of the Law (lex duodicim tabularum) were
a set of twelve bronze plates set up in the forum of Rome as early as 449
bc.58 Some of the legal ideas, and presumably the custom of engraving
the text of the laws on bronze plates,59 were said to have been adopted
from the Greeks.60 The sacred law (sacrata lex)61 inscribed on these
bronze plates could not be changed; writing them on metal was thus
a means of preserving a pristine copy.62 The law code was originally
engraved on ten tablets or plates (decem tabularum leges), to which
two additional tablets were later added.63 The original tablets were
destroyed in the sack of Rome by the Gauls in 391 bc, but they were
apparently reinscribed shortly thereafter.64
4.6. Bronze inscriptions of laws were fundamental in early Italy.
Indeed, “any knowledge of the municipal system evolved in Italy after
the Social War must turn . . . upon the four [Latin] bronze inscriptions
[of laws].”65 Frederiksen adds that “from earliest times until the age
57. Examples of sacred writing on metal plates tend to be in lead, bronze, and gold.
The widespread use of lead was due to the fact that is was easier to work with than bronze
but was far less valuable than gold and therefore would more likely survive plundering.
58. The basic narrative sources for the Twelve Tablets of the Law are Livy 3.31–37, 57;
Dionysius of Halicarnassus 10.55–60, and Diodorus Siculus 12.26.
59. Livy 3.57.10; Diodorus Siculus 12.26; Dionysius of Halicarnassus 10.57.7.
60. Livy 3.31.8; 3.33.5.
61. Livy 3.32.7.
62. The Twelve Tablets contained both sacred and secular laws; the latter could be
changed by the will of the people.
63. Livy 3.34.6–7.
64. Livy 5.40; based on the standard interpretation of Livy 6.1.10.
65. M. W. Frederiksen, “The Republican Municipal Laws: Errors and Drafts,” Journal
of Roman Studies 55/1–2 (1965): 183, with full bibliographic data. For additional examples
of Roman bronze plates, see Gregory Bucher, “The Annales Maximi in the Light of the
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of Augustus bronze was the usual form of publication in Italy. Unlike
Greece, Italy had few kinds of stone suited to the inscription of long
texts until the heavy Augustan exploitation of the Luna quarries; she
had, however, again unlike Greece, good supplies of bronze—a fact
which more than any other explains the relative epigraphic paucity of
Greek and Republican Italy.”66 This is because, unlike stone inscriptions, bronze inscriptions tended to be collected, melted, and reused.
“Important inscriptions were probably inscribed on bronze tablets,
and were destroyed in antiquity. Bronze was a useful metal so the
tablets were melted down and re-used.”67
4.7. One of the most interesting Italic examples of sacred writing
on metal plates is the Iguvium plates (3C bc), written in the Umbrian
dialect of the Italic language family.68 Of the seven plates, five have
writing on both sides, containing a total of around 4,000 words. These
texts contain the rituals and sacrifices to be performed by a clan of
Umbrian priests and thus are sociologically the equivalent of parts of
Leviticus and Deuteronomy, which the Book of Mormon claims were
on the Hebrew bronze plates.
The Iguvium plates are substantially larger than the golden plates of
the Book of Mormon. They range from 33x22 to 16x12 inches, while the
golden plates seem to have been about 8x6 inches, thus about a fourth of
the size of the smaller Iguvium plates. Although the Iguvium collection
as a whole contains 4,000 words in Umbrian, the English translation
tends to include about twice as many words, or an approximately 8,000word English equivalent. However, the large Iguvium plates have large
Roman Methods of Keeping Records,” American Journal of Ancient History 12/1 (1987):
3–4, 33–34.
66. Frederiksen, “Republican Municipal Laws,” 186.
67. Banti, Etruscan Cities and Their Culture, 197. The extraordinary paucity of
Hebrew royal or religious inscriptions from the First Temple period could be explained
if we were to assume that the Hebrews, like the Romans, wrote their royal inscriptions in
bronze, which were later plundered and destroyed, precisely as happened to most early
Roman examples. For a brief discussion, see William J. Hamblin, review of Archaeology
and the Book of Mormon, by Jerald Tanner and Sandra Tanner, Review of Books on the
Book of Mormon 5 (1993): 261–63. For all Hebrew inscriptions, see Graham I. Davies,
Ancient Hebrew Inscriptions: Corpus and Concordance, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991).
68. James W. Poultney, The Bronze Tables of Iguvium (Oxford: Blackwell, 1959).
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letters (54 lines in 33 inches, or over half an inch high characters) and
include characters for vowels, which were undoubtedly absent from
the Book of Mormon text. Furthermore, the Book of Mormon was
written in reformed Egyptian, which seems to have been a special
script designed to reduce the space for characters.
Using the Iguvium plates as a test case, it is possible to make a
broad comparison between them and the number of words said to
have been found on the twenty-four plates of Ether. The plates of Ether
contained the equivalent of about 17,000 English words. This includes
several hundred words of commentary by Mormon, but excludes an
early version of the primeval history (Genesis 1–10, which amounts to
about an additional 6,500 words in English). Thus, the total English
word equivalent on the twenty-four plates is roughly 24,000 English
words (17,000 in Ether plus 6,500 from Genesis 1–10), which equates
to about 1,000 English words per plate (500 words per side). This
compares favorably with the equivalent of 8,000 English words on
six Iguvium plates (five double-sided and two single-sided), or 1,350
English words per plate (675 per side). Allowing for a slightly smaller
character size in the Book of Mormon text and a writing system without vowels to offset the larger side of the Iguvium plates, this anthology with the Iguvium plates demonstrates that it is quite reasonable
for the twenty-four plates of Ether to have contained both the book of
Ether and Genesis 1–10.
4.8. Although these archaeologically surviving examples are few
in number, there is literary evidence confirming that a vast number
of bronze plates were produced in antiquity. For example, in the great
fire in Rome in ad 80, approximately 3,000 bronze tablets are said to
have been destroyed.69
Summary
Based on these examples of Hebrew, Phoenician, Greek, and
Italic practices, we can conclude that writing and preserving sacred
bronze and gold plates was a widespread phenomenon in the eastern
69. Wright, “Metallic Documents in Antiquity,” 460–61.
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Mediterranean world at the time of Lehi. These bronze plates were
frequently associated with four genres:
1. Ritual: recording and performing the sacred rites of priestly
clans (1.1, 1.2, 1.4, 2.1, 2.6, 2.7, 2.9, 3.3, 3.5, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.7).
2. Laws: preserving a permanent record of the community’s laws
(1.3, 4.5, 4.6).
3. Prophecies and divination: performing divination or preserving important prophecies or oracles (1.5, 2.3, 2.4, 3.2, 3.7, 4.4).
4. History: preserving inscriptions of important treaties and other
historical developments (1.3, 2.5, 2.8, 3.1, 3.6).
These genres broadly match the described contents of the bronze
plates in the Book of Mormon. “And he [Lehi] beheld that they [the
bronze plates] did contain [1] the five books of Moses . . . [2] a record
of the Jews from the beginning . . . [3] and also the prophecies of the
holy prophets” (1 Nephi 5:11–13). In other words, in traditional Jewish
designation, the bronze plates contained the Law (torah), the Prophets
(nevi’im), and the Writings (ketuvim), all of which genres are found
recorded on sacred metal plates in the pre-Christian Mediterranean.
The examples provided in this essay demonstrate that sacred
writing on metal plates was a widespread phenomenon in the Semitic
Near East and the eastern Mediterranean world in the centuries just
before and after Lehi. This conclusion has also been drawn by Walter
Burkert. In his 1992 study of the cultural dependency of Greek civilization on the Near East, Burkert presented a short analysis of the spread
of the alphabet and writing styles and materials from the Near East to
Greece. In his discussion he states that “the reference to ‘bronze deltoi
[plates or tablets]’ as a term [among the Greeks] for ancient sacral laws
should point back to seventh or sixth century [bc]” as the period in
which the term deltos and the practice of writing on bronze plates was
transmitted from the Near East to Greece.70 For students of the Book of
Mormon, it is not at all surprising that in the seventh or sixth century
bc, the practice of writing on bronze plates was adopted by the Greeks
from the Phoenicians, along with the term bronze plates (deltos, from
70. Burkert, Orientalizing Revolution, 30.

54 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

Phoenician/Hebrew dlt) to describe “ancient sacred laws.”71 This is,
of course, precisely the time and place in which the Book of Mormon
claims that a set of bronze plates containing the “ancient sacred laws”
of the Hebrews existed.

71. Burkert, Orientalizing Revolution, 30; cf. Pollox, Onamasticon 8.128, in Pollucis
Onomasticon, 2:141.

Two Stories—One Faith

Louis Midgley

Response to Richard Lyman Bushman, with the assistance of Jed Woodworth. Joseph
Smith: Rough Stone Rolling. New York: Knopf, 2005. xxiv + 740 pp., with sources cited and
index. $35.00, hardcover; $18.95, paperback.

God’s revealing Himself to man, His addressing man, is
not merely known through traditions going back to the remote
past and is therefore now “merely believed” but is genuinely
known through present experience which every human can
have if he does not refuse himself to it. This experience is not
a kind of self-experience which every human being can have,
of the actualization of a human potentiality, of the human
mind coming into its own, into what it desires or is naturally
inclined to, but something undesired, coming from outside,
going against man’s grain.

I

had previously been invited by my associates to comment on
Richard Bushman’s biography of Joseph Smith, which has come
to be known by its subtitle Rough Stone Rolling. I thought that I had
accomplished this assignment in an essay entitled “Knowing Brother

	. Leo Strauss, “Preface to Spinoza’s Critique of Religion,” in Liberalism: Ancient
and Modern (New York: Basic Books, 1968), 232. This was originally published as the
“Preface to the English Translation” of a book by Strauss entitled Spinoza’s Critique of
Religion (New York: Schocken Books, 1965), 8.
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Joseph Again.” My colleagues, it seems, did not agree—I had, they
explained, been too subtle. This opinion shocked me; I have never
before been accused of subtlety. It was pointed out that I never mentioned Richard Bushman or his book in my earlier essay. But I did not
think that was necessary since I had addressed the nagging questions—
the misgivings—that some of the Saints may have about Rough Stone
Rolling, as well as the kinds of things fashioned by critics of Joseph
Smith. In addition, I had set out what I believe is a compelling argument
for why Latter-day Saints should be concerned about Joseph Smith’s life
and times since both the ground and content of the faith of the Saints
are essentially historical. I had also demonstrated that believers are fully
warranted in writing about the Mormon past from within the categories of faith, and hence we need not cave in to the persistent demands
that our history must be done in secular terms.
The Beginnings
Harvard-educated, Bushman began his teaching career at Brigham
Young University. But he soon shifted to teaching at Brown, Boston,
and Delaware before ending as Gouverneur Morris Professor of History at Columbia University. He is known and highly respected within
professional circles. More than any other Latter-day Saint, he has risen
to the top of the American history profession. With his emphasis on
early American history, no one has ever been better equipped or situated to write the biography of Joseph Smith. In addition, Bushman is
a skillful literary craftsman and an especially adroit essayist.
I first encountered Bushman after graduate school, when we both
began our teaching careers at BYU—his career blossomed from there.
He was then busy building on his studies at Harvard by probing Puritan
	. See Louis Midgley, “Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” FARMS Review 18/1 (2006):
xi–lxiv.
	. See, for example, Richard Bushman’s From Puritan to Yankee: Character and
the Social Order in Connecticut, 1690–1765 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1967); King and People in Provincial Massachusetts (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1985); and The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, and Cities (New
York: Knopf, 1992).
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religiosity. He also surveyed various psychological theories in an effort
to see what one could learn from that literature to better understand
both individuals and movements. He sought to sharpen his own ability
to understand empathetically what drives individuals to hold this or
that opinion or to act in different ways. However, he has not thought it
prudent to ground his effort to understand the past in one or another
of the various competing theories found in the social sciences. No psychological theory can possibly unravel the supposed secret springs of
human motivations and actions. Efforts to penetrate the way people
project themselves leave us in the end with our own projection and
hence also with a mere question-begging confirmation of the skeptical
theory we have chosen to employ.
Whatever else one might say about Bushman, it is clear that he has
been, from his days as a missionary, a devoted believer. I believe he operates on something like the assumption, to borrow language from David
Hume, that “reason is, and ought to be the slave of the passions.” If we
begin to fathom the passions at work in others (and ourselves)—our
expectations, hopes, deepest desires—we will better comprehend the
reasons we and others give to justify our deeds and hence also what
really drives the arguments we set out, as well as the strength and weakness of our understanding of the drama here below.
Bushman has a temperament reflecting both his deepest convictions, as well as the qualities of his soul. He is irenic at least most of the
time. He shies away from confrontations. His approach to intellectual
and social history is rarely if ever directly argumentative. Instead, he
is constantly probing for a larger and deeper understanding. By this I
mean that he strives to see why people argue the way they do. Where
others may focus directly and even entirely on the details of arguments others advance, Bushman strives to figure out what drives the
arguments or what motivates the framing of an explanation, objection, or criticism. He is less concerned with the specific details of arguments. He seeks to figure out why individuals position themselves in
the larger ebb and flow of ideological or intellectual fads and fashions.
	. David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Claren
don, 1888), 415.
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He has stressed, for example, the place deep in the hearts and minds
of both sectarian and secular critics of Joseph Smith, both then and
now, wherein lie the powerful background assumptions derived from
Enlightenment skepticism about divine things and fear of fanaticism.
His approach to severe critics of Joseph Smith and the faith of the
Saints is to unravel sympathetically the deeper reasons behind their
arguments and objections. I am not insisting that Bushman does not
confront arguments or that he does not provide reasoned responses
to the arguments offered by others, whether Latter-day Saint or not.
Instead, I want to stress that he is not confrontational or argumentative in the way in which he scrutinizes claims and criticisms or fashions accounts of the past.
When I encountered Bushman in 1968, I quickly came to the
conclusion that he would eventually use his gifts to write a biography
of Joseph Smith. I was convinced that he would not be able to avoid
doing this, given his training, interests, intellectual gifts, and solid
faith. I can think of no other Latter-day Saint better fitted for such a
task. There is simply no one in the LDS community more qualified to
undertake such a daunting endeavor. In 1984 my expectations were at
least partially realized. Soon after Leonard Arrington was made head
of the nascent History Department of the Church, a series of studies of
the Mormon past was commissioned. Bushman was asked to write the
key initial volume. The result was the eventual publication of Joseph
Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism (hereafter Beginnings). This
book was well received by faithful Latter-day Saints. In it he was able
to deal effectively with what enemies of the church have long insisted
	. A decision was eventually made to pay the sixteen authors and cancel the series.
Several of the volumes in this series were eventually published, some of which were outstanding. See, for example, F. LaMond Tullis, Mormons in Mexico: The Dynamics of Faith
and Culture (Logan, UT: Utah State University, 1987); R. Lanier Britsch, Unto the Isles of
the Sea: A History of Latter-day Saints in the Pacific (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1986);
and Milton V. Backman, The Heavens Resound: A History of the Latter-day Saints in Ohio,
1830–1838 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1983). This move was not, as critics constantly
wrongly claim, an instance of suppression or censorship. All of those authors were free to
publish their work, if they cared to do so and if they had completed a viable manuscript.
	. Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1984).
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were fatal flaws in Joseph Smith’s early ministry. On the crucial first
period in Joseph Smith’s life, Bushman surpassed all other previous
accounts.
The publication of Beginnings came just as word was leaked to
the press by enemies of the church about the notorious Salamander
letter—Mark Hofmann’s most famous Mormon forgery. When Bush
man’s attention was drawn to that strange letter, he merely tinkered
with a few words on one page. He thereby avoided being sucked into
desolate speculation about the historical grounds of the faith of the
Saints. His book was thus not flawed by entanglement with the rabid
nonsense generated by the Hofmann forgeries. There is no large,
salamander-shaped hole in the middle of Beginnings, as there is in
other books written by authors in thrall to Hofmann’s forgeries.
Beginnings became an important source of information as well
as of understanding for Latter-day Saints (or interested non-LDS) of
Joseph Smith’s controversial and hence crucial early history. Those
Latter-day Saints who were familiar with this book, including the
Brethren, thought highly of it. One bit of evidence that this was the
case is that Beginnings was included in the packet of materials given
by the Church of Jesus Christ to libraries in the United States and
English-speaking Canada, as well as in Australia and New Zealand.
I became familiar with this matter in 2000 when I was asked to assist
in placing some of these packets in university libraries in Auckland,
New Zealand. I doubt that Beginnings would have been present in that
packet if the Brethren were not pleased with it.
	. The most prominent competing accounts are to be found in Fawn M. Brodie, No
Man Knows My History, 2nd ed. rev. and enl. (New York: Knopf, 1971), and Dale Morgan
on Early Mormonism: Correspondence and a New History, ed. John Phillip Walker (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 1986). This volume included the edited fragments of the
supposedly definitive account of Joseph Smith that Morgan worked on for nearly two
decades. He never got past rough drafts of the first chapters. Bushman covered this same
period in an obviously superior manner in Beginnings. For details, see Gary F. Novak,
“ ‘The Most Convenient Form of Error’: Dale Morgan on Joseph Smith and the Book of
Mormon,” FARMS Review of Books 8/1 (1996): 152.
	. For an example of a book deeply indebted to and hence also flawed by the mischief of Hofmann’s forgeries and related lies, see Grant H. Palmer’s An Insider’s View of
Mormon Origins (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002). For details, see Louis Midgley,
“Prying into Palmer,” FARMS Review 15/2 (2003): 365–410.
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For a scholarly book written by a faithful, competent Latter-day
Saint, Beginnings sold well. But it did not reach more than a few of the
Saints. And the story Bushman told ended just after there began to be
a tiny community of Saints—that is, soon after the events leading to
the recovery and publication of the Book of Mormon, the experience
of the witnesses, the restoration of the priesthood, and the reception of
the initial revelations. Although I very much admired Beginnings and
recommended it whenever I could, I was also annoyed that it stopped
where it did. I was, therefore, delighted when it was announced that
Bushman would write a full biography of Joseph Smith.
In Beginnings, Bushman had described the crucial founding events.
I have argued elsewhere that, if the story of the visits to Joseph Smith
by a heavenly messenger and the subsequent recovery through the gift
and power of God of the Book of Mormon, as well as the events that
launched the fledgling Church of Christ—those crucial first steps—
hold up to critical scrutiny, then nothing “can really detract from the
miracle of the whole.” Beginnings contains a remarkable account of
those first steps.
Not everyone, of course, was pleased with Beginnings. Some critics
expressed misgivings because they noted the absence of trendy explanations drawn from the social sciences or appeals to a thoroughly secu
lar religious studies literature. Those with a strong emotional investment in picturing Brother Joseph as something other than a genuine
seer and authentic prophet were displeased with Beginnings. Criticism
of Beginnings was found on the margins of the Mormon intellectual
community, but outside the circle of faith—from those I call cultural
Mormons—and, of course, from within the Community of Christ
(then RLDS). Virtually no one in the larger secular environment knew
enough or cared sufficiently to form a coherent opinion. This can be
seen with responses to Beginnings but even more so with Rough Stone
Rolling. Some of the same people on the margins of the Latter-day Saint
	. See Louis Midgley, “The First Steps,” FARMS Review 17/1 (2005): xi–lv. The
language quoted is taken from Martin E. Marty, “Two Integrities: An Address to the
Crisis in Mormon Historiography,” Journal of Mormon History 10 (1983): 9, and is
quoted at xvi.
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intellectual community who objected to Bushman in 1984 have again
been hostile to Rough Stone Rolling.10
Stories Rather Than Formal Theology
In Rough Stone Rolling Bushman incorporated the bulk of five
of the six chapters that constituted Beginnings. In these chapters he
examined the Smith family background, Joseph’s first visions, the
recovery of the Book of Mormon, as well as the controversy it generated, and the legal organization of the Church of Christ. This previously published, calm, deftly written, judicious account augured well
for what has now become a full biography of Brother Joseph. The final
chapter in Beginnings, entitled “The Restoration of All Things,”11 was
not included in Rough Stone Rolling, except for an anecdote involving
Newel K. Whitney (see Rough Stone Rolling, 127), though the other
five chapters, with some editing and additions, constitute a fifth of
Rough Stone Rolling. Since Beginnings essentially ended with the legal
organization of the Church of Christ, “The Restoration of All Things”
appears to have been an essay that Bushman tacked onto his 1984
account of Joseph Smith, and hence it did not fit the full biography.
In that fine ten-page essay that concludes Beginnings, Bushman
contrasts the faith of those gathered into a tiny community of believers by the Book of Mormon (and other early revelations) with the formal theology of the Disciples of Christ as set forth first by Thomas
Campbell and then by his son Alexander, who sought to restore a
primitive Christianity as they imagined it to be in the New Testament.
10. See, for example, Marvin S. Hill, “Richard L. Bushman—Scholar and Apologist,”
Journal of Mormon History 11 (1984): 125–33. As sour and sarcastic as ever, as well as confused and misinformed, Hill is also unrelentingly critical of Bushman’s full biography of
Joseph Smith in “By Any Standard, a Remarkable Book,” Dialogue 39/3 (2006): 155–63.
In the last paragraph (p. 162) of what is a sustained attack on Rough Stone Rolling, Hill
indicates that he does “not wish to end [his] review on an overly negative note. Despite
the fact that Bushman’s ‘look’ at Joseph comes up markedly short at times and he does
not always examine controversial issues carefully, his book suggests that thought about
the Prophet has matured among some faithful Latter-day Saints.” Latter-day Saint scholars, of course, have made significant advancements in understanding Joseph Smith, but
not in the directions suggested by those infected by the culture of unbelief.
11. See, “The Restoration of All Things,” in Bushman, Beginnings, 179–88.
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One crucial difference between Alexander Campbell and Joseph Smith,
from Bushman’s perspective, was that Campbell was fully “a child of
the Enlightenment, ordering, rationalizing, systematizing.” Thus
when Alexander Campbell pulled his teachings together into
a treatise in 1835, he explained how he had arrived at his principles: “The object of this volume is to place before the community in a plain, definite and perspicuous style, the capital
principles which have been elicited, argued out, developed,
and sustained in a controversy of twenty-five years, by the
tongues and pens of those who rallied under the banner of
the Bible alone.”12
Joseph Smith began his ministry by recovering the Book of
Mormon and then portions of the words of Moses (and also Enoch).
Hence what Brother Joseph offered was something radically different from Alexander Campbell’s “restoration.” For those early Saints,
“the sacred history of the past at that point flowed into the Mormon
present,”13 just as it does now. What Joseph restored encourages the
Saints to enter a world not unlike that recorded in the scriptures. For
the Saints the rhythm of historical events described in the Bible has
not ended but is still taking place now. We must, however, have the
desire and then the eyes to see. For the first Saints, it was the recovery
by a strange means of the tragic story of the Lehi colony and then the
visions of Moses and Enoch, and also what those stories taught those
first faithful about the heavens being open, that grounded their faith.
This made those earliest members of the Church of Christ radically
different from the Campbellites, who merely attempted a dogmatic
theology fashioned by disputation from the Bible alone.
The Book of Mormon and the subsequent Book of Moses (with its
account of Enoch’s ascent to heaven) are dramatically different from
Campbellite theology, which was an effort to distill “the essence of the
Gospel from the scriptures, turning Bible stories and preachments into
12. Bushman, Beginnings, 183. Note the common sectarian Protestant slogan “Bible
alone.”
13. Bushman, Beginnings, 186.
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an orderly set of principles. Joseph Smith’s revelations, on the other
hand, made new sacred narratives that were themselves the foundation
of belief.”14 The faith of the Saints both then and now rests on a story
of the dramatic opening of the heavens to a rough young fellow who
was also a mighty seer, whose revelations took the imaginations of the
Saints all the way back to before this world and hence to a grand council
in the heavens and then forward to a future that transcends the turmoil
of this world. “The greatest error,” according to Bushman, “would be to
mistake these narratives from ancient times as mere objects of curiosity,
revealing a Mormon taste for the mysteries of antiquity.”15
As indicated by Bushman, what separated Campbellite religiosity
from the faith of those gathered into the Church of Christ
was not so much the Gospel Mormons taught, which in many
respects resembled other Christians’ teachings, but what they
believed had happened—to Joseph Smith, to Book of Mormon
characters, and to Moses and Enoch. Mormons ever afterward were unable to take much interest in formal theology
or systematizing treatises like Campbell’s. No such attempts
achieved the place in Mormon faith that creeds assumed in
other churches. The core of Mormon belief was a conviction
about actual events. The test of faith was not adherence to a
certain confession of faith but belief that Christ was resurrected, that Joseph Smith saw God, that the Book of Mormon
was true history, that Peter, James and John restored the apostleship. Mormonism was history, not philosophy.16
Of course, those first “Mormon missionaries taught a familiar
Gospel.”17 What then was the crucial difference between what Joseph
Smith offered and sectarian theology? Bushman answers correctly
that “Mormon principles came by revelation.”18 Thus, according to
Bushman,
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

Bushman, Beginnings, 187.
Bushman, Beginnings, 187.
Bushman, Beginnings, 187–88, emphasis added.
Bushman, Beginnings, 180.
Bushman, Beginnings, 183.
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The Prophet showed no sign of wavering when exposed to the
scorn of Palmyra’s rationalist editors and to the criticism of
Campbell himself. Joseph told of the visits of angels, of direct
inspiration, of a voice in the chamber of Father Whitmer,
without embarrassment. He prized the Urim and Thummim
and the seerstone, never repudiating them even when the
major charge against him was that he used magic to find buried money. His world was not created by Enlightenment rationalism with its deathly aversion to superstition.19
The visions and the revelations to and through Joseph Smith do
not provide an account of the nature of things but are, instead, a history written from the perspective of covenants and commandment
(and hence also of the blessings and cursings associated with obedience or disobedience), and not formal theology or even bits of information to be assembled by us into a catalogue of beliefs. The texts constituting our scriptures should not be seen as badly done philosophy
that we should now work at sorting out. Put more bluntly, we live by
stories, which include revelations to seers and prophets, and also to
those who wish to make and keep covenants that may transform us
into the seed of Christ, if we endure in faith. Such is not the product
of learned disputations, and it is not a formal system. The revelations
invite us, instead, to enter into the ongoing history of salvation and
exaltation.20 The point is to invite us to participate in the kingdom of
God not merely then and there in a remote past, but also in a proximate here and now.
For those who want everything explained, everything nailed down,
stories may seem the wrong way to go. So there is an urge among some
Saints to turn stories into at least dogmatic theology. There are also
those who tend to see the scriptures as badly set out formal or systematic theology. They want the contents and culturally conditioned stories from several parts of the world over long periods of time to yield
19. Bushman, Beginnings, 184.
20. Terryl Givens has set this out in some detail in his remarkable By the Hand of
Mormon: The American Scripture That Launched a New World Religion (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2002).
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theoretical knowledge of the nature of things. They insist on harmonizing fragmentary stories—they want Mormon Doctrine. I am not
troubled by the incompleteness and unfinished character of stories
found in our scriptures and elsewhere; the disarray of these stories
does not offend me. If I have read Terryl Givens and Bushman correctly, they see in our Joseph Smith/Book of Mormon founding story
and in what flows from it an invitation by God for us to enter into the
very same world found in the scriptures—a world pulsing with divine
powers, one in which we struggle to keep commandments and find
favor in God’s sight and so forth, and one in which by our uncoerced
decisions—our faith and repentance—we become partners with God
in a glorious endeavor. God does not compel us but invites us, and, if
we respond, he will both test and assist us since he loves us and desires
that we become like him. We discover that we are engaged in a struggle in which there are real losses and real gains. This larger story is,
of course, rough, unpolished, and unfinished since it continues even
now as we face our own Liberty Jail or Heartbreak Ridge. The subplots
and details are also necessarily couched in the language of the people
who experienced them. Our explanations of our encounters with the
divine are always something less than the experience itself. We are
invited to live in an enchanted world filled with real dangers, wonders,
and also hope.
“A Developing History”
Bushman, I believe, is on solid ground in his explanation at the end
of Beginnings. Put bluntly, the Saints live by—and in—stories21 rather
than by creeds, confessions, or formal theologies, whether dogmatic or
systematic or otherwise. Some critics have complained that we do not
have a theology but instead a history that takes the place of theology
21. For my views on this issue, see Louis Midgley, “Theology,” in Encyclopedia of
Mormonism, 4:1475; “Directions That Diverge: ‘Jerusalem and Athens’ Revisited,” FARMS
Review of Books 11/1 (1999): 27–87; “Faulty Topography,” FARMS Review of Books 14/1–2
(2002): 158–70. See also Daniel C. Peterson, “ ‘What Has Athens to Do with Jerusalem?’:
Apostasy and Restoration in the Big Picture,” FARMS Review of Books 12/2 (2000): xi–lii;
and James E. Faulconer, “Rethinking Theology: The Shadow of the Apocalypse,” in this
number of the FARMS Review, pages 175–99.
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or carefully worked-out creedal statements. Others, however, who
are aware of this, have not made it an object of derision. For example,
Martin Marty, a rather liberal Lutheran churchman and author whom
Jan Shipps lionized as one of the current “deans of American religious
history,”22 read an address at Westminster College in Salt Lake City on
20 March 1989 in which he argued that “Mormons have not made much
of doctrine, of theology: they especially live as chosen and covenanted
people in part of a developing history.”23 Marty thus also recognizes that
“much is at stake when the story is threatened, as it potentially could
have been when forged documents concerning Mormon origins agitated
the community and led to tragedy a few years ago.”24 Beginning even
before the publication of the Book of Mormon, our critics have insisted
that in various, often competing, ways we are captives of a superstition
that corrupts our understanding.
Marty maintains that we live by stories—all of us.25 A people
stripped of the memory of its past ceases to have an identity. Our individual memory of who and what we are is our own story. In addition,
as communal beings we have an identity that also necessarily involves
a story or perhaps a bundle of sometimes even conflicting and competing stories. What Marty calls “religious communities” also live by
stories. As these stories fade, the vitality of faith melts away. This can
now be seen taking place in Europe and the United Kingdom, as well
as in intellectual circles in the United States.
Two Stories
I have entitled this essay “Two Stories—One Faith.” The first of
the two stories is, of course, the story of Joseph Smith’s encounters
22. Jan Shipps, “Mormonism from Different Perspectives,” in The Mormon History
Association’s Tanner Lectures, ed. Dean L. May and Reid L. Neilson (Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 2006), 274. She claims, quite correctly, that Marty has “earned enormous
respect within the academy.”
23. Martin E. Marty, We Might Know What to Do and How to Do It: On the Usefulness of
the Religious Past (Salt Lake City: Office of the President, Westminster College, 1989), 12.
24. Marty was, of course, referring to the forgeries of Mark Hofmann and to
Hofmann’s efforts to hide his chicanery. Marty, We Might Know, 12.
25. Marty, We Might Know, 12.
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with a heavenly messenger, of a massive history of the travels and travails in a strange land by a portion of the covenant people of God.
This story also involves Joseph Smith actually possessing real artifacts
from the distant past—including metal plates containing that previously unknown history, as well as what in the Book of Mormon are
called Interpreters (or Directors)—two seer stones.26 This is only the
beginning of what, to those outside the circle of faith, often seems
absurd—a strange, impossible story. But the fact is that this story
grounds the faith of the Saints.
The faith of the Saints is both grounded on and consists of two stories, one of which centers on the founding events—the recovery of the
Book of Mormon and so forth—while the other larger story consists of
a glimpse of a cosmic and then a fully redemptive history. The first story
concerns a heavenly messenger tutoring Joseph Smith and preparing
him to recover a previously unknown history we know as the Book of
Mormon. What flows from the first story is another story of complexity and rich detail. Its recovery gradually opened for Joseph and then
for the Saints a plan vast in scope that looks back to a deep past where
there was once a war in heaven (that continues even now here below).
This larger second story thus begins with a grand council, with fierce
debates in which we were once even observers or participants, then our
own mortal existence understood as a probation, with the possibility of
an eventual glorious return to the presence of God in the future. The
larger story rests on the truth of the initial grounding story—they are
not separable. One cannot pick and choose what one likes in the second
story while rejecting the grounding and founding in the first story.27
Marty argues that such stories have a history-like character but
are actually both more and less than what we currently imagine constitutes history. According to Marty, standing behind Jewish communal identity is the story of “how this God chose Israel and covenanted
26. The Saints eventually called this artifact a Urim and Thummim, but since Joseph
had to return it to the heavenly messenger, he ended up using in its place his own seer
stone, which the early Saints also called Urim and Thummim.
27. As, for example, it appears Grant Palmer wants to do. He claims to be fond of
the idea of an eternal married relationship, while insisting that Joseph Smith just made
everything up and then lied about doing this.
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with the nation. This was a moral God, whose judgments were to fall
on Egypt and Assyria,” though divine judgments often “fell most
strongly on the chosen and covenanted people.”28 Latter-day Saints
will recognize this story since they share much of its contents. This
story and the vehicles through which it is preserved, even for those
many who now tend to explain away the very idea of God “as a projection, an illusion, an invention to fill social needs” (lifting explanations from Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx and their disciples), still
provide a foil against which their Jewish identity is formed and preserved.29 Marty also points out that Shi’ite and Sunni Muslims live
by their own similar but also competing stories. “Christians similarly
live by story. They see God’s activity in the events, words, works, circumstances, and effects of Jesus Christ and tell the story of his death
and resurrection as constitutive of the faith that forms their community.”30 Marty also recognizes that all forms of faith with historical
content and grounding face the corrosive impact of modernity—that
is, pervasive post-Enlightenment skepticism, especially in elite circles,
about divine things, as well as fear of fanaticism and superstition.31
Living in the Story
The Saints, I believe, have been able to enter a delightful world
much like that described in our scriptures, though like everyone else,
unfortunately, we still tend to have one foot in Babylon, even if it is
not currently known by that name. The Saints have often opened their
hearts and minds and entered into an enchanted world in which the
divine is present. The Book of Mormon and the story of its recovery
make this possible for the Saints. In this and other ways the faith of
the Saints, if and when it is genuine, is historical—that is, involves
stories that form its ground but that also invite everyone to have their
28. Marty, We Might Know, 10.
29. Marty, We Might Know, 10.
30. Marty, We Might Know, 11.
31. I have dealt with the historical elements in the faith of Christians in “Knowing
Brother Joseph Again,” xiv–xvi.
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own place in a story not entirely unlike that which they encounter in
the scriptures.
Every effort we make to forget or ignore our past only opens the
door to disillusionment among the Saints, especially when those outside the circle of faith present elements of our past in a distorted way.
It is far better that faithful Latter-day Saints present the rich details of
our history rather than dissidents, cultural Mormons, or sectarian or
secular critics. Young people are especially vulnerable to having their
faith disturbed, if and when they discover elements in our past that we
have ignored or, for whatever reason, neglected to set forth for them.
The Internet, if not the printing press, the bookstore, and the library,
has made almost everything—including, of course, the gutter and the
sewer—accessible to anyone with a computer. I believe that we cannot
and should not hide or be embarrassed by details about the Mormon
past. Of course our history is not the story of perfect people. We are
all faltering and imperfect. It is far better for someone like Bushman,
whatever flaws there might be in Rough Stone Rolling, to have dealt as
well as he could with the rich details in Joseph Smith’s career than for
these to be brandished before us by our sworn enemies.
If Bushman is right, many of the early Saints learned that someone who was a visionary had through the gift and power of God recovered the Book of Mormon, which contains the fulness of the gospel—
that is, the absolute necessity of faith (understood as trust) in Jesus
as Messiah or Christ, baptism, repentance (understood as turning or
returning to God), the gift of the Holy Spirit and enduring to the end,
all part of a plan set out in the beginning and pointing the faithful to a
glorious future.32 Some of those early Saints may not have even known
Joseph Smith’s name. It was the message—the really good news in this
otherwise disconsolate world—that was primary. This is still true. The
32. See Noel B. Reynolds, “The True Points of My Doctrine,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 5/2 (1996): 26–56; M. Gerald Bradford and Larry E. Dahl, “Doctrine:
Meaning, Source, and History of Doctrine,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 1:393–97;
and Louis Midgley, “Prophetic Messages or Dogmatic Theology? Commenting on the
Book of Mormon: A Review Essay,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1 (1989):
92–113, on what is meant by doctrine in the Book of Mormon, and hence on what constitutes the gospel and its fulness.
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Book of Mormon seems to have been for the Saints mostly a sign—
evidence—that the heavens were once again open and the authentic
gifts of the Holy Spirit were again available to those who wished to
enter into covenants in which they could, if faithful—that is, if they
endured to the end—be sanctified and thereby become the children or
seed of the Holy One of Israel, who would then be their Father.
The Seven-Year Travail
Bushman had already earned considerable credibility as a historian. In order for him to retain credibility within the historical profession, especially with those who are inclined to be critics of Mormon
things, he had to demonstrate that he was aware of and had confronted
as well as he could every question and objection a diverse non-LDS
audience might have. Since the Saints are largely unaware of these
criticisms, it was imperative for him to instruct the Saints while also
responding to a variety of skeptics. In writing a biography of Joseph
Smith, he had to master in a mere seven years as well as he could what
he believed were the most relevant portions of the enormous primary
and secondary literature on Joseph Smith and Mormon origins, as
well as the literature on the cultural setting and controversies in which
those events took place. Obviously the fewer the sources, and the less
controversial the person, the easier it would be to write a biography.
In dealing with Joseph Smith, one must face the complexity of the
background and cultural setting of the prophet.
A major hurdle for Bushman was carefully identifying and then
probing the richness of Joseph Smith’s fourteen-year ministry. Joseph
experienced and accomplished a vast number of things in such a very
short time—a mere fourteen years! For anyone over forty, that number might come as a shock. One is led to ask: did all that happen in
a mere fourteen years? It is a bit ironic that, with all the technology
currently available and as much assistance as anyone could possibly
want or need, it still required seven years for Bushman to tell Joseph’s
story. Those who have not attempted to write social or intellectual history may not appreciate the difficulty of undertaking a biography of
Joseph Smith.
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Possible Latter-day Saint Concerns
Only a tiny minority of Latter-day Saints have followed the efforts
of scholars to sort out the details concerning the life of Joseph Smith or
of the efforts of our critics to pull the church from its historical foundations by picking on this or that detail. Some of the Saints might be
troubled by certain things they find in Rough Stone Rolling since they
may not have previously been aware of this or that detail about Joseph
Smith’s career. When the Saints encounter Rough Stone Rolling, they
may for the first time face details with which they are quite unfamiliar. Some might be uncomfortable with Bushman having dealt with
difficult issues; even though they are themselves more or less aware of
these matters, they may wish he had not addressed them. They may
even believe that mentioning some things might harm the faith of
others. I thought that I had already addressed all or most of these in
“Knowing Brother Joseph Again.”33
Much like technology generally, the Internet is both a curse and a
blessing. It makes possible the proliferation of anti-Mormon Web sites
and also of various lists, boards, and blogs, all at best of mixed quality.
But it has also opened the door to sophisticated defenses of the faith
and the Saints. Even those striving hard to advance an anti-Mormon
agenda have ended up in desperation posting links that unravel the
very literature they seek to promote. Where once, and not too long
ago, the conversation on Joseph Smith’s prophetic truth claims was
largely confined to crude anti-Mormon potboilers or to magazines
known only to a few of the Saints and to even fewer of their enemies,
now the Internet has made much of the primary and secondary literature available to anyone who has access to a computer and the ability
to use a search engine. So it is no longer possible for either friend or
foe to ignore issues.
Before the Internet, Bushman had been able to deal with all
the presumably sticky issues involving Joseph Smith in Beginnings.
Despite the critics, his account has held up. Why then is there concern
about Rough Stone Rolling? Never before has a book by an LDS scholar
33. “Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” xii–xiv, xvi–xxix.
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immediately reached such a large audience. What may trouble a few
of the Saints about Rough Stone Rolling are such things as his candid
accounts of polygamy or his willingness to picture the Prophet with
passions. Some may ask why he had to bring up such matters. Some
might actually prefer a two-dimensional cardboard figure. They may
prefer to believe, though they must know better, that Joseph knew
everything from the moment of his first encounter with a heavenly
messenger or that he was never perplexed or at a loss for understanding, that he was always in full command of every situation, a model of
emotional self-control, and hence that he would never manifest hostility. But the textual record clearly shows otherwise. And the story
one tells must be grounded on the textual record and not on what we
might wish or imagine. It is an obvious mistake to insist on turning
Joseph Smith into the image of what we may now think a prophet must
be. Joseph Smith was not omniscient, and he clearly does not fit our
current idealized model of human perfection; he was also not inerrant or infallible. He was, as I indicated in “Knowing Brother Joseph
Again,” both less than we might imagine and also much more. And
Bushman has it right, Brother Joseph was a “rough stone rolling.”
Joseph was also both a seer as well as a prophet—hence more than
an ordinary village visionary. Sections of our Doctrine and Covenants
were received by him in a strange, entirely unconventional way—by
looking at his seer stone, just as he had done in dictating the Book
of Mormon to scribes.34 He also dictated revelations in which both
34. Sections of the Doctrine and Covenants in which the Urim and Thummim
(seer stone at this point) played a role include 3, 6–7, 10–11, and 14–17. A correspondent of the Chicago Tribune, reporting on an interview with David Whitmer (published
17 December 1885), wrote: “In order to give privacy to the proceeding a blanket, which
served as a portiere, was stretched across the family living room to shelter the translators and the plates from the eye of any who might call at the house while the work was in
progress. . . . it was not for the purpose of concealing the plates or the translator from the
eyes of the amanuensis. In fact, Smith was at no time hidden from his collaborators, and
the translation was performed in the presence of not only the persons mentioned, but of
the entire Whitmer household and several of Smith’s relatives besides.” Lyndon W. Cook,
ed., David Whitmer Interviews: A Restoration Witness (Orem, UT: Grandin Book, 1991),
173. William E. McLellin apparently visited Oliver Cowdery’s widow, who certified that
“Joseph never had a curtain drawn between him and his scribe while he was translating.
He would place the director in his hat, and then place his face in his hat, so as to exclude
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he and the Saints were addressed by Deity. If Bushman is correct, he
was his own best disciple—he carefully studied those revelations to
try to find direction. We commit a mistake when we make these sorts
of things seem bland, commonplace, or ordinary. I believe that we
should be stunned when we read the language of our scriptures. The
fact is that these things were anything but routine or ordinary.
Bushman argues that for the earliest Saints it was exactly the news
that the heavens had once again opened that brought people into the
Church of Christ and then began to make some of them turn away
from Babylon. It was not Joseph’s personality that mattered. Of course
he was rough, unpolished—Bushman is right about that. Joseph was
passionate—he had a temper. He should not be normalized, turned
into a model husband or parent or corporate executive, or seen as
a model for conducting successful business ventures. His greatness
issues from the fact that he was chosen by God and then stuck with his
calling come what may—that he endured. Despite one disaster after
another, messages from heaven guided both Brother Joseph and the
Saints forward through a sea of troubles since nothing ever turned out
the way he or they hoped or expected.
We should all desire to know as much as possible about Joseph
Smith. I am disheartened when I notice signs of indifference to him.
My own passionate interest in Brother Joseph, as I have explained in
“Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” is grounded in my belief that he was
the human vehicle who set out the ways in which I now have access to
divine things and a hope for a glorious future. Joseph made available
for us the Book of Mormon, the priesthood, the revelations, and hence
the understanding that we can live in a community in which the gifts
of the Holy Spirit can be experienced and where both justification
the light, and then [read the words?] as they appeared before him.” Cook, David Whitmer
Interviews, 233–34. On Joseph’s use of a curtain while translating, see Royal Skousen,
“Translating the Book of Mormon: Evidence from the Original Manuscript,” in Book of
Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence for Ancient Origins, ed. Noel B. Reynolds
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 1997), 63–64. Joseph’s wife, in the “Last Testimony of Sister Emma,”
Saints’ Advocate 2/4 (October 1879): 51, bore witness that she “frequently wrote day after
day, often sitting at the table close by him, he sitting with his face buried in his hat, with
the stone in it, and dictating hour after hour with nothing between us.”

74 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

and sanctification (deification) are part of the plan of happiness. I am,
of course, also aware and pleased that a large number of Saints, by
encountering only the bare outlines of Brother Joseph’s story, have
been able to enter a world in which the divine is present. I am also
aware that the recovery of the Book of Mormon, even when its explicit
teachings were not the primary focus—which seems to have been the
case until rather recently—assured the Saints that the heavens are not
closed. For the Saints this is wonderful news.
Bushman could not have ignored the literature critical of Joseph
Smith and been either honest or credible; he had to take up issues that
may surprise some of the Saints. Those who are troubled by discovering in Rough Stone Rolling a discussion of issues they are anxious about
or that they fear will not be inspirational or edifying must understand
that we simply cannot pretend that some things did not happen; we
must, instead, cherish what is a truly amazing, complicated, and rich
history. By doing this openly, we avoid the charge that we have sanitized our history, that we hide our past, and that there are things that,
if known, would pull the church from its foundations.
Whatever mistakes or flaws there might be in Rough Stone Rolling,
and I believe there are some of these, the fact is that, by telling Joseph
Smith’s story from within the categories of his own deep faith, Bushman
has made a very large contribution to building and defending the
kingdom.
I am, of course, sympathetic with those who have, perhaps for
the first time, confronted details in the always controversial, rich,
and wonderful story of the founding prophet of this dispensation. In
“Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” I described my own youthful experience when I encountered something in a biography of Joseph Smith
that I found challenging. I discovered even as a kid that one can learn
by looking into those things that seem troubling and then profit even
from strident criticisms of the founding prophet and his story.35 We
should, I believe, not hide from those things that trouble us but, as
far as possible, seek additional light by looking further into the textual evidence; we should ponder more deeply when we are startled or
35. See “Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” xi–lxv.
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think we have found a mistake in some effort by one of the Saints to
tell the founding story of our faith.36
Addressing Different Audiences
Bushman clearly wanted to speak convincingly to those not within
the circle of faith; he wanted to write in such a way that Joseph Smith
would be accessible to those who are not Latter-day Saints. He wanted
to get those not of his faith to go along with his account of Joseph’s
life and times. He also wanted to take them both into and beyond the
challenging “first steps” and into the larger story. His standing within
the history profession made it possible to have Rough Stone Rolling
published by a distinguished press. Never before has a national publisher sold as many copies of a book by a Latter-day Saint.
Bushman seems to have believed that he had figured out a way of
getting non–Latter-day Saints to accept his account of Joseph Smith.
He was, it turns out, wrong. He had underestimated the hostility
about Mormon things among cultural elites, both Christian and otherwise. Bushman seems to have been both dismayed and shocked by
the reception Rough Stone Rolling has received among those who are
not Latter-day Saints. He had lived among them and hence thought
he knew how to speak to those folks. Perhaps his easy way of making friends misled him about how they really see his faith. Be that
as it may, he tailored Rough Stone Rolling to get them to see Joseph
Smith as something other than a scoundrel, but he essentially failed.
He now regrets not writing Rough Stone Rolling as an advocate rather
than by submerging his own deepest convictions in an effort to get
non–Latter-day Saints to take Brother Joseph seriously.
How do I know these things? I have followed the blogs in which
Rough Stone Rolling has been debated and have also read a number of
interviews with Bushman concerning his book. I also own a copy of a
remarkably candid diary in which he reveals his expectations, desires,
passions, and disappointments surrounding the publication of Rough
Stone Rolling. This diary serves as a kind of postpublication apology
36. See “Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” xxv–xxix.
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for his biography of Joseph Smith. This unusual “book” is entitled
On the Road with Joseph Smith.37 On the Road is, I believe, in some
important ways, though not nearly as polished, better written than
Rough Stone Rolling. In his diary, Bushman speaks effectively to those
Saints he may have lost with Rough Stone Rolling. Why? Bushman the
believer stands out; he does not disappear behind long descriptions
of events in which it becomes difficult to determine where he really
stands on issues. In addition, this diary has many of the same qualities
that his essays have. Fortunately most of his LDS essays have recently
been assembled in a volume entitled Believing History.38
Bushman is irenic, shrewd, insightful, and calm. His faith shines
through in his essays, though often in unobtrusive, carefully articulated ways. Though he seems to detest the word apologist because
of its current role in often mindless ideological battles, he is very
much an apologist—that is, a defender of the faith and the Saints. I
admire Bushman’s essays. He is, I believe, at his very best as an essayist. Hence I urge those Saints who may have misgivings about Rough
Stone Rolling to pay close attention both to the remarkable essays in
Believing History and to On the Road when it is eventually made easily
accessible.
This diary is, I believe, Bushman’s effort to explain and defend
what he tried to do as well as his reaction to what has taken place as he
began to sense that he might have failed to accomplish all that he had
hoped in his biography of Joseph Smith. He clearly thought or hoped
that he could keep Latter-day Saints with him, a phrase he likes, while
at the same time dragging along the Gentiles, whom he seems to have
believed he could somehow charm into setting aside their hostility
to Mormon things. He now has recognized, I believe, that to some
37. Richard Lyman Bushman, On the Road with Joseph Smith: An Author’s Diary
(New York: Mormon Artists Group, 2006). This unbound “book” contains printing on
one side of eighty-three pages of very expensive, unbound paper, with its own wooden
slip cover (made of cherry wood). One hundred and two copies were printed. Each copy
is numbered and signed by Bushman. Kofford Books is in the process of publishing it in
a more accessible format. If that were not the case, I would comment on it in detail.
38. Richard Lyman Bushman, Believing History: Latter-day Saint Essays, ed. Reid L.
Neilson and Jed Woodworth (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004); a paperback
version of the book has just been released in 2007.
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extent, in his effort to get the Gentiles to go along with him on Joseph
Smith, he failed to reach either audience in the way he had expected.
His effort to speak in the same dispassionate voice to two radically different audiences simply failed. The non-LDS audience, as reflected in
reviews and in various other ways, seems to have seen far too much of
Bushman’s own faith in Rough Stone Rolling, which it turned out that
they detest, while at least some of the Saints have wondered whether
he was a believer. I believe that he would have done better if he had
argued his case more directly in Rough Stone Rolling—that is, if he
had explained in some detail why he simply must mention things that
make some Saints uncomfortable and also why he and other Latterday Saints can believe what Gentiles insist are ridiculous stories.
The story of the restoration is more challenging and wonderful than
we sometimes make it appear. When we dumb it down, we do ourselves
a big disservice. It is, among other things, a story that, because its essential prophetic truth claims are true, radically challenges our worldly
desires and assumptions. It is not merely sentimental feel-good stuff or
something vaguely inspirational. Of course, the basic outlines of Brother
Joseph’s story are familiar to Latter-day Saints. But many of the details
are either not known or not sufficiently well-known. Joseph’s story cannot be reduced even to an account of his encountering a messenger
from the heavens who once lived somewhere in America. That element,
of course, is crucial, but it is not all of the story. By fleshing out Joseph
Smith’s story—the first and founding story of our faith, Bushman has
capped his distinguished career with an important service to the Saints.
Whatever the flaws in his book, Bushman helps us to better appreciate
our wonderful historical legacy, if we are really interested in doing so.
A Short List of Observations about Rough Stone Rolling 39
1. Are there flaws in the account of Joseph Smith provided by
Bushman? Yes. (But I am not inclined to discuss these in public.)
39. These opinions are offered without supporting arguments. My intention in doing
this is to make my position on Rough Stone Rolling as clear as possible.
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2. Did Bushman neglect some primary and secondary literature
that would have been useful for him to have consulted? Yes, of course.
That was inevitable. (Again, I am not interested in calling attention to
this in public.)
3. Do I think that Rough Stone Rolling is the final word on Joseph
Smith? No.
4. Are there some things about Rough Stone Rolling that trouble
me? Yes. For one thing, the clumsy way the citations are packed at the
back of the book and then coded to the bibliography. This is simply
an outrage. Why? It makes locating the sources Bushman cites very
difficult. In addition, at times a series of quotations in a paragraph are
packed into a single endnote. Then one has to play the game of figuring out which quotation comes from which source. Why not just have
footnotes with full citations?
5. Did I learn new things by reading Rough Stone Rolling? Yes,
of course. I encountered many delightful or troubling bits of information or interpretation. In “Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” I tried
to explain how I believe one should respond to things that annoy or
trouble one when reading the literature on any topic in which one is
interested, and especially on Joseph Smith.40
6. Are there explanations of issues where Bushman could have
avoided mistakes by consulting others? Yes.
7. Will Rough Stone Rolling weaken the faith of those Saints who
read it? No, only in the case of those who insist on an idealized twodimensional figure.
8. Did Bushman write in such a way that all the Saints will sense
his own deep faith? No.
9. Should Bushman have exposed his own faith more directly in
Rough Stone Rolling? Yes.
10. Is Rough Stone Rolling superior to other past or recent biographies of Joseph Smith? Yes. It is far superior to recent efforts by those
who have access to much of the primary source material. One important reason is that Bushman strictly avoids the onerous mistake of
what has come to be known as “clairvogelance” when writing about
40. “Knowing Brother Joseph Again,” xi–xxix.
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the past.41 Given what it takes to master the relevant literature, to
think clearly about complicated and controversial issues, and to write
sufficiently well, we are not likely to have a better biography of Joseph
Smith for some time.

41. For this insightful label, see Andrew H. Hedges and Dawson W. Hedges, “No
Dan, That’s Still Not History,” FARMS Review 17/1 (2005): 211.

Does God Have a Wife?

Alyson Skabelund Von Feldt

Review of William G. Dever. Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in
Ancient Israel. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005. xvi + 344 pp., with subject and citation
indexes. $25.00.

D

oes God have a wife? Yes. Or so members of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints have understood since Joseph Smith’s
time. The most recent review of the doctrine is in David L. Paulsen’s
essay entitled “Are Christians Mormon?” He devotes a section to the
divine feminine, briefly surveying the formal expressions of the belief
in a Mother in Heaven in Latter-day Saint doctrinal texts, in the published teachings of modern prophets, and of course in Eliza R. Snow’s
poem-turned-hymn “O My Father.” He then explores the latest developments in theology to show how Joseph’s once distinctive doctrine
has gained wider acceptance.
But did God have a wife? When William G. Dever asks this question, he is asking about the beliefs of ancient Israelites, not Latterday Saints. His Did God Have a Wife? is an archaeologist’s consolidation and interpretation of the findings and analyses from modern
excavations in Syro-Palestine. Dever’s aim is to describe the religious
practices of the common folk who lived in Canaan before the Babylonian exile, whether or not they correspond to those sanctioned by the
	. David L. Paulsen, “Are Christians Mormon? Reassessing Joseph Smith’s Theology in His Bicentennial,” BYU Studies 45/1 (2006): 35–128.
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Hebrew Bible (Old Testament). This topic will be of interest to many
Latter-day Saints because Lehi and his family emerged from Jerusalem
at the end of the period that Dever studies, and they burst forth crying
“priestcraft!” and predicting the loss of plain and precious truths from
the religious writings that would eventually be inherited in the Bible.
Dever seeks out clues in the material remains from that culture about
beliefs that may have been lost.
I will first take a look at Dever’s reconstruction of ancient Israelite
religion. I will summarize his description of the religious sites that
have been unearthed by archaeologists along with the paraphernalia
found at those sites and highlight some of the beliefs and practices
that he re-creates. Then I will investigate the major archaeological and
biblical evidence for the goddess Asherah, including a broader discussion using narrative texts that Dever did not include that could
shed additional light on the beliefs of ancient Israelites. The discussion
will end with some thoughts about what all this means for Latter-day
Saints.
Prelude to the Reconstruction
It takes Dever four chapters to work up to a discussion of the
archaeological evidence, but because his is a pioneering work and
since almost none of his readers will have the broad range of expertise
that he does, his introductory remarks are useful. I will not recapitulate most of this material, but a few notes seem worthwhile.
An important distinction made by Dever concerns “book religion”
and “folk religion.” The first reflects a tradition preserved and codified
in the Old Testament by the literati: the literate, educated, wealthy
members of society—those who would have had the leisure and interest to pursue intellectual activity such as history, theology, and poetry
(each in the form that they took in ancient times)—elites who might
have actually had access to Solomon’s temple. The second comprises
the practices that would have been part of the lives of poor, rural, illiterate farmers, for whom periodic pilgrimages to Jerusalem would have
been impossible and for whom formal theology might have had little
appeal even if they could have read or understood religious scrolls.
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While only a fraction of a percent of the population fell into the former category, the great majority of Israelites would have fallen into the
latter category. We will return to a discussion of Dever’s book-folk
dichotomy below. For now, suffice it to say that his inquiry is into the
beliefs of the average layperson as revealed by archaeological finds and
illuminated by the biblical text as an artifact of its time.
Dever argues that the people of the countryside of ancient Israel
did in fact believe that God had a wife. But though it escapes being
included as a teaser in the title of his book, another important aspect
of the ancient religion that Dever reconstructs is the practice of ritual
outside the Jerusalem temple at shrines in the home, the family compound, the gates of the cities, the “high places,” and temples other than
the official Jerusalem temple built by Solomon. The Old Testament
fulminates against these places and practices, but Dever shows us that
worship closer to home was the reality of everyday religion. Again, as
Latter-day temples proliferate across the globe, we may certainly sympathize with the ancients’ appreciation of a shorter commute. We may
even find some evidence of lost truth at these sacred sites.
Reared a fundamentalist Christian and trained in Old Testament
theology at Harvard while practicing as a parish minister, Dever converted to Judaism after many years as an archaeologist in Israel and Jordan; he now describes himself as a secular humanist. He advocates a
systematic, disciplined inquiry, but not a dispassionate one. He wants
us to “‘think and feel ourselves’ empathetically into the past” (p. xi). He
appreciates the common people, too often dismissed simply as ignorant, unrighteous, idolatrous losers. He believes that the only reliable
	. Dever states that even by Roman times only 5 percent of the population was literate enough to have read religious literature (p. 28), but Paul Hoskisson takes issue with
this. See his review of Did God Have a Wife? in BYU Studies 45/2 (2006): 186–89.
	. Though most scholars date the finalization of the Old Testament well after the
exile, Dever insists that late editors were familiar with the history of their religion and
could not help but to reveal it, even while they attempted to suppress portions of that
history. Also, he explains that the Bible as we have it was based on earlier texts and oral
traditions (p. 260). We can discern clues about preexilic Israel even if the text was written
decades or centuries later.
	. Losers is a word from a passage that Dever quotes by Susan Ackerman wherein she
points out that “these losers probably held the majority and represented the mainstream
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understanding of the religion of Israel must encompass the realm of
archaeology. Both texts and objects must be taken as primary sources,
though he believes that artifacts are “less biased and have been less
deliberately ‘edited’ than texts” (p. 62). Indeed, the perspective of the
Old Testament has been edited to condemn the mainstream with whom
Dever feels a nostalgic connection. Because of this, he says that it is
“archaeology, and archaeology alone, that can bring back those anonymous, forgotten folk of antiquity and give them their long-lost voice,
allowing them to speak to us of their ultimate concerns” (p. 12, emphasis in original). He is confident that though a complete understanding
of the ancient religion is still not possible, one that studies objects that
have been recovered from the earth will be better than one derived only
from texts hundreds of years and many hands distant from their origin.
It is a position that should resonate with a Latter-day Saint appreciation
of people and things that speak “out of the dust” (Moroni 10:27).
Infused throughout Dever’s book is a survey of the literature
relevant to the topic at hand, and he includes a bibliography of basic
sources at the end. This is handy for readers new to a discussion of
ancient Hebrew religions that incorporates archaeological evidence.
In reviewing recent scholarship, Dever situates himself within the
debate. He criticizes biblical theologians on the whole for being oblivious to revolutionary archaeological evidence, complaining that they
have been predominantly white Protestant male clerics or academics
with a blinding bias toward Christian apologetics. He also censures
students of ancient Israelite religion (not theology) for not adequately
accounting for the archaeological data. On the other hand, he critiin their day.” Under Every Green Tree: Popular Religion in Sixth-Century Judah (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1992), 2, as quoted by Dever (p. 47).
	. Exceptions that Dever lauds include Ziony Zevit’s The Religions of Ancient Israel:
A Synthesis of Paralactic Approaches (2001), Susan Ackerman’s Under Every Green Tree:
Popular Religion in Sixth-Century Judah (1992), Karel van der Toorn’s The Image and the
Book: Iconic Cults, Aniconism, and the Rise of Book Religion in Israel and the Near East
(1997), Only One God? Monotheism in Ancient Israel and the Veneration of the Goddess
Asherah, ed. Bob Becking and others (2001), Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger’s
Gods, Goddesses, and Images of God in Ancient Israel (1998), various articles by Carol
Meyers and her book, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (1988), and
various articles by Phyllis A. Bird. Full citations are available in Dever’s bibliography.
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cizes archaeologists for an “antipathy” toward religion (p. 304). He
notes that not a single archaeologist has written on ancient Israelite
religion (p. 88), which is incomprehensible since “religion was absolutely fundamental to all ancient societies” (p. 304, emphasis in original). So Dever plunges ahead, equipped uniquely as a trained biblical theologian and an experienced archaeologist. Urged forward by
his sense of an oncoming “archaeological ‘revolution’ in the study
of ancient Israelite religion . . . that will render all previous histories
obsolete” (p. 62), he characterizes his attempt to reconstruct folk religion as “pioneering” (p. 89).
Sacred Places, Sacred Practices
Surveying the archaeological evidence for folk religions in ancient
Israel, Dever identifies dozens of religious sites, mapping the fifteen
major ones (p. 111). In describing these sites, he begins with the more
intimate, less sacred sites (these are unmapped) and moves to more
public sites that were probably also considered more holy. He includes
sketches or floor plans of many of the items and places he describes.
The bottom tier of sites consists of local shrines in the home or in
the courtyard of the extended family compound. Dever samples several of these and explains that more than a dozen such sites have been
identified. Here is his list of the “repertoire” of items documented at
these one-or-two room places. Dever describes each type of item in
detail and considers how they may have been used:
1. standing stones
2. altars, some “horned”
3. stone tables and basins
4. offering stands
5. benches
6. jewelry
7. ceramic vessels, many “exotic”
8. animal bones and food remains
9. astragali (knucklebones)
10. terra-cotta female figurines (see pp. 113–18)
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The offering stands are particularly remarkable, and I will return to
them below.
Dever explains that the family shrines were likely the scene of
private, unsupervised, ad hoc worship. Family members “probably
stopped briefly at these convenient shrines daily, singly or in groups”
(p. 117). He doubts that liturgies or creeds would have been important. And he is convinced that women would have had a significant
role in these places.
To understand this in a modern context, I imagine a scene that
happens at our home once a week: the mother (that’s me), after assembling a special treat, calls out to family members to abandon their
various pursuits and gather in the living room, reminds the kids to get
out their scriptures, suggests that someone should change the names
around on our responsibilities chart, and cues the person whose turn
it is to conduct to go ahead and get things started. Then a period of
teaching and worship called family home evening ensues.
Mothers in ancient Israel performed similar functions. Among other
things, they likely prepared ritual food, burned incense, made vows,
and mourned for the dead (pp. 239–47), not to mention such everyday
tasks of domestic religion as keeping a traditional home, maintaining
right relations with relatives, and performing acts of charity for family
members and neighbors (p. 248). They may not have been able to read,
but these women could have repeated the old stories along with their
husbands and explained the meaning of the pillars in the room or the
incense that burned. “Women,” according to Dever, “were the primary
custodians of the ‘religion of hearth and home,’ the realities of which
shaped ancient Israelite belief and practice far more than did the theology of the ‘official cult’ and canonical Scripture” (p. 237).
Dever next moves from a discussion of family shrines to the evidence of public open-air sanctuaries. He argues that these fit the depiction of sites known as “high places” (bāmôt) in the Old Testament.
High places themselves were accepted in the days of the patriarchs
and during the settlement of Canaan by the Israelites, but after Solomon built the first temple, worship was centralized in Jerusalem, at
least according to the Bible. As Dever explains, “one of the dominant
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motifs . . . in the Book of Kings was the centrality of the Royal Temple
in Jerusalem as the exclusive dwelling place of Yahweh” (p. 71). This
belief was the ideal rather than the reality, because Dever describes at
least eight high places concurrent with the Jerusalem temple that were
major religious centers in the countryside. The Old Testament records
that Kings Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:4) and Josiah (2 Kings 23:4–25) initiated reforms to stamp out such unauthorized worship, but the archaeology suggests that these reforms had short-lived efficacy before the
period of the Babylonian exile.
High places from this era include a large eighth-to-ninth century
bc outdoor altar and an adjoining tripartite structure at Tel Dan on
the Syrian border, found with some paraphernalia including a large
horned altar, smaller altars, ashes, animal bones, and scepter heads.
Dever suggests that animal and food offerings were given here as well
as incense offerings, and for him the scepter heads are evidence that
priests officiated. Of particular note is a spring pool and a large tub.
Dever suggests that these would have been places of rites of purification of the sort mentioned in several biblical priestly texts (p. 146);
he does not mention baptism, which of course comes to the minds of
Book of Mormon readers.
He also details the eighth-century bc fort at Kuntillet >Ajrûd in the
eastern Sinai desert. This major stopover for caravans was built in such
a way that anyone entering or leaving the complex would necessarily
pass through a gate flanked by two shrines. Three inscriptions found
here provide important evidence that a goddess named Asherah was
understood to be Yahweh’s wife, or consort. One was on a wall and
the other two on large storage jars (pithos). All three include phrases
linking Yahweh and Asherah, as does another inscription that Dever
found in a tomb from the same time period at Khirbat El-Qôm. The jars
are painted with icons, including a seated female figure (fig. 1). Dever
is convinced that this is Asherah sitting on a cherub throne with her
feet resting on a (missing) footstool. (The throne with its very stylized
wing feathers looks surprisingly like the throne in Facsimile 3 from the
Book of Abraham.) The inscription together with the image are evidence enough for Dever to conclude that she is Yahweh’s consort. He
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Figure 1. Storage jar with Asherah on her throne. Permission by the excavator—Dr. Z.
Meshel, Tel Aviv University.

acknowledges that the biblical texts couple her with Ba>al, but Dever
thinks this is an attempt to discredit her. This libel, of course, eventually
worked. But not until after the exile to Babylon.
Finally, Dever discusses temples, considered the most sacred of
the three levels of cultic sites. The most obvious example, of course, is
Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem, which Dever does not treat in detail
in this book because he has done so elsewhere. He does, however,
question whether it was really the center of national religious life. He
points out how difficult the requirements for temple worship would
	. Two bovine-headed humanoids are also depicted on the storage jar, one with
breasts. Dever takes these both to be the Egyptian dwarf-god Bes, who was quite popular.
Other scholars, including Margaret Barker, believe that these figures represent Yahweh
and Asherah. See Barker, The Great High Priest: The Temple Roots of Christian Liturgy
(London: Clark, 2003), 231.
	. William G. Dever, What Did the Biblical Writers Know and When Did They Know
It? What Archaeology Can Tell Us about the Reality of Ancient Israel (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2001), 144–57.
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have been for the average Israelite. Few people journeyed to Jerusalem even once in their whole lives, let alone three times a year as prescribed in the Old Testament. He points out that “even if they did get
there, they would not have been admitted to the Temple, . . . largely
a royal chapel. . . . The activities [there] were conducted by and for a
small priestly class, not even the majority of the small population resident in Jerusalem” (p. 98).
But to say that the Jerusalem temple may not actually have been
the center of Israelite religion is not to preclude temple worship at
other places. Evidence already discussed suggests that open-air sanctuaries and gate shrines may have been the sites of practices associated
with the presence of the deity. There are two examples of monumental
temples besides Solomon’s. One such temple is at Shechem in Samaria
and is known as the Field V Migdal temple. Dever participated in its
second excavation in the early 1960s (which followed a first pass in
the 1930s). Its walls were as much as fifteen feet thick, and it stood
two or three stories high. This site was associated by the 1960s excavators with specific passages in the Old Testament. Dever supports
those connections, comfortable that this place could well have been
the site where Joshua gathered the people after the conquest of Canaan
(Joshua 24) and where Abimelech rallied support when he aspired to
the throne (Judges 9). But this temple predates Israel’s monarchy. It
was destroyed in the twelfth century bc, well before the Solomonic
temple was built.
The only other Israelite temple identified to date is from the
eighth century bc, at Arad, east of Beersheba. Many readers will
be surprised to know that any examples of ancient Israelite temples
other than Solomon’s exist at all from this time period because the
Old Testament implies that ritual worship was by then centralized in
Jerusalem. Dever argues that the temple at Arad was a large part of a
Judean royal fortress and emphasizes how similar in plan it is to the
Jerusalem temple. It was compatible with the official religion, at least
in most respects. Evidence suggests that some of the paraphernalia
found here—specifically three large standing stones and two altars—
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was deliberately buried under the floor as part of Hezekiah’s reform.
Dever notes that two of the standing stones (mās. s. ēbôt) that were later
concealed—one larger than the other—were originally placed on the
back wall of the inner sanctum, the holy of holies. For him, this is evidence that at least two deities were worshipped here. The temple itself,
Dever believes, is no isolated case of rogue temple-building. His sense
is that local temples were common (p. 175).
Evidence of God’s Wife
Having described folk religion—its sites and scenes—Dever homes
in on an aspect that interests him particularly: the goddess Asherah
and her worship. In fact, he has been an insider to the drama surrounding the discovery of her intimate association with Yahweh. He was
the first to publish evidence from inscriptions that she was Yahweh’s wife (back in
1969–70), which he says was overlooked for
at least a decade (pp. 197–98). Then he was
the first to suggest a cult of Asherah over
twenty years ago (p. 79).
The small clay figurines that have turned
up by the hundreds during the last century
are the first clues he considers. They are
dated to the two hundred years just prior to
the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem—
the time of Isaiah, Josiah, Jeremiah, and
Lehi. The most prominent feature of these
little statues is their breasts, which they
are cupping with their hands (see fig. 2).
The faces are sometimes detailed and other
times stylized in such a way that a pinch
of the clay head has brought forward the
Figure 2. Asherah figurine.
	. “[Hezekiah] removed the high places, and brake the images [mās. s.ēbôt], and cut
down the groves [asherim]” (2 Kings 18:4).
	. Incidentally, as used here, cult is by no means a derogatory term. It is simply a
technical term that refers to a set of religious practices as opposed to beliefs alone.
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nose and recessed the eyes. The pillar that makes up the lower body is
never detailed but resembles a tree trunk. They are clearly fashioned
to stand up, and some look as if they could be gripped between the
figure’s arms and the flared base, much like one might grab a modern fitness hand weight. These are found in domestic contexts such
as houses, garbage heaps, cisterns, and pits (p. 180). They were ubiquitous in the seventh and eighth centuries bc, and apparently rather
disposable. Every woman might have possessed one or two or more.
Notably, however, they are never part of cultic or tomb collections.
What is amazing is that these common household items, clearly
of religious significance, are never, according to Dever, mentioned in
the Bible (although the word asherah occurs over forty times). He concludes that this is because the editors avoided or purged any hint of
them. And this is a clue about their interpretation. The edited Bible
speaks caustically about Asherah. She was abhorred by the so-called
Deuteronomistic redactors. The silence about these figurines, therefore, may mean that they represented her.
What did they mean? Because the emphasis is on the breasts—the
lower body is columnar and not even the legs or feet are detailed—they
have been called “dea nutrix” (nursing goddess) figurines. The image
is not sexual, but maternal. Dever points out:
There is nothing “immodest” here. . . . Even today, one can see
extremely modest Arab women in the villages nursing their
babies in public. . . . While . . . Canaanite figurines portray the
goddess as a rather lascivious courtesan of the gods, the Israelite
ones are much more “chaste” and portray her simply as a nursing mother. The Great Mother becomes a patroness of mothers
everywhere (although still possibly a divine consort). (p. 187)
Dever believes that these figurines were used as talismans, or charms.
Women in ancient Israel, for whom childbearing was imperative
socially as well as life-threatening physically, may have hoped that the
figurines would bring successful conception, safe birth, and protection
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for the child. These “‘prayers in clay’” (p. 58)10 were also probably
thought to secure broader benefits as well for both men and women:
The figure of a woman with full breasts would have suggested
the overall notion of “plenty,” the gods’ abilities to nourish the
human family. . . .
The animals must multiply and flourish, too, and the
fields must yield a bountiful harvest, if the family and clan
and people are to survive. And these matters, too, are in the
hands of the gods, who fructify and bless every living thing.
(pp. 187, 192–93)
Most scholars agree that the pillar-base objects were talismans
representing a goddess, though not all are ready to identify her as
Asherah. But Dever is confident. He believes that veneration of her
was accepted alongside worship of Yahweh. Dever thinks that it would
have been natural for prayers dealing with fertility to have been
addressed to the “Great Mother,” and he suggests that such supplications might have been made also to Yahweh through Asherah (p. 192).
The use of these figurines was a popular and generally accepted part of
the religion of Yahweh, though one would not recognize this by reading the Old Testament. Its ancient editors took great pains to suppress
any evidence of her.
Dever and other modern scholars find other references to the goddess in the various occurrences of the word Asherah in the Bible. These
occurrences are often misunderstood and mistranslated. The word is
usually rendered “grove” and seems to mean a “wooden pole or living tree”—a symbol of the goddess, as Dever shows conclusively—but
in a few cases the context indicates that the goddess herself is the
intended meaning. For example, 1 Kings 15:13: “And also Maachah
[Jeroboam’s] mother, even her he removed from being queen, because
she had made an idol in a grove; and Asa destroyed her idol, and burnt
it by the brook Kidron.”11
10. Quoting Ziony Zevit, The Religions of Ancient Israel: A Synthesis of Parallactic
Approaches (New York: Continuum, 2001), 274.
11. See note a of the LDS edition, which explains that the idol was made “for Asherah.”
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The obvious confusion of the translators suggests to Dever, of
course, that there has been tampering. The original editors were
“squeamish” about her, sought to minimize and obscure references
to her and her symbols, and “by the time the literary process had
produced the final canonical texts, the old Mother Goddess had been
driven underground and all but forgotten. Thus the final redactors of
the Hebrew Bible did not know who ‘Asherah’ had been, or whether
she had existed at all” (p. 102).
I believe that there are other clues in the canonical texts about
God’s wife that have been generally undetected. I am thinking specifically of Proverbs 1–9, which tells of a woman named Wisdom who is
portrayed at the creation of the world alongside Yahweh. Most biblical
scholars—who, as Dever has shown, rely very little on archaeology—
interpret this image as a literary personification or theological device
rather than a goddess in her own right, or else they believe she is a foreign deity that has been syncretistically worked into the text. They are
reluctant to understand her as a distinctly Hebrew goddess, especially
because that would require a rethinking of Israel’s monotheism. But
I support the few who claim that she is a memory of Asherah. I elsewhere have argued that Proverbs 1–9 could have a setting in the rituals of Israel’s ancient religion.12 Dever’s suggestion that Asherah was
venerated in templelike places throughout the countryside may open
the possibility that the story of the Wisdom Woman has its roots in a
belief in Asherah. Again, Asherah was not worshipped as an alternative to Yahweh, but rather alongside him. The author of Proverbs 1–9
understood Wisdom to be a gift from Yahweh:
If thou seekest her as silver, and searchest for her as for
hid treasures; Then shalt thou understand the fear of the Lord,
and find the knowledge of God. For the Lord giveth wisdom:
out of his mouth cometh knowledge and understanding.
(Proverbs 2:4–6)
12. Alyson Skabelund Von Feldt, “My Secret Is with the Righteous: Instructional
Wisdom in the Book of Mormon,” FARMS Occasional Papers 5, forthcoming.
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The first time I read Did God Have a Wife? I was fascinated with
the pillar figurines because I had heard so much about them. Other
artifacts did not capture my attention as forcefully. The images from
the book stayed with me and within a few days had fomented a
revolution.
The catalytic artifact was a cylindrical offering stand (see fig. 3). It
was found in a large room in a small
hilltop village. It is the type of vessel in which incense might have been
burned, and the fragrance would have
wafted from its openings, or “fenestrations.” Dever points out that the stand
has “an enigmatic row of human feet
around the bottom” (p. 113), and that
is why the stand caught my attention.
Dever suggests that “while it was forbidden to portray the body or the face
of Yahweh, these modest ‘feet’ may
suggest symbolically his presence in
the sanctuary” (p. 121). Dever himself
jokes that perhaps the fashioners of Figure 3. Fenestrated offering stand
with feet.
the stand had a foot fetish (p. 121).
While reflecting with admiration upon the artistry of these dainty
feet, I remembered the scripture from Isaiah 52:7: “How beautiful
upon the mountains are the feet of him that bringeth good tidings,
that publisheth peace; that bringeth good tidings of good, that publisheth salvation; that saith unto Zion, Thy God reigneth!” I had just
reread a draft of Margaret Barker’s “The Fragrant Tree” in which she
explains that in 1 Enoch, the prophet makes several heavenly journeys. He sees a fragrant tree and a mountain of fire, which his angel
guide explains is the throne of God.13 It seemed to me that the offering
13. Margaret Barker’s “The Fragrant Tree” will appear in a forthcoming volume of
the proceedings of the Tree of Life Symposium held at BYU in September 2006. The volume will be edited by Donald A. Parry and John W. Welch; see 1 Enoch 24:1–25:3.
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stand—with its feet and fragrant, smoky innards—could represent the
fiery mountain throne of God.
Dever suggests that other vessels found in the room could have
been set on the top of the stand. He pictures several more stands
(e.g., pp. 116, 120) made after the same fashion—cylindrical, windowed bases that flare at the bottom, one to two feet high, topped with
a flat parapetted ledge or a socket in which a bowl fits. Some later
models are embellished with drooping fronds as if to represent a palm
tree. He says these terra-cotta objects are common at family shrines
from 1200 to 600 bc. He notes that some scholars have suggested they
are “multi-storied model temples,” but he adds that they are never
mentioned in the Bible in connection with ritual (p. 121).
These stands often seem to incorporate tree iconography. In
chapter 7, Dever goes to great lengths to show how archaeologists
came to know from material artifacts that a tree is a symbol of the
goddess Asherah. He tells the story of a woman curator at the Israel
Museum, Ruth Hestrin, who noticed a critical connection between
icons painted on two thirteenth-century bc vessels (figs. 4 and 5).

Figure 4. Lachish ewer.
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Figure 5. Lachish goblet.

One shows a pair of rampant wild goats eating from a tree—rampant
means that they are rearing up on their hind legs. Dever explains that
this is a very common scene from this time period. I should note,
as Dever does, that the tree on this vase looks like a menorah. The
inscription and context indicate that the vase held an offering for the
Great Mother Goddess of the Canaanites, Elat. Elat is the feminine
form of El, who was the Father God in the pre-Israelite pantheon, and
she is also known as Asherah. Dever is very enthusiastic in crediting
Hestrin, who was not an academic, with connecting the scene to a
similar icon on a goblet found nearby. The goblet shows rampant wild
goats nibbling not from a tree this time, but from a female pubic triangle. And this is the evidence that solidified for archaeologists that
these two symbols—the tree and pubic triangle—are interchangeable
and that they both stand for the mother goddess.
Even more compelling, Hestrin pointed out tree iconography on
another object from roughly the same time period—a metal pendant—
that is marked with a goddess wearing a bouffant wig and a necklace
(fig. 6). Dever explains that the wig of the very ancient Egyptian goddess Hathor (the cow-goddess) is worn in later times by the Egyptian
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Figure 6. Electrum pendant.

Figure 7. Incense bowl. Courtesy
of the Institute of Archaeology, Tel
Aviv University.

equivalent of Asherah, known as
Qudshu, which means “the Holy One”
(p. 220). On the pendant, the goddess’s
body is symbolized below her face:
her breasts by circles and her vulva
by a downward pointing triangle. The
female pubic triangle is the “symbol
from time immemorial of the source
of all human conception, birth, and
life” (p. 227). A tree sprouts from the
triangle, a branching linea nigra.
Keeping in mind Barker’s work on
the Enochian texts and this strong association of Asherah with the image of
a tree, it seems to me that the offering
stands combine the throne of God with
the tree of life. In 1 Enoch 24:1–25:7,
the mountain throne stands next to
an exquisitely fragrant tree. In 1 Enoch
26:2, a stream flows from beneath a holy
mountain. In 1 Enoch 48:1, a “fountain of
righteousness” is identified. In 1 Enoch
28:3, a stream is described as issuing
from the top of a mountain (throne),
flowing water and dew. So it may be
significant that the offering bowls were
placed on top of the pillar thrones.
In fact, the bowl Dever pictures on
page 116 appears to be an udder with
teats (see fig. 7)—significant because of
Asherah’s shared iconography with the
cow-goddess Hathor. And the round
basin pictured by Dever on page 120,
its upper lip wreathed with leaves,
looks in fact like a human breast, the
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nipple forming the protrusion
that fits into the socket of the
pillar (see fig. 8). The inference,
of course, is that nourishment
from heaven is received at the
temple and that nourishment is
provided by the dea nutrix Asherah. That nourishment, I will
suggest presently, was known as
wisdom.
Dever says that chemical
analysis has not been performed
on the bowls and platforms that
form the top of the stands. But I
would think they held not memorial offerings, as Dever suggests,
but invocation offerings.14 Water, Figure 8. Tree of life basin.
bread, or vessels containing oil
could have been placed in the bowls to represent nourishment from
heaven. We know of these substances from the biblical temple tradition. Barker has shown that the bread of the presence was an invocation offering that conferred holiness,15 and we know from Jeremiah
44:19 that the women of Jeremiah’s time baked cakes to the “Queen
of Heaven” to go along with their libation and incense offerings. Oil
and water were also known to confer holiness. The people who used the
terra-cotta offering stands may have had very lofty aspirations as they
worshipped in their sacred spaces. Just because we are discussing the
religion of the common folk, we cannot assume that all worship was
about “the care and feeding of the gods,” as Dever puts it (p. 4), in an
effort to secure the blessings of a good mortal life (p. 30). Some worship
could have been about the godly care and feeding of mortals.
14. LDS sacrament prayers are both a memorial and an invocation: we eat and drink
sanctified offerings to “always remember” Jesus Christ that we “may have his Spirit to be
with [us]” (Moroni 4:3; 5:2).
15. On bread and cakes baked to the Queen of Heaven, see Margaret Barker, Temple
Theology: An Introduction (London: SPCK, 2004), 84–86; Barker, Great High Priest, 87–95.
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Here I will pause to offer a critique of Dever’s dichotomy of book
religion versus folk religion. I think it is the wrong dichotomy. To be
sure, we are becoming more aware of the incongruity between the biblical text as we have it and some of the religious practices of ancient Israel
as revealed through archaeology. But whereas Dever notes that there
would have been many variations of the popular Israelite religion (p. 7),
he speaks of only one monolithic book religion—presumably because
there is only one Hebrew Bible. He has not considered the possibility
that there could have been other narrative texts more closely aligned
with everyday religious practices. There could have been an alternative
tradition, with bookish adherents as well as folkish adherents.
This is what Margaret Barker argues. Barker, a non-LDS biblical
scholar, has made an extensive case that a tradition that predated what
Dever calls the book religion of the Bible not only thrived, but also survived to provide the milieu in which Christianity took hold. She has
not only searched between the lines of the Bible to discover this older
tradition but has also embraced a wide range of extrabiblical texts,
art, iconography, architecture, and archaeological artifacts to find
fragments and clues that reveal a “sophisticated theology expressed in
subtle stories and vivid pictures.”16 She calls it “temple theology” or
“wisdom theology” because at its heart were the temple sanctuary and
the associated experiences of atonement, ascension, and revelation.
She has identified many examples of narrative texts stemming from
this tradition, apparently produced by its bookish adherents, including the Enochian texts, Jewish apocalyptic, and the wisdom literature.
I would add the Book of Mormon to this list.
To be sure, Dever uses the Bible to illuminate an artifact when
he can sidestep any obvious tampering to the text. Sometimes he
reaches far into the past for elucidation. For example, he turns to the
mythological texts found at Ugarit from pre-Israelite times (ca. 1400–
1300 bc) to explain the first beliefs about the goddess Asherah, her
family relationships, her symbols, and her character as a venerable
matron (and he does note that these texts also presented the official
version of the religion) (pp. 209–11, 255). Here is where the greatest
16. Barker, “Fragrant Tree,” 1.
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opportunity lies: reaching forward or outward as Barker has done
with nonbiblical sources that plausibly perpetuate or recollect alternatives to the official religion of the Bible. The challenge presented by
any ancient text, canonical or otherwise, is for us to do our very best
to discern what is valuable and relevant and what is not.
Barker’s work enables scholars to interpret the religious symbols
and practices evident in ancient Syro-Palestinian material culture.
The Enochian texts are the foundation of her work, and though mainstream scholars have been unable to date their origins or align them
with an identifiable Jewish or Christian tradition,17 Barker has simply taken that to be a clue that they stem from a missing tradition.
Portions of Enoch may be as old as the Hebrew Bible.18 In Barker’s
portrait of this tradition, there is less detail than in Dever’s about the
actual religious structures and objects of the countryside, but far more
material on the meaning of temple symbolism in ancient Israel.
With that, I turn at last to a scrutiny of what Dever believes is the
most remarkable artifact of ancient Israelite religion found to date. It is an
elaborate terra-cotta rectangular pillar from tenth-century bc Ta>anach
(p. 154). I believe that Dever’s archaeology and Barker’s reconstruction of
wisdom theology come together to elucidate this artifact, also bringing
light to our own Latter-day Saint temple tradition.
The pillar was found at a site that functioned as a high place serving the public, so the context is definitely cultic. The pillar is extraordinary to him, as it is to me, but for slightly different reasons (see
description on pp. 219–23). Nearly three feet high (fig. 9), it appears to
be a four-tiered fenestrated (windowed) model temple topped with a
parapet that could serve as a receptacle for offering bowls. Each tier is
guarded by two animal-like creatures facing forward. The lowermost
pair are lions and stand on each side of a nude woman, with prominent
breasts, wearing a Hathor wig—a symbol we know to depict Asherah
(known for millennia as “the Lion Lady”). Her arms are upraised and
17. E. Isaac, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. Charlesworth (New
York: Doubleday, 1983), 1:8.
18. Margaret Barker, The Lost Prophet: The Book of Enoch and Its Influence on Christianity (1988; repr., Sheffield, England: Sheffield Phoenix, 2005), 1.
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she has the animals by their
ears. The second-story denizens have human faces with
leonine bodies and wings—
clearly cherubim—and flank
an opening thought to be
a doorway. The third-story
animals are again lions, and
they flank the goat-and-tree
icon mentioned earlier that is
indicative of the tree of life and
Asherah. According to Dever,
the guardians of the fourth
floor are lions, but another
scholar identifies them as
griffins.19 Griffins have lion
bodies with eagle wings. The
lions/griffins stand behind a
curious front panel wherein a
quadruped—Dever suggests
Figure 9. Ta>anach offering stand.
a bull calf—strides between
two elongated vertical objects and supports a blazing or winged sun
on its back.
This front panel deserves some attention. Dever says that the two
elongated objects on the front panel are stylized trees, but if so, they
look rather windblown. With their scroll-shaped tops tapering to narrower bases, they look like tornadoes, evoking the winds that “bear
the earth as well as the firmament of heaven, . . . the very pillars of
heaven” (1 Enoch 18:3). Perhaps they are not trees, but rather evoke
the “whirlwinds” that carried Enoch into heaven (1 Enoch 39:3) or the
“whirlwind” that came to Ezekiel encompassing the strange creatures
that he sees (Ezekiel 1:4). The curb around the roof is decorated with
round objects that represent heavenly bodies.
19. J. Glen Taylor, “Was Yahweh Worshiped as the Sun?” Biblical Archaeology Review
20 (May/June 1994): 54, 55.
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Dever does not interpret the icon in the middle, but Daniel Peterson has noted J. Glen Taylor’s suggestion that the plaque does not
depict a bull carrying the sun, but rather a horse.20 The reformers in
Josiah’s (and Lehi’s) time were concerned with horses and suns: Josiah
“took away the horses that the kings of Judah had given to the sun, at
the entering in of the house of the Lord . . . and burned the chariots of
the sun with fire” (2 Kings 23:11).21
Ezekiel describes apostate Jerusalem turning away from the Lord’s
temple to venerate the sun: “He brought me into the inner court of
20. See Daniel C. Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8–23,”
in Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson, ed.
Davis Bitton (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998), 193–43, and the abridged version of that same
article in Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah, ” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 9/2
(2000): 16–25.
Taylor understands this sun icon and the empty space in the second-floor doorway
to point to an understanding of Yahweh as “an abstract, non-anthropomorphic deity.”
Taylor, “Was Yahweh Worshiped,” 53. For me, the winged sun could identify the temple
as Yahweh’s own without indicating that he was present in the visible world (under the
firmament). Appearing on the upper tier, the winged sun disc could also suggest that one
is nearing the heavenly world. The empty doorway conveys an expectation of either entry
from the visible world into the invisible (initiation) or vice versa (incarnation). However,
Asherah is portrayed as present in the visible world. That will be important below. After
the Josianic reform and destruction of the first temple, apocalyptic will mourn that “Wisdom could not find a place in which she could dwell; but a place was found (for her) in the
heavens” (1 Enoch 42:1). That could be why some of her naoi are found empty.
21. It is worth noting that Lehi makes a direct comparison between the Lord and the
sun in the very first chapter of the Book of Mormon: “And it came to pass that he saw One
descending out of the midst of heaven, and he beheld that his luster was above that of the
sun at noon-day” (1 Nephi 1:9). And Malachi, centuries later, says, “But unto you that fear
my name shall the Sun of righteousness arise with healing in his wings; and ye shall go
forth, and grow up as calves of the stall” (Malachi 4:2, emphasis added). For Barker, this
passage is about a feminine deity who has been “translated out of the text.” She recalls the
Great Lady Sun from Ugarit, an epithet for Asherah, and argues that the winged sun disc
is a representation of her. See Barker, Great High Priest, 229–30.
A reading identical to Malachi’s in every way but spelling is given in 3 Nephi 25:2:
“But unto you that fear my name, shall the Son of Righteousness arise with healing in
his wings.” Sidney B. Sperry has suggested that the use of “Son” instead of “Sun” in the
Book of Mormon text is a scribal error. He notes that in Hebrew, “son,” ben, which is
a masculine noun, sounds utterly different from “sun,” shemesh, which is feminine in
this passage. Confusion is only possible because the English words “son” and “sun” are
homophones. “The Book of Mormon and Textual Criticism,” Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 4/1 (1995): 181–82.
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the Lord’s house, and, behold, at the door of the temple of the Lord,
between the porch and the altar, were about five and twenty men, with
their backs toward the temple of the Lord, and their faces toward the
east; and they worshipped the sun toward the east” (Ezekiel 8:16). But
as we shall see shortly, there is much more about this stand that is
allied with Ezekiel’s visions than opposed.
Dever does not discuss the sun icon in any detail. Rather, the symbol that grabs his attention is the first-floor female figure. He names
this “the most astonishing representation of Israelite iconography that
we have ever found” (p. 220). For him, the evidence is overwhelmingly in favor of identifying this woman as Asherah, and he is incredu
lous that most scholars have resisted such a conclusion. “What more
explicit evidence of the cult of Asherah in monarchic Israel do scholars realistically expect? Here she is, wearing nothing but a great big
smile” (pp. 220–21).
But I would go a bit further. To me, the Ta>anach stand is a plausible model of the creature in Ezekiel’s visions.22 To my knowledge, this
has never been suggested. Ezekiel describes first a whirlwind, a great
cloud, fire, and the color amber (Ezekiel 1:4), elsewhere lamps (1:13)
and lightning (1:14). If incense was burned in or on this stand, smoke
and perhaps flames would have been emitted. In Ezekiel’s second
vision (Ezekiel 10), an angel is commanded by the Lord to reach in
between the cherubim to gather coals—easy to do when the structure
is fenestrated. The fenestrations themselves could have been the eyes
that Ezekiel describes: “And their whole body, and their backs, and
their hands, and their wings, and the wheels, were full of eyes round
about” (Ezekiel 10:12).
Ezekiel describes a fourfold living creature, or four living creatures, each one having four faces, four wings, and human hands. We
22. For sample works of art representing these visions, see Margaret Barker, An
Extraordinary Gathering of Angels (London: MQ Publications, 2004). The Western paintings on pp. 118–19 were made a full millennium after Ezekiel wrote and seem to have lost
the gist of his vision. However, the traditional Russian icon on page 190 is less distant
from Ezekiel than the Ta>anach offering stand. The Russian work still understands that
the goddess Wisdom was the heart of the interpretation. For an extended analysis of the
Ezekiel visions, see Barker, Great High Priest, 168–84.
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do not see sixteen faces on the Ta>anach stand, and only one pair of
the creatures has wings (or two pairs, according to Taylor), though the
structure is rectangular and does have four sides. The paired icons on
the Ta>anach stand face only one direction, but it is not too difficult
to imagine a closer approximation of Ezekiel’s description if creatures
were fashioned on each side of the stand, their bodies supporting the
walls in much the same way the oxen of the bronze sea at the Jerusalem temple face outward from the center toward the four cardinal
directions and carry a basin on their backs (1 Kings 7:25). In fact, Ezekiel 1:7 notes that the creatures “sparkled like the colour of burnished
brass” and their feet were like calves’ feet.
In Ezekiel 1:10, the creatures have the faces of men, lions, oxen,
and eagles. In Ezekiel 10:14, the faces are of cherubim, men, lions, and
eagles. The Ta>anach stand astonishingly depicts lions, men, cherubim, and if the fourth-floor figures are griffins, eagles as well. It is
Barker’s insights into the Enochian and apocalyptic literature that
help us interpret the meaning of such creatures. She explains that the
Enochic histories talk of the transformation of the patriarchs from
animals (bulls or sheep) into men, and this change occurs when they
are instructed by an archangel (1 Enoch 89:1, 36, 52).23 “In visionary
texts, ‘man’ is the conventional description of an angelic being”24—
she cites Daniel 9:21; 10:5; and Revelation 21:17. Cherubim, of course,
are heavenly creatures that we know from elsewhere in the Bible.25
Cherub thrones are always associated with royalty or deity, and we
have already seen that Asherah is depicted sitting on one on the Kuntillet >Ajrûd storage jar. So we can be sure that the creatures on the
Ta>anach stand are understood to be heavenly beings, and we see them
here and elsewhere closely associated with the goddess.
Of particular note is the fact that the men of the second tier are
wearing Hathor wigs. Wearing the wig of Qudshu, the Holy One,
would have been a sign of holiness, of having received purification and
23. Barker, Great High Priest, 5; see also Barker, “Fragrant Tree,” 10.
24. Barker, Great High Priest, 5.
25. For example, Genesis 3:24; Exodus 25:18; 1 Kings 6:23; 1 Chronicles 28:18;
2 Chronicles 3:10; Ezekiel 41:25. For a discussion, see Barker, An Extraordinary Gathering, 116–23.
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wisdom from the Holy One.26 These holy men could be understood to
encode the Enochian metaphor that animals are made into men when
they receive heavenly enlightenment. The Ta>anach stand is evidence
that the “crown” Wisdom promises in Proverbs 1:9 and 4:927 may have
been a Hathor wig. Perhaps the priests or priestesses at the high places
wore Hathor wigs themselves.
The goddess’s stance here amidst these heavenly beings, some in her
grip and some in her wig, leads me to think of her as a mistress of the
angels.28 The equivalent expression for Yahweh would be Lord of Hosts.
So she is Lady of Hosts. That the goddess is pictured on an Israelite model
temple, Yahweh’s fiery throne encrusted with icons of angels, suggests that
the ancients believed that she had an important role there, confirming my
interpretation above of other offering stands. Further confirmation comes
in the form of “naoi” (fig. 10), smaller terra-cotta model temples, found
in the biblical lands of Cyprus, Phoenicia, and Transjordan and dating
between the tenth and eighth centuries bc. These are one-room houses,
26. Solomon’s reputation as a wise judge may have come from this angelic power. In
1 Kings 3:4, we read of Solomon offering sacrifices and incense in the high places. Specifically, he goes to Gibeon, “the great high place” (this was before the Jerusalem temple
was built), and, after offering burnt offerings, has an important dream there. If these
were invocation offerings, they seem to have worked. He sees the Lord and asks him for
“an understanding heart to judge” (1 Kings 3:9), though in 2 Chronicles it is “wisdom
and knowledge” that he requests so as to become a capable judge (2 Chronicles 1:10). The
apocryphal Wisdom includes in the story a cognizance on Solomon’s part that he is asking for the goddess Wisdom, though this account explains carefully that this gift is asked
of the Lord, “for he is the guide even of Wisdom” (Wisdom 7:15; see Wisdom 7:4–8:18).
Solomon becomes known as a wise judge, and in the 1 Kings account (part of the Deuteronomist history) the story of the two women and a child follows directly (1 Kings 3:16–
28). This vignette is not what was understood by heavenly wisdom. The Deuteronomists
downgrade it by suggesting Solomon had a knack for settling domestic disputes, making
him the Judge Wapner of his day. Though this kind of practical wisdom may have been a
by-product of heavenly enlightenment, the wisdom tradition understood true wisdom to
be esoteric knowledge of and from the heavens.
27. “For they shall be an ornament of grace unto thy head, and chains about thy
neck” (Proverbs 1:9). “She shall give to thine head an ornament of grace: a crown of glory
shall she deliver to thee” (Proverbs 4:9). Notice that the Asherah pendant shows the goddess wearing not only the Hathor wig, but also a necklace.
28. She has also been called “Mistress of the Caprids,” among others. See Othmar
Keel and Christoph Uehlinger, Gods, Goddesses, and Images of God in Ancient Israel,
trans. Thomas H. Trapp (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1998), 155.
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decorated with palm-tree columns and heavenly bodies. The
lone Syro-Palestinian version
is empty, but in other versions
Asherah in her wig stands at
the doorway and peers out from
the windows (pp. 221–22).
Isolated biblical texts bear
out the goddess’s association
Figure 10. Naos, or model temple. Reprinted with with the temple, though this is
permission from Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of
not an argument Dever makes.
the Biblical World: Ancient Near Eastern IconogI have elsewhere29 argued that
raphy and the Book of Psalms (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 1997), 165, fig. 225.
the beseeching Wisdom figure in Proverbs 1–9 should be
understood as standing at the temple and calling out in invitation:
Doth not wisdom cry? and understanding put forth her
voice? She standeth in the top of high places [marom], by the
way in the places of the paths. She crieth at the gates, at the
entry of the city, at the coming in at the doors. Unto you, O
men, I call; and my voice is to the sons of man. O ye simple,
understand wisdom: and, ye fools, be ye of an understanding
heart. (Proverbs 8:1–5)
In a similar passage, “Wisdom crieth without; she uttereth her voice in
the streets: She crieth in the chief place of concourse, in the openings of
the gates: in the city she uttereth her words, saying: . . . Turn you at my
reproof: behold, I will pour out my spirit unto you, I will make known
my words unto you” (Proverbs 1:20–21, 23, emphasis added).30
Barker takes the phrase pour out my spirit to be an allusion to a
ritual anointing that was part of a process that conferred angelic status. We read about it in the Old Testament passages that describe the
29. Von Feldt, “My Secret Is with the Righteous.”
30. The phrase pour out my spirit occurs only twice more in the Old Testament: Joel
2:28–29, here associated with spiritual gifts. But it occurs, at least in variation, twelve
times in the Book of Mormon.

Dever, Did God Have a Wife? (Von Feldt) • 107

consecration of Aaron and his
sons for high priestly duties
(Exodus 29:7, 21 and Leviticus
8:12, 30), but it is much more
vibrant in the pseudepigraphic
2 Enoch:
The Lord said [to Michael],
“Let Enoch come up and
stand in front of my face
Figure 11. Model temples, such as this tabernaforever!” And the glorious cle of sugar of the Nauvoo Temple, are known
ones did obeisance and in the modern church. As a former Primary
said, “Let him come up.” president, I once led a group of children in
fashioning “tabernacles of sugar.” They served
The Lord said to Michael, a didactic purpose. Permission by Alyson
“Take Enoch, and extract Skabelund Von Feldt.
(him) from the earthly
clothing. And anoint him with the delightful oil, and put
(him) into the clothes of glory.” And Michael extracted me
from my clothes. He anointed me with the delightful oil; and
the appearance of that oil is greater than the greatest light,
its ointment is like sweet dew, and its fragrance like myrrh;
and its shining is like the sun. And I gazed at all myself, and
I had become like one of the glorious ones, and there was no
observable difference. (2 Enoch 22:6–10)
We may associate the symbols in this text—oil, dew (water), light
(fire), and sweet fragrance (incense)—with ancient offering stands.
Barker even notes that one scholar has suggested that an anointing
ritual was in fact performed for the “guardians” of rural high places.31
If vessels of oil were placed on the fenestrated stands—and indeed
Dever describes an olive press at Dan (p. 146)—then that oil perched
atop a throne of burning incense would likely be understood as oil
from the fragrant tree of life that we have discussed.32 And likewise,
31. Barker, Great High Priest, 127 n. 80.
32. Barker has found texts that make the direct connection between the tree and its
oil; see her discussion in Great High Priest, 129–33.
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if water filled the bowls, this might have been thought to represent the
fountain of righteousness that Enoch sees, set in the heavens, “which
does not become depleted and is surrounded completely by numerous fountains of wisdom. All the thirsty ones drink (of the water) and
become filled with wisdom. (Then) their dwelling places become with
the holy, righteous, and elect ones” (1 Enoch 48:1).
If this is true, then the ancients may have watched for an approaching apocalypse. They may have hoped that Yahweh would come to
their miniature mountain thrones to offer final judgment and share
with them “all the secrets of wisdom. . . . In those days, mountains
shall dance like rams; and the hills shall leap like kids satiated with
milk” (1 Enoch 51:3–4; see 1 Enoch 38). The ancient folk may have
hoped that Wisdom would nourish them with heavenly knowledge
to their utter satiation, and this was symbolized by the rampant goats
pictured nibbling from her tree of life.
Dever says that “many dozen” vessels that functioned like the
Ta>anach stand have been found at small shrines, but he says they are
never mentioned in the Bible in connection with any known ritual.
However, there is a possible Book of Mormon allusion to the terracotta temples. The angel who visits King Benjamin states:
For behold, the time cometh, and is not far distant, that
with power, the Lord Omnipotent who reigneth, who was,
and is from all eternity to all eternity, shall come down from
heaven among the children of men, and shall dwell in a tabernacle of clay, and shall go forth amongst men, working mighty
miracles, such as healing the sick, raising the dead, causing
the lame to walk, the blind to receive their sight, and the deaf
to hear, and curing all manner of diseases. (Mosiah 3:5)
The context provides evidence that Book of Mormon peoples may
have known of such model temples or that the angel was using language from a lost text that referred to them. He pairs the image of the
Lord’s eternal reign—God sitting on his throne in heaven—with an
anticipated emergence from an earthly throne. It would have been the
symbolic equivalent of explaining that the Lord would come through
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the veil of the temple from the holy of holies (representing his emergence from the invisible world into the visible world). Evoking the
symbolism of a clay model temple would teach not just of his condescension, but also of his incarnation. Alma also expects the Redeemer
to dwell in a “mortal tabernacle” (Alma 7:8). Moroni uses “tabernacle
of clay” as well:
And now, my beloved son, notwithstanding their hardness, let us labor diligently; for if we should cease to labor, we
should be brought under condemnation; for we have a labor
to perform whilst in this tabernacle of clay, that we may conquer the enemy of all righteousness, and rest our souls in the
kingdom of God. (Moroni 9:6)
The context here is different, and though Moroni clearly knew that
a “tabernacle of clay” meant a mortal body, he does not seem to be
employing any additional meanings.
I have suggested that the Ta>anach offering stand represents the
throne of God. I have discussed its two Asherah icons and possible
Yahweh symbol. I have considered that the offerings associated with
this stand may have been invocation offerings rather than memorial
offerings. I infer that the men-cherubim wearing the Hathor wigs
could be understood to be mortals who have received wisdom and
been transformed into angels. So, taken all together and understood
in light of the wisdom tradition, the Ta>anach stand may well be physical evidence of a theology of apotheosis. In the countryside of Israel
in family shrines, ordinary men and perhaps women sought heavenly wisdom. They may have believed they could become holy ones,
ascend to the throne of Yahweh, and receive cosmic knowledge. They
may have understood that the power to bestow this experience was in
the hands of Asherah, and their offerings of invocation were symbols
of her life-giving essence. If we add a Book of Mormon text to the
interpretation, we can see that the stand, like others of its kind, may
also have encoded the incarnation of Yahweh. Because the Ta>anach
stand is so productively interpreted by Ezekiel’s vision, it is possible
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that apocalyptic has found new roots—in the ancient religion of the
countryside.
Ezekiel is an exilic text, written in Babylon. Could Ezekiel have
known about this pillar created more than six hundred years earlier?
We know that he was a temple priest (Ezekiel 1:3), so the iconography
of this object may have been part of the temple experience. Perhaps he
had seen such an object, even used it in ritual. Perhaps he was not a
Jerusalem priest after all, but a priest of the countryside. There is additional evidence in the text of Ezekiel that the prophet embraced the
older traditions of the patriarchs—the folkish religion that was being
“renewed” by the elite Israelites. Ezekiel uses the epithet “El Shadday,” a name for God found only in the oldest strata of the biblical text
(Ezekiel 5:5). The Authorized Version translates it “Almighty God,”
but Dever himself (in a discussion not directly related to the Ta>anach
stand) shows that
“Shadday” means “mountain,” here possibly in the dual, so the
divine name is really “El, the One of the mountains.” . . . In the
Ugaritic texts, El in particular sits on the throne at the base of the
cosmic Mt. Saphon . . . at the sources of two waters, sweet and
salt. . . . The Hebrew term shad, “mountain,” derives from earlier West Semitic thad, “breast.” Thus the twin mountain peaks
“Shadday” are likened to two breasts (think of the name “Grand
Tetons” for the high-peaked Wyoming ranges). (p. 257)
This gives another reason to interpret the offering stands as representative of the mountain throne of God, but Barker takes the etymology of the word Shadday one step further. She points out that Ezekiel
sees “two figures: one enthroned above the firmament . . . and then
there was another figure or cluster of figures . . . beneath the firmament. It is this cluster that is so hard to describe; perhaps a fourfold
Living One, known as the Spirit of Life [hayyah], or perhaps the Spirit
of Life in the midst of the fourfold group.”33 She suggests that the living
creature itself could have been understood as a breasted God. To see
Asherah depicted twice on the Ta>anach stand, as a tree of life and as
33. Barker, Great High Priest, 251.
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a nude woman, both depictions underneath the object’s throne roof
and parapet of stars, certainly seems to suggest that Ezekiel had her in
mind when he described the creature and the voice of El Shadday.
More evidence comes from taking a second look at “the image of
jealousy, which provoketh to jealousy” that Ezekiel describes seeing
in the temple (Ezekiel 8:3). Barker points out that the addition of one
Hebrew character delivers a much more sensible reading: Ezekiel saw
“the image of the Creatrix who gives life.” The Creatress Who Gives
Life was a epithet for Athirat/Elat/Asherah known from Ugaritic literature.34 That Ezekiel’s living creature was understood as the goddess is further confirmed by early Russian Christian icons—produced
roughly the same number of centuries after Ezekiel’s vision as the
Ta>anach stand was produced before—of Sophia (Wisdom) enthroned
beneath the throne of the Lord and the firmament of heaven.35
The Hebrew goddess died hard. Through her, resurrection was
once offered to her respondents. Now, archaeology offers a resurrection to the Lost Lady.
What Are the Implications for the LDS Theology
of a Mother Goddess?
What does this all mean for a Latter-day Saint understanding of
a Mother in Heaven?
For his part, Dever suggests that his book is a “humanist mani
festo.” By studying the ancient culture from the perspective of the
common folk, while hoping not to ignore the “transcendent dimensions” of religion, he has endeavored “to ‘humanize’ religion—to put
a face on it, often a woman’s face. This is the first face that we all see
upon coming into this world, and in that face, the face of a mother, we
glimpse the unconditional love that is the essence of all true religion”
(p. 316). He says, “I have tried simply to anticipate her emancipation
by showing that in the world of ancient Israel, among other places and
34. Barker, Great High Priest, 233. See also Kevin L. Barney, “Do We Have a Mother
in Heaven?” at Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research Web site, www
.fairlds.org/pubs/MotherInHeaven.pdf, p. 5 (accessed 7 February 2007).
35. Barker, Extraordinary Gathering, 190.
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times, [the Great Mother] was once alive and well. . . . Archaeology
brings her back to life” (p. 317). It is indeed gratifying and comforting
when the maternal is restored to its place in the divine. Paulsen’s list
of contemporary convergences toward Joseph Smith’s teaching of a
Mother in Heaven includes Did God Have a Wife? for good reason.36
But still, from a theological perspective, there remains a good deal
of ambiguity. Even in Barker’s robust theology of the Lost Lady, heavenly relationships and roles come in and out of focus. If the ancients
knew that God had a wife, what does that mean for Latter-day Saints?
Can we conclude that our modern belief in a Mother in Heaven is
restored from the period of the judges and the monarchy?
Dever emphasizes that the Deuteronomistic editors of the Bible
endeavored to excise or obscure references to Asherah. They sought
to cover up or discredit her veneration. They judged her influence to
be negative, her worship condemnable. What about Book of Mormon
prophets? Lehi lived in Jerusalem during the reign of Josiah and the
subsequent four kings. As a literate, prosperous man, he would have
known about the religious controversies of the time including countryside temple worship and the veneration of Asherah/Wisdom. But
Lehi may not necessarily have been sympathetic to all of the reforms.
Richard Elliott Friedman argues powerfully that much of the Bible as
we have it was written and edited by Mushite and Aaronid priests—
Levitical priests descended from Moses and Aaron.37 But Lehi was
not a Levite. He was from the tribe of Joseph. Nevertheless, he apparently was a priest—a Melchizedek priest.38 The distinctive concerns of
36. Paulsen, “Reassessing Joseph Smith’s Theology,” 105.
37. Richard E. Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1997). E was written by a Mushite priest from the city Shiloh in the northern
kingdom (pp. 70–86). D was also written by Mushite priests connected with Shiloh
(pp. 122–30). P was written by an Aaronid priest of Jerusalem (pp. 188–216). First and
Second Chronicles are also tied to the Aaronid priesthood (pp. 211–13). R was an Aaronid
priest (pp. 218–21). These are conclusions that stem from the Documentary Hypothesis
of the Bible’s authorship, which I accept as reasonable, all the while remembering that
it is theory, not fact. For more on the Documentary Hypothesis and its implications for
LDS students of the scriptures, see Kevin L. Barney, “Reflections on the Documentary
Hypothesis,” Dialogue 33/1 (2000): 57–99.
38. That Lehi was a descendent of Joseph is explained in 1 Nephi 5:14; that he was a
Melchizedek priest can be deduced from Alma 13:1–19.
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the Levitical priests that we read of in the Bible—for instance, obsession with purity laws, technicalities of temple construction, insistence on centralization of worship in Jerusalem, focus on the Davidic
covenant, elevation of the Torah over personal revelation (Deuteronomy 29:29), downplaying of the anthropomorphism of God, strict
monotheism—are absent from the Book of Mormon. Lehi offered sacrifices (1 Nephi 5:9), Nephi built a temple (2 Nephi 5:16), and Jacob
was consecrated a priest (2 Nephi 5:26; 6:2) despite their non-Levitical descent. They practiced the law of Moses, but only as an interim
arrangement while awaiting the arrival of the Savior (2 Nephi 25:24–
27). Indeed, the constellation of theological images and concerns in
the Book of Mormon are those of the alternative tradition that Barker
has pieced together: the throne and kingship of God, the angels/hosts
of heaven, fallen angels, the great judgment, the high mountain of
God, sonship, atonement, ascent, wisdom, the temple, the tree of
life, the fountain of living waters, and the Melchizedek priesthood.39
Kevin Christensen has even identified evidence that Jacob deliberately
affirmed beliefs that had been under attack by the reformers back in
Jerusalem.40 Most obviously, they took issue with the rejection of faith
in a Redeemer.
Book of Mormon authors do not mention Asherah by name, but
they do incorporate her symbols. It is Lehi who introduces tree of life
39. See Kevin Christensen, “The Temple, the Monarchy, and Wisdom: Lehi’s World
and the Scholarship of Margaret Barker,” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, ed. John W.
Welch, David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 449–522.
See also Christensen, “Paradigms Regained: A Survey of Margaret Barker’s Scholarship
and Its Significance for Mormon Studies,” FARMS Occasional Papers 2 (2001). Christensen’s later essays take a closer look at the relationship of the prophets to the reform and
argue that Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Lehi, Nephi, and Jacob knew of the reform and deliberately
opposed it: “Nephi, Wisdom, and the Deuteronomist Reform,” Insights 23/2 (2003): 2–3;
“Jacob’s Connections to First Temple Traditions,” Insights 23/4 (2003): 2–3, and his series
of articles “Plain and Precious Things Restored: Why Margaret Barker Matters,” “Plain
and Precious Things Restored: Spiritual Blindness,” “Plain and Precious Things Restored:
Margaret Barker and Josiah’s Reform,” “Plain and Precious Things Restored: Margaret
Barker and Wisdom,” “Plain and Precious Things Restored: Margaret Barker and the
Queen of Heaven,” Meridian online magazine, at meridianmagazine.com/ideas (accessed
7 February 2007 by searching on keywords in the archive).
40. Christensen, “The Temple,” 502–4.
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imagery into the Book of Mormon,41 and it is used persistently thereafter.42 Daniel Peterson has shown that Nephi was fully aware of the
association of this symbol with motherhood because he recognized
that the fair virgin Mary with a baby in her arms symbolized the tree
of life.43
The Jews who obtained power in Jerusalem after the exile to
Babylon (which Lehi’s family so narrowly escaped) remained hostile
to Asherah. Besides downplaying her role in the preexilic religion,
they apparently chose not to restore the menorah—a powerful tree
of life symbol that was possibly enshrined in the first temple’s holy of
holies—to the holy of holies in the second temple.44 But meanwhile, in
the Americas, Lehi and his descendents were embracing the iconography. There is no evidence whatsoever of antipathy toward the goddess
in the Book of Mormon.
Nephi, under the angel’s guidance, identifies the fruit of the tree of
life as the “love of God” (1 Nephi 11:22). This phrase is usually understood to mean that partakers will be filled with loving feelings from
God or like God’s. But the “love of God” could also mean not merely
a possession of God’s—the loving feelings that he directs or bestows—
but rather the object of God’s love—the person whom he loves. As
Kevin Christensen put it, “a who as well as a what.”45 A beloved wife,
perhaps.
41. Lehi sees a tree whose fruit would make one happy, but he does not identify this
as the tree of life. If Lehi was familiar with the type of visions described in 1 Enoch—and
he may well have been if he had had one or had had access to texts or oral traditions about
Enoch—he would have known that many types of trees are envisioned in heaven, with
different symbolic meanings. Perhaps Nephi was familiar with this broad tree imagery as
well, and a desire to confirm the correct interpretation of the tree provoked his prayerful
questioning.
42. See Bruce W. Jorgensen, “The Dark Way to the Tree: Typological Unity in the
Book of Mormon,” in Literature of Belief: Sacred Scripture and Religious Experience, ed.
Neal E. Lambert (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1981), 217–31.
43. Peterson explains that some evidence suggests Asherah was also understood to
be a virgin. See Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8–23,” 206–7.
It is certainly a paradox because the buxom pillar figurines generously offering up their
breasts hardly conjure up the image of demure virginity, but rather frank maternal practicality. I’ve seen many a nursing mother do it, but never an unmarried young woman.
44. Barker, “Fragrant Tree,” 5–6.
45. Kevin Christensen, personal conversation, May 2003.
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Lehi said that the “fruit was desirable to make one happy” (1 Nephi
8:10). Peterson was the first to point out that Lehi was playing with
words here just like the author of Proverbs, who connects Wisdom’s
fruit with Asherah by using the root of her name, <ashre, in a chiastic proverb that teaches about the fruit’s value.46 Italicized words are
from the same root:
Happy [<ashre] is the man that findeth wisdom, and the
man that getteth understanding. For the merchandise of it
is better than the merchandise of silver, and the gain thereof
than fine gold. She is more precious than rubies: and all the
things thou canst desire are not to be compared unto her.
Length of days is in her right hand; and in her left hand riches
and honour. Her ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her
paths are peace. She is a tree of life to them that lay hold upon
her: and happy [me<ushshar] is every one that retaineth her.
(Proverbs 3:13–18)
I propose that this wordplay is also perpetuated in the Book of
Mormon by Lehi’s and Nephi’s use of the word “strait” in connection
with the “strait and narrow path” (1 Nephi 8:20, 2 Nephi 31:9, and
2 Nephi 31:18). Noel B. Reynolds and Royal Skousen have written of
problems with the use of the word strait rather than straight in these
verses, and they make a strong case in favor of the second choice.47 By
using the phrase in his final admonition (whatever the spelling of the
word), Nephi refers us back to the primary tree of life sequence in the
Book of Mormon. As we have seen, Nephi knew that the tree of life
signified Asherah. But with the corrected spelling, we can deduce that
Lehi and Nephi are using wordplay in association with the path that
46. For a more detailed discussion, see Barney, “Do We Have a Mother?” 4; see also
Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8–23,” 211–12.
47. Noel B. Reynolds and Royal Skousen, “Was the Path Nephi Saw ‘Strait and Narrow’ or ‘Straight and Narrow’?” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 10/2 (2001): 30–33.
See Paul Y. Hoskisson, “The Use of Strait and Straight in the Book of Mormon,” Journal
of Book of Mormon Studies 12/2 (2003): 58–71; and John S. Welch, “Straight (Not Strait)
and Narrow,” forthcoming in the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies.
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leads to the tree of life. Dever explains the background of the root of
the word asherah:
The etymology of the Hebrew word is unclear, but it may derive
from a verb meaning “to tread, go straight.” The 14th-13thcentury b.c. Canaanite mythological texts from Ugarit on the
coast of Syria portray Asherah there as “Lady Asherah of the
Sea,” her name meaning (according to [s]ome scholars) “She
Who Treads/Subdues Sea.” (p. 101)
With this etymology in mind, Barker suggests that a plausible translation of the tree of life verse in Proverbs is “She is a tree of life to those
who take hold of her, he who holds her is made happy/blessed/set on
the straight path” (Proverbs 3:18).48 That both Lehi and Nephi would
describe the path leading to eternal life as “straight and narrow” means
more than just that it is neither crooked nor wide. They were linking
the path with Asherah, disclosing their awareness that the tree of life
was her symbol. They use the root of her name in describing both
the path toward the tree and the fruit of the tree. Book of Mormon
prophets knew of Asherah and her iconography, but they made no
effort to eschew her.
So I ask again, can we conclude from all this evidence—Dever’s
archaeology, Barker’s wisdom theology, and now the Book of Mormon
tree of life imagery—that the Latter-day Saint doctrine of a Mother in
Heaven is a restoration of the ancient Israelite belief in the Goddess
Asherah/Wisdom?
I regretfully suggest that no, it is not. Though the Book of Mormon
prophets seem to allude to Asherah, we have very little modern revelation
by which to substantiate and flesh out this belief. We may not yet connect the dots between the Asherah of ancient Israel, the tree of life image
in the Book of Mormon, and the very limited (though potent) modernday prophetic teachings about a Heavenly Mother.
48. Barker, “Fragrant Tree,” 13. I would add that the etymology of the word Asherah
may also be the reason why Wisdom’s way is described as a path of “uprightness” (yosher)
because uprightness derives from “straight” (yashar). See Proverbs 2:13.
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Summary
What Dever’s book contributes is a strong case that the ancient
Israelites believed that God had a wife. This Woman had an important and powerful place in the everyday lives of the common folk of
ancient Israel. She was a creatress, assisting with the fashioning and
fertility of the world, her enthusiasm spilling forth as delight, maybe
even singing and dancing. Though her clay forms were a daily domestic companion to the women of ancient Israel, she was also closely
associated with more sacred spaces—family shrines, high places, and
temples. She provided nourishment from heaven and guided those
who would listen toward the throne of Yahweh. She had an essential
role in apotheosis. It is clear that the early Book of Mormon prophets
seemed to know and embrace her as well.
Only a handful of LDS thinkers have taken a scholarly approach
to the study of the divine feminine. I must observe that it has been
men in the main—recently Daniel Peterson, Kevin Barney, Kevin
Christensen49—who have successfully turned to the scriptures and
other ancient texts to discern what information can be found there
and to set their insights in a context that is compatible with LDS theology and practice. Others have been more likely to mourn the lack
of scriptural teachings about the goddess. I myself have been guilty of
such fretting. My impression is that the church membership in general assumes that there is little if any fruit in the scriptures on this
topic, and they prefer to avoid baseless speculation.
Not until the last four decades did archaeology produce evidence
that Israel venerated a goddess. Perhaps that is as Heavenly Father has
wanted it to be; his judgment may have been that the world was not
yet ready. However, we cannot escape the possibility that any dearth
of doctrine may be our own fault as individuals. It is telling that a
non-LDS Methodist preacher, a woman, was the first to reconstruct
an ancient theology of Wisdom that is at home in the LDS milieu. I
have come to believe that the scriptures—ancient and modern—and
49. Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8–23”; Barney, “Do
We Have a Mother?”; Christensen, “Plain and Precious Things and the Kingdom of
Heaven.”
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noncanonical ancient religious texts are bursting with evidence of
the goddess, some of it quite direct, but we have been oblivious to it.
Archaeology is yielding its treasures as well. Dever believes that we
are on the precipice of an “archaeological ‘revolution’ in the study of
ancient Israelite religion, one that will render all previous histories
obsolete” (p. 62). This revolution will certainly not render the Book of
Mormon obsolete. As I hope I have shown here, it may well strengthen
its truth claims.
We cannot find certain truth through a study of texts and archaeology alone, but we can be sure that new revelation is more likely to
be forthcoming when we have made good use of the knowledge that
is already available.
In the book of Tobit, the angel Raphael helps Tobias secure the
materials to cure his father’s blindness. When Tobias is reunited with
Tobit and applies the concoction, the film falls away from his father’s
eyes and he rejoices with his son (Tobit 11:7–15). We may pray that
Raphael will pay us a visit soon and that our eyes will see again, too.

The Study of Mormonism:
A Growing Interest in Academia
M. Gerald Bradford

T

Introduction

he academic world is showing increased interest in Mormonism
as a distinct religious tradition. It is being studied from perspectives such as American religious history, literary and cultural studies,
women’s studies, and religious studies, to name a few. The number of
scholarly books on the subject recently published by academic presses
is large and growing. This comes on top of a considerable amount of
scholarship being published by scholars at Brigham Young University
(BYU), albeit much of this is geared for a Latter-day Saint readership.
Several dissertations and theses have been written recently on different aspects of the tradition. Classes on the subject are being taught at a
few universities, in addition to the three BYU campuses. And perhaps
most significant of all, the faith is poised to become a focus of study in
additional religious studies departments in universities in this country and abroad.
I will document these developments in this paper and explore the
implications of studying the tradition alongside other faiths. Given the
likelihood that much of this growing interest will be pursued under

Several friends and colleagues, here at BYU and elsewhere, read early drafts of this paper
and offered helpful criticisms and suggestions. I very much appreciate this. I want to
thank in particular Daniel McKinley and Matthew Roper, who helped me pull together
the titles and statistics cited in the paper.
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the auspices of religious studies, I will spell out what I understand
this approach entails. Then, based on this, I will call attention to topics and issues in the study of Mormonism that I think will need to be
pursued in more depth before this effort reaches its full potential.
It is one thing for major academic publishers to show interest in
titles dealing with the tradition and for a few classes on the subject
to be taught at universities. It is something else for it to be studied
in explicit comparison with other religious traditions in established
religious studies programs. The best work done in this regard should
result in an enhanced understanding of the faith. In any event, one
thing seems certain, as a recent headline put it: “Mormon Studies: Not
Just for Mormons Anymore.”

Mormonism: A Growing Interest in Academia
No doubt one of the factors accounting for the growing interest
in Mormonism in the academy is that since the 1950s the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has been growing rapidly and is today
a worldwide church with well over twelve million members. Study
	. This headline comes from the print version of the following article: Scott
McLemee, “Latter-day Studies: Scholars of Mormonism Confront the History of What
Some Call ‘The Next World Religion,’” Chronicle of Higher Education, 22 March 2002,
A14–16. Available at chronicle.com/free/v48/i28/28a01401.htm (accessed 25 January
2007). See also Philip Barlow, “Jan Shipps and the Mainstreaming of Mormon Studies,” Church History 73/2 (June 2004): 412–26. Barlow, professor of theology at Hanover
College in Indiana, highlights the role Shipps, an emeritus professor of religious studies
at Indiana University-Purdue University, has played in this regard. He focuses on her
most recent book, Sojourner in the Promised Land: Forty Years among the Mormons (see
appendix 1 for full bibliographical information on this and other works), in the course
of documenting the emergence of academic interest in Mormonism. He notes that this
began slowly in the early part of the twentieth century and then mushroomed recently
into a significant area of scholarly concern. Barlow deals mainly with historical studies
but also looks at some of the other studies addressed in this paper.
	. The term Mormon studies means different things to different people. For some,
such as David J. Whittaker, professor of history and curator of Western and Mormon
manuscripts at BYU’s Harold B. Lee Library, it is synonymous with Mormon historical
studies. See his chapter in Douglas J. Davies’s Mormon Identities in Transition entitled
“Mormon Studies: Progress and Prospects,” where he surveys only recent and forthcoming work on Mormon history. Many probably use the term this way, given that the lion’s
share of scholarship on the tradition is historical in nature. Others, like Terryl L. Givens,
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of the tradition has been on the rise for quite some time now and is
proceeding on its own accord. Scholars working in various fields of
study are turning to the subject for a host of reasons. They will make
of Mormonism what they will. Consider the following evidence of this
trend:
Academic Publications
The past ten years or so have seen a marked increase in scholarly
publications on Mormonism by academic and university presses and
even by a few large commercial publishers (see appendix 1).
Professional Associations and Periodicals
A growing number of professional associations and periodicals,
independent of BYU or its sponsor, the Church of Jesus Christ, are
devoted to advancing scholarship on aspects of the religion. Note
the following: the quarterly Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought
began publication in 1966; the Mormon History Association, formed
the James A. Bostwick Professor of English and Religion at the University of Richmond
in Virginia and a major contributor to work on Mormonism, use the term to connote a
broad range of investigations, including historical work. Givens contends that the term
should not suggest a separate field of study if this means studying the faith in isolation.
Rather, he speaks positively of a recent Claremont Graduate University conference in
which participants explored ways in which Mormonism can be “positioned” within
several area studies. See Givens’s online interview, “12 Questions for Terryl Givens,”
31 January 2005, question 11, on the Times and Seasons blog at www.timesandseasons
.org/?p=1914#more-1914 (accessed 25 January 2007). In this paper, I use the term to
refer to a range of efforts likely to contribute directly to work on the tradition in various
religious studies programs. J. Michael Hunter, a librarian at BYU, maintains an online
resource guide to scholarly material on all aspects of Mormonism. See his Web site at
mormonstudies.byu.edu (accessed 25 January 2007).
By the end of 2003, more members of the church resided outside the continental
United States (nearly 6.5 million, primarily in the Western Hemisphere) than inside (just
over 5.5 million), and English was no longer the majority language. See the 2005 Church
Almanac (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 2004), 597, 624–29, for worldwide figures. In
the United States, the church is the third-largest Christian-related group, behind Protestants and Catholics. See the Pew Research Report for March 2002, “Americans Struggle
with Religion’s Role at Home and Abroad,” 49. Available at pewforum.org/publications/
reports/poll2002.pdf (accessed 25 January 2007).
	. The journal’s Web site is at www.dialoguejournal.com.
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in 1965, publishes the triennial Journal of Mormon History that started
in 1974; the Mormon Social Science Association (formerly the Society for the Sociological Study of Mormon Life) was formed in 1976;
Sunstone, a bimonthly magazine, first appeared in 1976; the John
Whitmer Historical Association, established in 1972, publishes the
annual John Whitmer Historical Association Journal that started in
1980; the Association of Mormon Letters was formed in 1976 and
began publication of Irreantum: A Review of Mormon Literature and
Film, an annual, in 2000; and the Society for Mormon Philosophy
and Theology, formed in 2005, publishes Element: The Journal of the
Society of Mormon Philosophy and Theology, the first biannual issues
of which came out the same year.
Dissertations and Theses
At least thirty-eight dissertations (several of which have subsequently been published as books) and sixteen theses written since 1994
have focused directly on issues central to Mormonism. While many
of these are historical studies, others approach the tradition from
the perspective of area studies and disciplines ranging from literary
studies, family and women’s studies, and theology and philosophy to
anthropology, sociology, and political science. This list also indicates
where Mormon studies is being pursued even if not in formal religious
studies programs (see appendix 2).
Mormonism in Religious Studies Programs
A few courses on Mormonism are being taught at universities
other than the three BYU campuses.10 However, the trend that may
	. See the publications link at www.mhahome.org.
	. See the Web site at www.mormonsocialscience.org.
	. The magazine’s Web site is at www.sunstoneonline.com.
	. See the Web site at www.jwha.info/publications/default.asp.
	. See the Web site at www.aml-online.org.
	. See the Web site at www.smpt.org.
10. Linda Fantin and Peggy Fletcher Stack, “Creed and Classroom,” Salt Lake Tribune, 21 February 2004, C1, claimed courses were being taught in the Department of
Religious Studies at Arizona State University and in the religious studies program at the
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well prove to be the most influential, in terms of furthering understanding of the faith, is the effort by several universities to include
Mormonism in their religious studies programs.
At the University of Durham, in Great Britain, this course of study
has been going on since 1997. Durham’s Department of Theology and
Religion focuses almost exclusively on Christian studies. It offers MA
degrees in theological research and in classics and theology.11 It also
maintains a program called the Study of Religion, which includes
the study of Mormonism as one area of emphasis. The program is
supervised by Douglas J. Davies, professor in the study of religion.
His research interests include anthropology and sociology of religion,
death studies, and Mormon studies. Davies has taught courses on
Mormonism and has supervised PhD students elsewhere working on
a range of Latter-day Saint topics including salvation theology, music,
higher education, and the status of the faith in Great Britain.12 He
has published many titles on Mormonism and is a leading figure in

University of Wyoming. This turns out not to be the case. Mormonism is one of many
subjects dealt with in two courses (“Religion in the American West” and “Religion in
America”) at the University of Wyoming, where there continues to be talk of forming
a Mormon studies professorship; and it may be dealt with in general survey courses at
Arizona State. In Utah the subject may also be part of courses offered in the history
departments at the University of Utah in Salt Lake City, Weber State University in Ogden,
and Southern Utah University in Cedar City. At other institutions, the subject appears to
be taught solely on the basis of personal interest by a few faculty members. For instance,
Laurie F. Maffly-Kipp, professor of religious studies at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, teaches a course on “Mormonism and the American Experience,” and
Charles W. Nuckolls, professor of anthropology at the University of Alabama, teaches
one on “The Anthropology of Mormonism.”
11. The department includes faculty who work in Old Testament, New Testament,
Judaism in antiquity, Christianity in late antiquity (Patristics), Christianity in modern
Europe, contemporary theology, theology and culture, Christian ethics, philosophy of
religion, sociology of religion, anthropology of religion, religion and film, Catholic studies, and Anglican studies. In other words, the department has a decidedly Christian orientation. It is important to keep this in mind in terms of how Mormonism is viewed and
studied within such an academic culture.
12. Before coming to Durham, Professor Davies was at the University of Nottingham, where he first taught courses on Mormonism and developed a center of Mormon
studies.
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demonstrating what can be achieved by approaching the tradition
from the vantage point of religious studies.13
Utah Valley State College (UVSC), in Orem, Utah, supports a relatively new operation known as the Center for the Study of Ethics, an
effort that includes a program in religious studies, supported by faculty in several departments. Twenty-two courses in the program, ranging from “Myth, Magic, and Religion,” “Literature of the Sacred,” and
“Medieval Europe” to “Introduction to Western Religions” and “Current Topics in Sociology,” are drawn from the Departments of Anthropology, Communications, English, History, Philosophy, and Sociology.
Included in this curriculum are three courses on Mormonism: “Anthropology of Mormonism,” “Mormon Cultural Studies (Special Topics in
Mass Communication),” and “Mormon Literature.” Each spring term
the program sponsors The Mormon Studies Conference, which is
designed to explore topics in LDS theology, history, culture, folklore,
and literature. UVSC is scheduled to offer a minor in religious studies.
At present, this is the only undergraduate religious studies program in
Utah’s public system of higher education.
Two other universities are planning to include Mormon studies in
their curricula. Utah State University, in Logan, is forming an undergraduate religious studies department. It will coordinate an interdisciplinary program, drawing on faculty from several departments.
Funding has been secured to endow the Leonard Arrington Chair in
Mormon History and Culture. The first occupant will be Philip Barlow. He will teach courses on Mormonism. Presently, courses on Mormon folklore and literature are taught. The university also supports
an annual lecture series on Mormon history. The new department
will include the Charles Redd Chair in Religious Studies. Professor
Charles Prebish, a specialist in Buddhist studies from Pennsylvania
State University, was recently appointed to this position. In addition,
funding is being sought to support three other faculty positions in the
13. In addition to his three books listed in appendix 1, Davies has also written Mormon Spirituality: Latter Day Saints in Wales and Zion, published by the University of
Nottingham Press in 1987, and the entry “Mormonism” in the Encyclopedia of Protestantism, edited by H. J. Hillerbrand and published in 2004 by Routledge.
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department: one in Islamic studies, one in Jewish studies, and one in
the study of South Asian religions.14
The School of Religion at Claremont Graduate University, in Clare
mont, California, offers MA and PhD degrees in Hebrew Bible, the
history of Christianity, New Testament, philosophy of religion and
theology, women’s studies in religion, and theology, ethics, and culture. It recently announced plans to fund a chair in Mormon studies. If this effort is successful, courses on Mormonism will become
a focus of graduate studies. The school has formed several councils,
made up of representatives from various faith communities in the
greater southern California area, with which it consults on the development of courses and programs. In addition to the Council on Mormon Studies, the school has organized councils to deal with Catholic
studies, Indic philosophy and culture, Islamic studies, Jewish studies,
Middle Eastern Orthodox Christian studies, Protestant studies, and
Zoroastrian studies.15
Not surprisingly, the way Mormonism is approached at these universities differs markedly from the way it is dealt with at BYU. In the
wider academic world, within religion programs in private, nonaffiliated, and public colleges and universities, such study is conducted in
a diverse intellectual environment. At BYU the subject is approached
from a perspective of institutional and individual commitment. While
BYU does offer a few courses on other religions, it does not maintain
14. No mention has been made of the study of Christianity in the religious studies
program that Utah State University is setting up. In any event, the university is clearly on
track to be the first public university in the state to establish an undergraduate department in religious studies and to offer both a minor and major in the subject. In the meantime, Utah is one of only a handful of states in the nation that do not offer an undergraduate degree in religion or religious studies at a public university.
15. The study of religion at Claremont Graduate University has a long history. Its
School of Theology, affiliated with the United Methodist Church, began in 1957. In 1960,
a department of religion, independent of the school but with strong ties to it, was established and became the School of Religion in 2000. While the study of Christianity may
continue to dominate the school’s curriculum, this presumably will become less so as
the study of other traditions becomes better established. In the meantime, any study of
Mormonism at CGU, at least in the near term, will likely be analogous to the situation
at the University of Durham, where it is couched within an academic environment that
privileges the study of Christianity.
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a religious studies program. It is devoted, in other words, to teaching
students the “language of faith” more than the “language about faith.”
The Departments of Ancient Scripture and Church History and Doctrine (as well as comparable departments at BYU’s Hawaii and Idaho
campuses) teach courses on the subject to virtually all undergraduates each semester. Several units on campus are charged with producing and publishing scholarly work (books and periodicals) dealing
with many facets of the religion, most of it written for interested LDS
readers. The more prominent ones include the Religious Studies Center,16 the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship,17 BYU
Studies,18 and, until recently, the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for
Latter-day Saint History.19
It is too early to tell what impact, if any, the study of Mormonism
at other universities will have on comparable work done at BYU. One
thing, however, seems certain. Scholars at BYU who in the past have
16. Associated with the College of Religious Education, this unit has published over
seventy titles (some jointly with other publishers) since 1978. Twenty of these deal with
the Book of Mormon and other LDS scriptures; others deal with LDS history and other
aspects of the tradition. The center also publishes (since 2000) The Religious Educator, a
periodical that appears two to three times a year. Its Web site is www.religion.byu.edu/
rsc.htm.
17. Established in 2006, the Maxwell Institute houses the Foundation for Ancient
Research and Mormon Studies (FARMS), which from 1985 to the present has published
(sometimes with other publishers) thirty-two titles on the Book of Mormon, six on the
Bible, and four on the Book of Abraham, as well as five Festschrifts, five apologetic works,
and thirty-five titles on other subjects, including reference works and study guides. It
publishes four periodicals: Insights, a newsletter that first appeared in 1981 and has been
published six times a year since 2001; the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies, a biannual publication since 1992; the FARMS Review, a biannual publication since 1989 (first
five volumes through 1993 were annual); and Occasional Papers, which has produced
four installments since its inception in 2000. The Maxwell Institute’s Web site is www
.maxwellinstitute.byu.edu.
18. Now associated with the Maxwell Institute, this quarterly began publication in
1959. Since 1994, it has also sponsored publication of dozens of books (some jointly with
other publishers, five of them in conjunction with BYU’s Smith Institute for Latter-day
Saint History) dealing with different aspects of the tradition, mainly LDS history. Its Web
site is www.byustudies.byu.edu.
19. The Smith Institute was established in 1980. Faculty associated with the Institute
have published sixty-five books (with a number of publishers) and hundreds of chapters
in books and articles in journals dealing with aspects of LDS history. The Institute ceased
operations in the fall of 2005. Its Web site is www.smithinstitute.byu.edu.
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geared their writings about the tradition mainly toward an LDS audience and who want to contribute to the kind of scholarship relied upon
by those working in broader religious studies programs will need to
write for a wider academic audience if their work is to be published by
recognized scholarly presses.
These developments invite consideration of how the study of
Mormonism is likely to be pursued in religious studies programs. But
before turning to this, I want to describe religious studies in general.
This will provide a context for further reflection on the academic
study of Mormonism.

Religious Studies
Some think of religious studies as an assortment of separate area
studies or specializations (e.g., popular culture and media studies,
ritual studies, biblical studies, women’s studies) each of which has its
own particular subject matter and objectives, one of which (but not
necessarily the most important one) may be to determine how such
subjects are influenced by or may inform aspects of religion.20
I take a more traditional approach and view religious studies in
terms of the following characteristics: (1) It necessarily requires the
study of more than just one tradition; in other words, it is inherently
a comparative, even cross-cultural, endeavor. (2) It advocates studying
religious traditions in comparison with known ideological and philosophical challenges to religion that often function much the same way
in society. (3) Because of the multidimensional makeup of systems of
faith, it requires that such phenomena be studied from the perspective of several disciplines. (4) It proceeds on the basis of maintaining a
20. Jan Shipps can be interpreted as seeing things this way. Consider, for instance,
the session she organized and participated in at the American Academy of Religion
national meetings held in Philadelphia in November 2005. It was called “What the Study
of Mormonism Brings to Religious Studies.” She and four other scholars, all recognized
authorities in various areas ranging from media studies to biblical studies, gave papers
intended to show how such study might enrich their respective fields of specialization.
Unfortunately, nothing much came of this, in large part because all of the participants,
other than Shipps, admitted in public that they knew nothing about the tradition and had
never studied it!
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distinction between descriptive and structural studies on the one hand
and attempts at grappling with religious value judgments and truth
claims on the other. (5) And, of particular importance, it requires that
students learn how to approach their subjects from the vantage point of
those they are studying.21 I will say more about each of these in turn.
Beginnings
Recent events in the United States and around the world give
the lie to the view, long held by many, that religion is irrelevant and
should be relegated to the private sphere since it represents little of
public or political worth. In the global world in which we live, understanding core beliefs and values held dear by others has become vitally
important. The academic study of religion represents an increasingly
21. My characterization of religious studies is influenced by a concise statement on
the subject written quite some time ago but never published by a longtime colleague and
friend of mine at the University of California, Santa Barbara, the late Ninian Smart. At
the time of his death, Smart was emeritus professor of religious studies at UCSB. He was
an internationally recognized authority on comparative religions and the philosophy of
religion. Readers interested in pursuing Smart’s views on the subject may want to read
his “Religion, Study of,” in The New Encyclopedia Britannica (1975), 15:613–28. Smart
describes the comparative and cross-cultural nature of religious studies in his Worldviews: Crosscultural Explorations of Human Beliefs (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1983),
17–22; Religion and the Western Mind: Drummond Lectures (New York: State University
of New York Press, 1987), 3–8; and Dimensions of the Sacred: An Anatomy of the World’s
Beliefs (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 1–8. He was one of the first to recognize the need to comparatively study both religious traditions and certain influential
ideologies, many of which challenge and compete with religions. He often refers to both
as worldviews. See his Beyond Ideology: Religion and the Future of Western Civilization
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1981), especially chapter 2; Worldviews, 1–6; Religion
and the Western Mind, 8–13; and Dimensions of the Sacred, 1–3. On the multidimensional makeup of religious traditions and the need for them to be studied using a number
of disciplines, see his The Religious Experience of Mankind (New York: Scribner’s Sons,
1969), 6–16; The World’s Religions (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1989), 10–21;
and Dimensions of the Sacred. Smart’s claim that a distinction needs to be maintained
between descriptive and structural studies and more reflective studies devoted to dealing with religious truth claims is spelled out in his Dimensions of the Sacred, especially
18, 20. Finally, see Smart’s Worldviews, 15–17; Religion and the Western Mind, 3–5; and
Dimensions of the Sacred, 1–3, on why he thinks it imperative that students of religion
learn how to approach their work from the perspective of those they are studying. For a
good, overall introduction to what is involved see, “Why Study Religion,” on the American Academy of Religion’s Web site. Available at www.studyreligion.org.
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important way in which people can become educated about such matters in a systematic and relatively open manner.22
Religious studies as a separate, multidisciplinary approach started
in the 1960s. Because it emphasizes, among other things, the compara
tive study of many traditions, it has proved to be an important and influential alternative to theological approaches that have been, and continue
to be, the way religion is most often studied and taught in this country.23 A number of factors contributed to its emergence. For instance,
the 1960s were a time of increased interest in world religions, particularly Eastern traditions and cultures. Key decisions handed down by the
United States Supreme Court during this period made it possible for the
academic study of religion to flourish in public colleges and universities and in secondary school systems. Major professional societies in
the field were either formed during this period, such as the American
Academy of Religion,24 or significantly expanded their memberships,
22. Stanley Fish agrees and goes even further. When asked recently, “What would
succeed high theory and the triumvirate of race, gender, and class as the center of intellectual energy in the academy?” he answered in one word, “Religion.” See his, “One University, Under God?” in the Chronicle of Higher Education, 7 January 2005. Available
at chronicle.com/weekly/v51/i18/18c00101.htm (accessed 25 January 2007). Fish is dean
emeritus of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at the University of Illinois at Chicago and resident academic iconoclast.
23. This important distinction is reflected in the fact that many major universities
maintain both approaches. For instance, Yale University has a department of religious
studies that offers undergraduate and graduate degrees. Yale is also affiliated with the
Yale Divinity School, which in turn is associated with the Berkeley Divinity School at
Yale, an Episcopalian-affiliated school, both of which offer graduate degrees in theology.
A similar situation prevails at Harvard University. It pursues the study of religion (offering both undergraduate and graduate degrees) under the auspices of the Faculty of Arts
and Sciences, the Center for the Study of World Religions, and the Women’s Studies in
Religion program. At the same time the university is associated with the Harvard Divinity School, which offers graduate degrees in theology. One of the professional schools at
the University of Chicago is its Divinity School. Chicago also offers undergraduate and
graduate degrees in a religion and humanities program and a religious studies program
as well as through the auspices of other cognate programs and departments. As noted,
Claremont Graduate University offers graduate degrees in theology and religion under
the auspices of its Schools of Theology and Religion, respectively. All of the Claremont
undergraduate colleges offer degrees in religion or religious studies.
24. See the Web site at www.aarweb.org. Growing out of an earlier emphasis on biblical studies, the AAR was formed in 1964 as a broad-based association devoted to the
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which was the case, for instance, with the Society of Biblical Literature25
and the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion.26 Also, at about this
time federal funding became available for the study of subjects such as
comparative religion and ethics.
Comparative and Cross-Cultural Studies
Religious studies rests on the premise that a proper study of religion requires that more than one tradition be the subject of inquiry.
To appreciate the history of a single faith requires comparing it with
the history of other faiths. Likewise, to discern, say, patterns of religious experience expressed in a particular tradition requires noting
resemblances with similar traits in other traditions. Comparative
studies is one of the best means of testing competing theories put forward to explain aspects of the structural makeup of traditions. Also,
to describe and explain a religion properly requires gaining insight
into what it is like for those who follow it. And to do this requires sympathetically and imaginatively entering into the lives and experiences
of believers, a technique that is an inherently comparative exercise,
among other things.
Religious traditions need also to be studied cross-culturally. Particular and distinctive insights into various faiths can be gained only
when different ones are studied in the context of different cultures—
for example, varieties of Buddhism, Hinduism, or Islam in India,
study of religion in general. It sponsors a number of publications; chief among them is the
quarterly Journal of the American Academy of Religion, which began in 1966.
25. See the Web site at www.sbl-site.org. Formed in 1880, the Society is one of the
oldest professional associations in the country. It sponsors a number of periodicals and
publications, including the Journal of Biblical Literature, a quarterly that began in 1881.
26. See the Web site at www.sssrweb.org. The SSSR began in 1949 as an interdisciplinary association made up of scholars representing all the social and behavioral sciences. It publishes the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, a quarterly that began in
1961. Two related associations were also formed around this time: the Religious Research
Association, which was established in 1951 and publishes a quarterly, the Review of Religious Research, which started in 1959; and the Association for the Sociology of Religion,
which was formed earlier but adopted its present name in 1971. The Association has
published a periodical since 1941; since 1993 it has been titled Sociology of Religion: A
Quarterly Review.
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Thailand, or Indonesia; or of Judaism, Christianity, or Islam in the
Middle East, Great Britain, or the United States. A variation on this
approach can also be achieved by studying expressions of different
traditions in a single culture. Such cross-cultural studies reveal how
apprehension of a tradition will vary depending on how it is situated in, is influenced by, and may in turn influence different cultures.
Indeed, an individual tradition will often manifest itself differently
not only over time but even in a single culture. Consider, for example,
how Shi’ite Muslims, Sunni Kurds, or Sunni Arabs contrast with one
another in a country like Iraq.
Put simply, “to know one religious tradition is to know none.”
Religious studies programs may emphasize certain traditions to
the exclusion of others for many reasons, including limited faculty,
resources, or student interest, but in principle such efforts must be
transreligious and such phenomena need to be studied comparatively
and cross-culturally.
Religions and Ideologies
The study of religions should also be done in comparison with
influential ideologies—Marxism, various forms of nationalism, secularism, and scientific humanism, for example. This is because such
views of the world often function in society much like religious traditions (allowing, of course, for obvious differences) and because they
are often bent on challenging and competing with established systems
of faith. On this view, religious traditions and comparable ideologies should be dealt with along similar lines; that is, they need to be
studied historically, structurally, and theoretically. In both instances,
attempts should be made, to the extent possible, to see things from
the perspective of such believers and followers. And before attempting
to resolve questions of truth or value, the goal should be to show the
influence and power of these ideas and practices in the real world and
to discern how they interact with other aspects of human existence.
In other words, students of religion need to become familiar
with well-established critical positions on the question of religion—
materialist views, espoused by Marxist critics and others, atheistic and
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secular humanistic interpretations, along with various reductionistic
views of religion, articulated in, say, forms of positivism or numerous
psychoanalytical interpretations of religion. Precisely because such
ideologies rival traditional systems of religious belief, they should be
studied together. If this is not done, if one position is privileged over
another and is thereby granted unquestioned status in the academy
(something that, unfortunately, often seems to be the case), then a
genuine, open-ended, and pluralistic approach to the study of religion
becomes even more difficult to achieve.
Multidimensional and Multidisciplinary
Religious traditions are multifaceted phenomena. If attempts to
describe and explain what a given tradition may mean to individual
adherents, as well as to grasp the whole of it, fail to come to terms
with its multidimensional structure, such efforts are bound to end in
distortions and reveal only partial glimpses. Furthermore, the different dimensions of a religious tradition are intricately interwoven. The
meaning of one, such as the doctrinal dimension (which often tends
to be overemphasized), needs to be understood in relationship to and
in the context of all the others.
Most religious traditions are made up of at least seven dimensions: (1) experiential, with its emphasis on a wide range of human
experiences that are significant in the formation and development
of traditions and in the ongoing lives of adherents; (2) ritual, centering on practical aspects of belief manifest in activities such as prayer,
fasting, worship, meditation, pilgrimage, sacrifice, sacramental rites,
and healing activities; (3) mythic, with a focus on narratives and stories contained in scripture, sacred writings, creation accounts, and so
forth (used in this context and seen from the perspective of a given
faith, myth refers to the way things are, the truth about things, and
thus is in stark contrast to the way the term is used in popular parlance); (4) doctrinal, meaning sacred teachings and beliefs, often
expressed in relatively abstract theological or philosophical terms;
(5) ethical and legal, where the focus is on aspects of belief that incorporate moral and legal imperatives and that prescribe a wide range
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of behavior—religious, social, political, and otherwise; (6) social,
dealing with aspects of belief manifest in society and in social organizations and institutions, their makeup and leadership, and so on;
and (7) material, aspects of belief manifest in material forms, such as
special clothing, diet, artistic expressions ranging from architectural
achievements (chapels, cathedrals, temples, and mosques) to works of
art (icons, statuary, paintings, illuminated manuscripts, music, and
even aspects of the natural world), pilgrimage sites, and so forth.
Precisely because of this intricate structural composition, traditions need to be studied by scholars trained in several relevant disciplines. Because systems of faith are dynamic—with a past as well as
a capacity for future development—they, first and foremost, must be
studied historically using the disciplines of history, archaeology, philology, textual studies, and other relevant approaches. In this respect,
traditions are approached externally (that is, based on their historical
record and on various forms of outer expressions such as ritual practices, sacred writings, social and political organizations and institutions, and material expressions).
But religions are also rich and complex phenomena made up of,
as noted, a number of dimensions or aspects that, when studied in
relation to one another and in comparison with similar traits in other
religions, synchronically and over time, reveal the nature and significance of a faith’s basic pattern or structure. Here the approach shifts
to more internal, structural, and theoretical investigations aimed at
gaining a deeper understanding of a given tradition and by experiencing it as much as possible from the viewpoint of its followers.
Many disciplines and area studies are called upon in such investigations. For instance, psychology is used to deal with the experiential
dimension and to some extent is also employed in the study of myths
and rituals used to give expression to such experiences. Anthropology,
in particular, has been used to do pioneer work in mythic and ritual
studies. Linguistics and literary and textual studies are involved in the
study of scriptures and sacred texts. Theology and philosophy, along
with the history of ideas and the study of religious thought, play a
role in the study of a tradition’s doctrinal element. Ethics, particularly
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comparative ethics, along with study of the law, is used in dealing with
the moral and legal dimension. Sociology and social anthropology are
employed to study social or institutional aspects. Various types of cultural studies, including art history and the history of architecture, are
typically relied upon in studying a tradition’s material dimension.
Theology and philosophy play a leading role when the focus shifts
from straightforward descriptive and structural investigations toward
more informed reflection on religious truth claims and values. In reference to the former, such perspectives, provided they are properly identified as either Christian theology or Muslim theology, and so on, are
indispensable in articulating and assessing competing religious value
judgments and truth claims. Likewise, philosophy, viewed broadly, is
employed in trying to adjudicate such competing claims, in advancing
criteria needed to resolve comparable questions of meaning and truth,
and in studying traditional topics such as proofs for the existence of
God or the problem of evil. It also plays a central role in efforts at
clarifying competing claims made by religious traditions and ideologies and in sorting out various theoretical and methodological issues
involved in the study of religion itself.
Descriptive Studies and Dealing with Religious Truth Claims
As noted, it is helpful to distinguish between historical, descriptive
studies and reflections on religious values and truth claims. Indeed,
historical studies, coupled with phenomenological, structural, and
theoretical investigations, can be seen as having a certain logical priority over efforts at dealing with questions of the truth of religion.
That is, it seems emphasis ought to be given first to understanding
religious traditions and the influence they yield before attempting to
grapple with their claims to truth and value.
This prioritizing can be discerned in the amount of work that
is informed by what can be called a phenomenological sensitivity,
attempts at describing and explaining religions in ways that accurately
portray the practices, values, beliefs, and attitudes of various adherents
without either endorsing or rejecting them. Put another way, religious
traditions need to be studied in ways that do not privilege one particu-
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lar tradition over another and in ways that result in descriptions and
explanations that are not only well informed but also evenhanded.
Such approaches typically do not aim at threatening individual faiths,
nor do they acquiesce to reductionistic views about religion bent on
explaining such phenomena away as irrational or as acts of projection.
The superiority or inferiority of a particular tradition is a matter of
personal judgment and evaluation, of bias or belief, and such personal
views are neither helpful nor relevant in describing and explaining
what the faith is, what its many manifestations are like, or what it is
like to be a follower. Religious traditions are what they are and wield
the power and influence they do in the world regardless of what others
think of their worth, truth, or rationality. If for no other reason than
this, they are inherently worthwhile subjects of study.
But such study requires that more be done. There is also a need
and a place in religious studies for critical assessments of truth claims
and value judgments made by religious traditions. The focus here is
usually on claims made from the vantage point of particular theological perspectives or from various philosophical and ethical stances.
The objective is for these reflections to be as well grounded in an accurate understanding of the faiths under investigation as possible.
From the Vantage Point of Adherents
Religious traditions differ significantly in terms of how their
adherents view the world and what they take to be sacred. They also
differ on the meaning of important notions such as “history” and
“time” and consequently on how questions of meaning and truth are
settled. They even differ on what it means to be religious.
Thus in order to properly describe and explain a tradition, students need to gain insight into and an appreciation for the way of
life of its adherents. To do this, they need to cultivate a particular
approach, one that requires them to bracket or suspend, as much as
possible, their own beliefs and values (particularly ones that might
either endorse or come into conflict with what it is they are trying
to understand). In addition, they should try sympathetically and
imaginatively to enter into the lives and experiences of those they
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are studying. By employing informed empathy, they can gain some
access into the complex of intentions and experiences of religious
adherents.27 Finally, students should seek to portray accurately the
rich array of ritual practices, symbols, experiences, and beliefs they
observe from this insider perspective.
Students also need to be sensitive to ways in which the academic
study of religion itself, one that proceeds for the most part along a
well-established Western, post-Enlightenment path, may at times get
in the way of their fully grasping what it is that others are doing and
how they experience and act in the world.
The reason behind trying to internalize a religious tradition’s
worldview is not sentiment, nor is it an attempt simply to be neutral.
Rather, it is to get at the ways things are, to get at the facts, which
include importantly the way religious followers feel and think about
the world. What is being emphasized here lies at the heart of religious
studies, methodologically speaking. It is a technique long known and
practiced by anthropologists, sociologists, and other students of the
human experience.
27. Krister Stendahl calls attention to this goal in what he refers to as his “rules for
interfaith discussions.” Stendahl is emeritus professor of New Testament, former dean
of Harvard Divinity School, and former Lutheran bishop of Stockholm, Sweden. He
recently spoke about his rules while being interviewed by Truman G. Madsen, emeritus
professor of philosophy at BYU, in a video dealing with the subject of LDS temple worship. It is entitled Between Heaven and Earth and was produced by the Church of Jesus
Christ in 2002. Stendahl’s first rule is that if you are going to ask the question, “What
do others believe in their various faiths?” ask them, not their critics or enemies. Stendahl added, “Because what one religious tradition says about another is usually a breech
against the commandment: Thou shalt not bear false witness.” His second rule is that
if you are going to compare, don’t compare your best with their worst. Compare best
with best. As Stendahl points out, “Most people think of their own tradition as it is at its
best. And they use caricatures of the others.” Finally, his third rule requires that in such
encounters one leave room for holy envy. “Let me give you an example of my holy envy
for the Latter-day Saints,” he said. “We Lutherans, when we lose our loved ones, we have
funerals, we have cemeteries, but that ends our concern with those who have gone before.
The Latter-day Saints care about their forebears to the point that they want to bring the
blessings of Christ’s atonement to them. So they build temples and, according to Paul’s
instruction in 1 Corinthians, they perform baptisms for the dead.” Stendahl at that point
smiled and added, “I have holy envy for that. I could think of myself as taking part in such
an act. Extending the blessings that have come to me in and through Jesus Christ. That’s
generous. That’s beautiful and should not be ridiculed or spoken badly of.”
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The Worth of Religious Studies
What those who study religion hope to achieve by approaching
the subject from the perspective of religious studies is ambitious.
There are many who are skeptical of such endeavors, who disparage
any attempt to come to terms with such phenomena or to resolve such
competing truth claims. From their perspective, what religious studies entails is dismissed out of hand as not worth the effort. However, to
follow their counsel would be a mistake. Circumstances in the world
today confirm more than ever the wisdom behind various systematic
attempts to better understand today’s most important views of the
world—religious and otherwise—and to gain a greater appreciation
for the indispensable role such ideas and symbol systems have played
and continue to play in shaping civilizations and groups and in influencing the lives of individuals. Regardless of how we may view such
traditions, given the interconnected world in which we live it is vital
that we be familiar with them and the power and influence they wield
in the real world. Then, once they are understood, we need to educate ourselves on how best to make informed, critical assessments of
them. Religious studies is an important way both of these goals can
be achieved.

The Study of Religion in the United States
In the last century, one of the most comprehensive assessments of
religious education in the United States and Canada was a nationwide
survey sponsored by the American Council of Learned Societies and
conducted by Professor Claude Welch, who at the time was dean of
the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California. The report,
entitled Graduate Education in Religion: A Critical Appraisal, came to
be known as the “Welch report.”28
Among its many findings is that by the early 1970s religious education in this country was undergoing significant change. Prior to
this, the study of religion at the undergraduate level was done almost
28. Claude Welch, Graduate Education in Religion: A Critical Appraisal (Missoula:
University of Montana Press, 1971).
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exclusively under the auspices of various schools of theology or seminaries affiliated for the most part with private Christian colleges or
universities. According to the Welch report, of 348 Protestant schools
surveyed, 94 percent had programs or departments of religion or theology; of 246 Catholic institutions, 93 percent had such programs; and
71 percent of 87 other religiously affiliated colleges and universities,
many of them Jewish, also maintained such programs. At the same
time, among 212 private, nonsectarian colleges and universities surveyed, 48 percent maintained programs or departments of religion
or religious studies, while for the first time several public institutions
began teaching courses and offering degrees in this subject. The report
estimated that 30 percent of 418 four-year public institutions of higher
learning surveyed had such programs.29
In regard to graduate studies in religion, the Welch report found
that among institutions surveyed, while 40 private colleges and universities associated with schools of theology or divinity schools and
offering graduate degrees, mainly in theology, still dominated the
field, an increasing number of nonsectarian private universities (26 in
total) offered MA and PhD degrees in religious studies. And for the
first time, three public universities—the University of Iowa (the first
in the nation to do so), the University of California, Santa Barbara,
and the University of Wisconsin—also offered comparable degrees.30
The trend spelled out in the Welch report of more and more private, nonsectarian, and public colleges and universities in the country
offering courses and degrees in religious studies has continued over
the intervening thirty-plus years.
Today it is estimated there are just over 1,100 institutions of
higher learning with programs or departments of theology, religion,
or religious studies in the United States. During the academic year
2000–2001, the American Academy of Religion (AAR) conducted a
survey of these colleges and universities.31 One scholar, commenting
29. Welch, Graduate Education in Religion, 168, fig. 9-1.
30. Welch, Graduate Education in Religion, 257–59, appendix A.
31. The actual figure is thought to be 1,131. Of these, nearly 900 (897) participated
in the AAR survey. The results of the survey can be found on the AAR Web site, www
.aarweb.org/department/census/default.asp.
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on the results, estimated that nationwide there could be as many as
8,000 faculty teaching in the field, 40,000 undergraduate majors, and
nearly 50,000 individual religion courses being taught, nearly 25 percent of them in public institutions.32 Another scholar estimated that
the academic study of religion is a central focus in approximately 40
percent of all institutions of higher learning in the country.33
In terms of undergraduate studies, the AAR survey found, in comparison to the 1971 Welch report, that the study of religion continues
to be done primarily in private, religiously affiliated institutions—324
Protestant colleges and universities (compared to an estimated 327 such
schools in 1971), 153 Catholic colleges and universities (compared to
228 Catholic schools surveyed earlier), and 15 Jewish or other institutions (compared to 61 identified and surveyed in the 1971 report).34 At
the same time, the study documented an increase in the number of private, nonsectarian colleges and universities sponsoring undergraduate
programs or departments in religious studies—183 currently, compared
to 101 in the 1970s. Also, an estimated 222 public institutions of higher
learning currently offer courses and degrees in religion, compared to
125 such schools identified in the Welch report.
This trend is even more dramatic in terms of graduate education.
More than thirty years ago, the Welch report identified 26 nonsectarian, private institutions of higher learning in the country that offered
MA and PhD degrees in religious studies. Today that number has
32. Jonathan Z. Smith, “What Does the Census Data Say about the Study of Religion?
A Private Sector Response,” AAR Religious Studies News, March 2002, 7.
33. Linell Cady, “What Does the Census Data Say about the Study of Religion? A
Public Sector Response,” AAR Religious Studies News, March 2002, 21.
34. The finding that private religiously affiliated colleges and universities continue to
dominate in the study of religion means that the study of Christianity continues to hold
center stage. Professor Hans J. Hillerbrand, from Duke University, recently commented
on this phenomenon. “It surely has been a widespread notion in the field that during the
past generation or so departments of religion or religious studies changed from reflecting the model of Protestant seminaries to a new kind of department in which the study
of Christianity, not to mention Protestantism, was no longer privileged over the study
of other religions. The 2000 survey indicates, however, that the nature of the field has
changed far less than this might have suggested. The academic study of religion in the
U.S. continues to be foremostly the study of Christianity.” AAR Religious Studies News,
March 2004, 6.
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grown to as many as 50. Presently there are at least 29 public colleges
and universities offering these degrees, a significant increase over the
situation that prevailed in the early 1970s when less than a handful
of public institutions sponsored graduate programs in religion. Over
the same time period there has been a sharp increase in private, religiously affiliated colleges and universities offering graduate degrees in
religion and theology. Available data suggest that presently as many
as 157 institutions—119 Protestant, 29 Catholic, and 9 Jewish or other
institutions—currently pursue graduate studies in religion, compared
to 40 such schools surveyed in the Welch report.35

The Study of Mormonism
Mormonism, according to one observer, has long since “tran
scend[ed] denominational categories.”36 While it remains linked in
important ways to the larger Judeo-Christian heritage, it functions
today as a separate tradition.37 Claremont Graduate University, Utah
State University, and other universities acknowledge as much by working to incorporate study of it in their religious studies curricula.
Based on the view of religious studies that I have spelled out, I
want to anticipate the kind of study of Mormonism likely to be pursued under the auspices of such programs. A perusal of titles in appen35. These figures resulted from consolidating information obtained as part of the
recent AAR survey (see www.aarweb.org/department/census/default.asp) with data provided on the Web site gradschools.com (accessed 25 January 2007).
36. The quotation is from Givens’s online interview, “12 Questions for Terryl Givens,”
question 7; see note 1 above.
37. In other words, Jan Shipps is right in her 1985 book, Mormonism: The Story of
a New Religious Tradition, published by the University of Illinois Press. Terryl Givens
provides a rationale for why the term tradition is best used in speaking about Mormonism. See the introduction to his Latter-day Saint Experience in America, xiii–xxi. The
sociologist Rodney Stark also deals with Mormonism as a separate tradition in his Rise
of Mormonism. Gerald R. McDermott, professor of religion, Roanoke College, Salem,
Virginia, challenges some of Stark’s claims by recounting prevailing differences among
scholars over what it means to call such a faith a “world religion.” He joins the ongoing
discussion as to whether or not the tradition has the ability to adapt to foreign cultures
and hence to continue its worldwide expansion. See his article “Saints Rising: Is Mormonism the First New World Religion since the Birth of Islam?” Books and Culture: A
Christian Review 12/1 (January/February 2006): 9–11, 42–46.

Mormon Studies (Bradford) • 141

dix 1 and an assessment of work that remains to be done reveals that
this effort is far from being firmly entrenched. Furthermore, once this
is achieved, even more work will need to be done before the benefits of
investigating the religion this way are fully realized.38
In brief, while a great deal of historical work has been done on
aspects of the tradition, more is needed comparing its history with the
history of other faiths. Also, given the worldwide growth of the Church
of Jesus Christ in recent decades, more scholarly attention needs to be
paid to the ways in which the faith manifests itself in other countries
38. It should be pointed out that some groundbreaking work comparing Mormonism
with other traditions was achieved nearly thirty years ago. In the mid-1970s, Truman
Madsen and John Dillenberger, who at the time was president of the Hartford Seminary Foundation and former president of the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley,
California, taught a course at GTU on religions in America dealing with, among other
traditions, Mormonism. Out of this grew the idea of conducting a symposium that would
bring together a number of leading authorities working in various fields of Jewish and
Christian studies—Robert Bellah, David Winston, Abraham Kaplan, Jacob Milgrom,
David Noel Freedman, W. D. Davies, James H. Charlesworth, Krister Stendahl, Edmond
LaB. Cherbonnier, John and Joan Dillenberger, and Ernst Benz—to reflect on aspects of
Mormonism and draw comparisons with the larger Judeo-Christian heritage. Such an
event was held on the BYU campus in 1978. The conference dealt with a number of LDS
teachings and practices, including the idea of Deity, premortal existence, grace and works,
the Book of Mormon and the New Testament, ritual practices such as temple worship, the
Abrahamic tradition, Israel and the land, and LDS art. BYU’s Religious Studies Center
published the proceedings the same year as Reflections on Mormonism: Judaeo-Christian
Parallels, edited by Madsen (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1978). Virtually
all the papers in this collection represent precisely the kind of insight and understanding of the tradition that can result from careful, well-informed, and well-intentioned
comparative work. Any number of related studies could be pursued today, building on
the initial thoughts and reflections of these contributors. This collection is a model of the
kind of work that needs to be done in the future, especially under the auspices of various
religious studies programs. Nothing quite like it has appeared since.
Madsen’s latest contribution along these lines is an edited collection (with David
Noel Freedman and Pam Fox Kuhlken) entitled On Human Nature: The Jerusalem Center Symposium (Ann Arbor, MI: Pettengill, 2004). It is a collection of papers given at an
earlier conference by nine scholars, some of whom also contributed to Reflections on
Mormonism. They represented Jewish, Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Protestant, Islamic,
and Mormon perspectives. It is unfortunate that neither of these books was published by
a major academic press. Had this been done, it is more likely that interested LDS readers
would have benefited but also that important aspects of Mormonism would have been
introduced to the wider academic world via the reflections of several of its most esteemed
members.
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and cultures. The need for more comparative studies is also apparent
when the focus shifts from historical investigations to studies of the
multidimensional makeup of the faith. In this regard, while a great
deal has been written about Latter-day Saint scripture, doctrine, and
its social dimensions, more is needed along these same lines. At the
same time, more attention needs to be paid to other aspects of the tradition. The sooner these deficiencies are made up, the sooner a better
understanding of Mormonism will emerge. The best of such historical
and structural studies should be able to pass the test of being fully
recognizable to followers worldwide. Then, with such work as a basis,
scholars will be in a much better position to make headway on other
fronts, including dealing with the tradition’s values and truth claims.
Historical Studies
Mormonism is a Western religious tradition grounded in a historical sense of reality. Because of this and the availability of massive
amounts of historical records that have been collected, beginning in
the very early days of the tradition, it is not surprising that a preponderance of the scholarly work focused on Mormonism is historical
in nature.39 A great deal of this will be directly relevant to study of
the faith in various religious studies programs. What is particularly
needed is for more religious historians to write about it in explicit
comparison with other religions that have an established presence
throughout the world.40
39. David Whittaker and his colleagues have compiled two major bibliographies dealing with this literature. Their Mormon Americana: A Guide to Sources and Collections in
the United States (Provo, UT: BYU Studies, 1995) assesses LDS document collections in
twenty universities, libraries, and other institutions throughout the country. It includes
a number of important bibliographic essays on Mormon material culture, architecture,
folklore, literature, photographs, museums, performing arts, science, technology and
culture, and the visual arts. For an appreciation of the sheer volume of work done in the
field of Mormon history, the reader needs to consult James B. Allen, Ronald W. Walker,
and Whittaker’s definitive Studies in Mormon History, 1830–1997: An Indexed Bibliography. The three also wrote a companion volume, Mormon History, a collection of bibliographic essays on Mormon history from its beginnings to the present.
40. The most recent entry in this field is Excavating Mormon Pasts: The New Historiography of the Last Half Century, edited by Newell G. Bringhurst and Lavina Field-
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Also, more needs to be done comparing Mormonism to religious
movements indigenous to this country. Recent works along these lines
include, for instance, Paul K. Conkin’s American Originals: Homemade
Varieties of Christianity and Eric Michael Mazur’s The Americanization
of Religious Minorities: Confronting the Constitutional Order (see appendix 1 for full bibliographical information on these and other works not
specifically footnoted). In recounting the history of what he identifies as
the country’s most “distinctive types of Christianity”—Mormons; Restorationists such as the Disciples of Christ, Unitarians, and Universalists; Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses; Christian Scientists; and Holiness and Pentecostal movements—Conkin looks at how much these
traditions have in common in rejecting a range of Calvinist beliefs and
practices, while discerning how much they differ from one another and
from other expressions of Western Christianity, particularly in regard to
belief about God.41 Mazur likewise compares Mormons with Jehovah’s
Witnesses, as well as with Native Americans, but mainly in terms of
how these groups confronted and negotiated with forms of Protestant

ing Anderson (Salt Lake City: Kofford Books, 2004). Two of the bibliographic essays in
this collection are particularly helpful: Klaus Hansen, emeritus professor of history at
Queen’s University in Ontario, in his “Mormon History and the Conundrum of Culture:
American and Beyond,” offers an assessment of how scholars, most of whom are not
Latter-day Saints, attempt to come to terms with Mormonism by placing it in a larger
comparative cultural setting. David L. Paulsen, professor of philosophy at BYU, in “The
Search for Cultural Origins of Mormon Doctrines,” provides a detailed study in the history of ideas in an attempt to better understand the religious and cultural world out of
which Mormonism emerged.
Finally, Philip Barlow presented a paper at a 2004 Claremont Graduate University conference entitled “Positioning Mormonism in American Religious History,” in
which he provides a detailed analysis and critique of work on LDS history up to the
present.
Eduard Meyer’s The Origin and History of the Mormons, with Reflections on the
Beginnings of Islam and Christianity is a good example of this. The book was initially
published in Germany in 1912; it was subsequently translated into English and published
by the University of Utah Press in 1961.
41. A later study that likewise sees Mormonism as branching off from Calvinist
Christianity is Christian Gellinek and Hans-Wilhelm Kelling’s Avenues Toward Christianity: Mormonism in Comparative Church History.
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Christianity, the dominant culture in this country, in striving to secure
religious freedoms afforded them by the Constitution.42
Mention should be made in this regard of Richard L. Bushman’s
recent biography Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling, a comprehensive
historical treatment of the founder of Mormonism. While not a comparative study in the mode of Conkin or Mazur, Bushman’s biography
positions Smith and the tradition within the larger religious world of
nineteenth-century America. It focuses on Smith’s distinctive teachings that have become normative for the tradition, accounts in detail
for his indispensable role in bringing forth what the faithful accept as
new scripture alongside the Bible, and otherwise deals with his role in
forming the Church of Jesus Christ and guiding it during its formative
first few years.43
Cross-Cultural Studies
Over the last fifty years or so, the Church of Jesus Christ has ex
panded its presence in numerous countries and different cultures
around the world. A better understanding of it depends on cultural
historians and others turning their attention to how it has taken root
in various places, how it manifests itself in these regions, and, in turn,
how it is influenced by such cultures. A review of some recent publica42. Constitutional and related legal and political issues are the context for other
recent studies. See, for instance, the following, all listed in appendix 1: Sarah Barringer
Gordon, The Mormon Question: Polygamy and Constitutional Conflict in NineteenthCentury America; Kathleen Flake, The Politics of American Religious Liberty: The Seating
of Senator Reed Smoot, Mormon Apostle; and Robert S. Wicks and Fred R. Foister, Junius
and Joseph: Presidential Politics and the Assassination of the First Mormon Prophet.
43. The Church of Jesus Christ’s Department of Family and Church History recently
announced an ambitious long-term publication project. It will produce a comprehensive collection of all firsthand documents written or dictated by Joseph Smith during his
lifetime (1805–1844). The material will be cataloged and published as The Joseph Smith
Papers. This project will include written texts of Smith’s revelations, teachings, sermons,
and discourses; his personal writings such as letters and journals; written histories; and
legal and business documents. It is expected to result in twenty-five to thirty volumes.
The project has been endorsed by the National Historical Publications and Records Commission of the National Archives and will be published by the church, using a special
imprint.
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tions suggests this is a promising area of study.44 Armand Mauss anticipates some of what this may entail in the concluding chapter of his
The Angel and Beehive: The Mormon Struggle with Assimilation, where
he puts forth his view of the tradition’s recent search for self-identity
in an American context while simultaneously establishing itself in
other cultures. Terryl L. Givens hints at what such investigations may
require in the last chapter of his book The Latter-day Saint Experience
in America. Also, Douglas Davies, in his anthology Mormon Identities
in Transition, includes specific studies dealing with the tradition in
South America, Africa, and India.
Scriptural Studies
When the focus shifts from historical and cross-cultural studies
to structural and phenomenological investigations of the faith, a good
place to begin is by looking at recently published works on LDS scripture. As with historical studies, what is sorely needed in this regard is
more work comparing such texts with sacred writings in other traditions.45 These investigations need to take into consideration the fact
that Latter-day Saints adhere to the notion of an open canon and to
a principle of continuing revelation. This means that focus must be
44. Consider, for instance, Gary Browning’s Russia and the Restored Gospel (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1997), R. Lanier Britsch’s From the East: The History of the Latter-day
Saints in Asia (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1998), Emmanuel A. Kissi’s Walking in the
Sand: A History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Ghana (Provo, UT:
BYU Press, 2004), and Grant Underwood’s edited Pioneers in the Pacific: Memory, History, and Cultural Identity among the Latter-day Saints (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2005). A number of related article-length studies can be found in periodicals
such as the spring 1996 issue of Dialogue that featured work on the church in Europe,
Latin and Central America, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan. While few of these titles
represent comparative work and all of them were written mainly for Latter-day Saints,
they nevertheless represent work that may well prove to be a reliable resource for future
cross-cultural studies.
45. See Literature of Belief: Sacred Scripture and Religious Experience, edited by
Neal E. Lambert and published by BYU’s Religious Studies Center in 1981. This anthology includes the proceedings of a conference held at BYU in 1979 that brought together
a number of scholars, all of them authorities on various Hindu, Buddhist, Taoist, Jewish,
Christian, Islamic, and LDS sacred writings and scripture. The goal of the papers was not
to compare such writings as much as to give readers a better appreciation for the diversity
and rich scriptural heritage of many of the world’s major religious traditions.
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not only on the Bible but also on the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine
and Covenants,46 and the Pearl of Great Price.47 Such studies need to
46. Initially known as The Book of Commandments for the Government of the
Church of Christ and intended for publication in 1833, the book did not appear until
September 1835, at which time it bore a new title: Doctrine and Covenants. The book was
accepted as scripture at a special conference of the church held in August 1835. At present, it contains revelations and letters, grouped into 138 sections, and two official declarations, covering the period 1823 to 1978. It is intended for the establishment and direction
of the Church of Jesus Christ. All but seven of the sections are attributed to Smith. The
rest were written by other church leaders. A brief historical account and a verse-by-verse
commentary of each section and both official declarations are contained in Stephen E.
Robinson and H. Dean Garrett’s A Commentary on the Doctrine and Covenants (four volumes, published by Deseret Book in 2000, 2001, 2004, and 2005). Further scholarly study
of these important writings will be enhanced by publication of The Joseph Smith Papers,
which will include all the material by Smith that initially appeared in the Doctrine and
Covenants; see note 43 above.
47. This collection of writings, first assembled and published in Liverpool, England,
in 1851, was accepted as scripture by the Church of Jesus Christ in October 1880. Some
items in the collection were subsequently deleted. However, since 1921 the Pearl of Great
Price has included the following: (1) selections from the Book of Moses, Joseph Smith’s
inspired revision and expansion of Genesis 1:1–8, 18 (Moses 2–8), along with a record
of Moses’s encounters with God and Satan meant by Smith to serve as a prologue to
his revision of Genesis (Moses 1) (see below); (2) the Book of Abraham, Smith’s inspired
expansion on the writings of the patriarch as recorded in Genesis, influenced by Smith’s
work with some Egyptian papyri acquired by the church in 1835 (see below); (3) Joseph
Smith—Matthew, Smith’s inspired revision and expansion of Matthew 24 in the New
Testament (see below); (4) Joseph Smith—History, excerpts from Smith’s history of the
church dealing with important events in early church history; and (5) the Articles of
Faith, part of what was included in a letter written by Smith to John Wentworth in 1842,
outlining basic LDS beliefs.
A detailed study of this latter book of scripture is contained in Richard D. Draper,
S. Kent Brown, and Michael D. Rhodes’s The Pearl of Great Price: A Verse-by-Verse Commentary (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2005).
Items 1 and 3 above are included in manuscripts prepared by Smith and others in the
course of their study of the Bible, soon after formation of the church in 1830. Smith and
his contemporaries referred to these writings as the “New Translation of the Bible.” Over
time, they came to be known as the “Joseph Smith Translation” or simply the JST. Three
recent studies will contribute significantly to an understanding of this work by Smith and
will aid in better appreciating how Latter-day Saints read and interpret the Bible. The first
is Joseph Smith’s New Translation of the Bible: Original Manuscripts, ed. Scott H. Faulring, Kent P. Jackson, and Robert J. Matthews (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center,
2004). A definitive study of the JST, this massive work (851 pages) is a carefully prepared
transcription (along with accompanying critical notations and a history and explanation
of each of the manuscripts dealt with) in the form of a typographical facsimile aimed at
rendering, “as exactly as possible, the integrity of the original manuscripts” of the JST.
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explore the makeup and the central role these scriptures play in the
life of the religion as a whole, determine what is distinctive about each
of them, and give some indication of how they are read and interpreted. Furthermore, such studies need to appreciate how this mythic
or scriptural dimension informs all other dimensions.
Bible
In reference to the Bible, more effort needs to be spent determining
how Latter-day Saints find meaning in this authoritative text compared
with those in other faiths. A good example of this is Philip Barlow’s
Mormons and the Bible. Barlow describes and accounts for the role this
scripture has and continues to play in the history of Mormonism. He
focuses on several important issues, such as the profound role of the
Bible in the country prior to Joseph Smith’s time and how Smith and
his contemporaries were significantly influenced by this work and, over
BYU’s Maxwell Institute, in cooperation with BYU’s Religious Study Center, will soon
make available a CD-ROM that will include a searchable version of this study of the JST,
digital images of some of the pages of the original manuscripts, and other related material. The second deals with one of the JST manuscripts referred to as “Old Testament 1”
and containing narrative known as “Selections from the Book of Moses,” a text that,
as noted above, was eventually canonized and is contained in the Pearl of Great Price.
Kent P. Jackson, professor of ancient scripture at BYU, building on the work he and his
colleagues did on the JST, has prepared a critical edition of “Selections from the Book of
Moses” entitled The Book of Moses and the Joseph Smith Translation Manuscripts (Provo,
UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2005). The third, by Thomas A. Wayment, professor
of ancient scripture at BYU, focuses on JST manuscripts that reflect Smith’s work on
the Gospels and other New Testament writings. It is entitled The Complete Joseph Smith
Translation of the New Testament: A Side-by-Side Comparison with the King James Version (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2005).
In reference to item 2 above, important work has recently been published and other
work is underway. Building on a considerable amount of study of the Book of Abraham
by the late Hugh Nibley, emeritus professor of history and religion at BYU, and others
(much of it comparative in nature but little known outside of LDS circles because Nibley
and others chose not to publish in scholarly venues), one title in particular stands out
in terms of its contribution to scholarship on the figure of Abraham. It is a sourcebook
compiled by John A. Tvedtnes, Brian M. Hauglid, and John Gee and entitled Traditions
about the Early Life of Abraham (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2001). Because of how these studies
have been or will be published, they may not be as well known in the academic world as
they should be. This is unfortunate since they represent precisely the kind of work on the
Bible and related LDS scripture likely to be of interest to other scholars.
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time, developed a distinctive understanding and use of the Bible, one
that has had a lasting impact. He deals with challenges the tradition
faces by continuing to use the King James Version and by having to
negotiate inroads made by biblical studies. Importantly, Barlow deals
with these and other factors in comparison with the role the Bible has
played and continues to play in other American religious traditions.48
A recent effort on the part of several LDS New Testament scholars to explicitly engage their perspectives on the Gospels with views
and interpretations of these narratives held by other New Testament
scholars is relevant here. Richard N. Holzapfel and Thomas A. Wayment have edited and published a three-volume series entitled The Life
and Teachings of Jesus Christ.49 Their contributions and those of their
colleagues represent a breakthrough in LDS scholarship on the New
Testament. This series will make an important contribution to Mormon
studies; unfortunately, it may not be as well known in academic circles
as it should be because of how and where it was published.
Book of Mormon
A number of recent studies of the Book of Mormon aim principally at an academic audience. Grant Hardy’s The Book of Mormon: A
Reader’s Edition contains not only a complete, reader-friendly version
of the text (relying on the 1920 edition), but also a detailed introduction wherein the editor recounts the basic narrative, reviews the text’s
origin, and takes into account issues such as its transmission over time,
its language, and its religious significance. It also includes several help48. Barlow recently shared some additional thoughts on these and related issues and
on what he thinks about the future of Mormon studies. Read his online interview “12
Answers from Philip Barlow,” 6 and 9 March 2005, parts 1 and 2, on the Times and Seasons blog at www.timesandseasons.org/index.php?p=2040 and www.timesandseasons
.org/index.php?p=2057 (accessed 26 January 2007).
49. Richard Holzapfel is professor of church history and doctrine at BYU. Volume 1
in the series is called From Bethlehem through the Sermon on the Mount, volume 2 is
entitled From the Transfiguration through the Triumphal Entry, and volume 3 is From the
Last Supper through the Resurrection. All were published by Deseret Book in 2005, 2006,
and 2003 respectively. Holzapfel and Wayment recently collaborated with their colleague
Eric D. Huntsman in writing Jesus Christ and the World of the New Testament, a companion to their three-volume series. The book was published by Deseret Book in 2006.
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ful appendixes that provide information on witnesses to how the book
emerged, a chronology of the translation process, a discussion of a lost
portion of the original manuscript, an account of various plates and
records mentioned in the text, treatment of the scripture as literature,
and significant textual changes. Terryl Givens’s By the Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture That Launched a New World Religion is
the first full-length study of the Book of Mormon written for a general
academic audience. Unlike Hardy’s book that deals specifically with
the text, By the Hand of Mormon focuses on the role the scripture has
played in the history of the tradition while, at the same time, locating
it among other examples of American religious literature. It recounts
and deals with a range of criticisms leveled at the book and at the tradition and also shows how it has been defended and the indispensable
role it plays in the lives of adherents.
Givens has recently noted that current trends in literary studies bode well for future academic study of the book. According to
him, “much remains to be written on the way the Book of Mormon
responded to issues of passionate concern in 19th c[entury] America,
how it comported with powerful American myths about frontiers, selffashioning, autonomous societies, moveable Zions, etc. On another
front, the book poses a wonderful case study of how a text becomes
a scripture.”50 Givens looks forward to the day when textual studies
of the book situate it firmly in antiquity and it is studied alongside
other ancient texts. A significant amount of work has already been
done along these lines.51 But Givens is right that more needs to be
done comparing this sacred text with other scripture and with other
ancient writings. The book also needs to be dealt with in the larger
50. The quotation is included in his online interview, “12 Questions for Terryl
Givens,” question 4; see note 1 above. Givens deals with the Book of Mormon and other
LDS scripture in these and others ways, albeit briefly, in his chapter, “Making Scripture:
The Mormon Canon,” in his Latter-day Saint Experience in America, 135–64.
51. BYU’s Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, as mentioned in
note 17 above, has published nearly three dozen titles on the subject by authorities such
as S. Kent Brown, Hugh Nibley, John Sorenson, and John W. Welch, positioning the text
in ancient Old World and New World settings and comparing it literarily and otherwise
to the Bible and other ancient writings. BYU’s Religious Studies Center has likewise published a number of titles on the Book of Mormon; see note 16 above.
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context of increasing interest in the nature and meaning of scripture,
canon, and sacred texts and, in particular, as noted, how such writings
become scripture. The work by Hardy and Givens, along with Doubleday’s recent publication of a new edition of the scripture intended for
a broader audience, has opened a door. Scholars interested in the text
need to take full advantage of this recent development.52
Doctrinal Studies
It may turn out that nearly as many books have appeared in recent
years dealing with Mormon beliefs and doctrines as with Mormon history. Most of these come from LDS publishers and are aimed at interested LDS readers. Progress on this front, in various religious studies
programs, will require more effort showing how this dimension informs
all others and comparing such teachings and beliefs with those in other
traditions, particularly other forms of Christianity. Recently a few titles,
published by academic presses, have attempted to do this. Consider
John L. Brooke’s The Refiner’s Fire: The Making of Mormon Cosmology,
1644–1844 and Kurt Widmer’s Mormonism and the Nature of God: A
Theological Evolution, 1830–1915. In the former, Brooke focuses on several distinctive Mormon beliefs, such as the nature of spirit and matter,
on what is referred to as “celestial” or eternal marriage, and on the idea
that humans have the potential to become as God. He maintains that
a proper understanding of these teachings, and hence of the tradition
as a whole, can be obtained not by tracing them to biblical and Christian sources, as the faith maintains, or by viewing them as responses to
52. Mention should be made of important groundwork being laid by another ongoing
Book of Mormon project. Royal Skousen, professor of linguistics and English language
at BYU, is producing a critical text. This effort is based on a meticulously prepared transcription of what remains of the original manuscript and the entire printer’s manuscript,
a detailed analysis of textual variants found in these initial versions and twenty subsequent editions, and a history of the text. To date, the following volumes have been
published by BYU’s Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies: The Original
Manuscript of the Book of Mormon: Typographical Facsimile of the Extant Text (2001); The
Printer’s Manuscript of the Book of Mormon: Typographical Facsimile of the Entire Text
(in two parts, 2001); and parts 1–3 of Analysis of Textual Variants of the Book of Mormon
(2004, 2005, and 2006). This study should have a major impact on subsequent scholarly
work on this sacred text.
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economic or social pressures of the day, but by finding their origins in
a combination of influences that were marginally present on the postrevolutionary New England frontier: ancient esoteric teachings of hermeticism and alchemy, Freemasonry, and certain teachings associated
with the left-wing Reformation tradition.53
53. One of these was millenarianism, a belief emphasized in early Mormonism and in
other restoration movements. Grant Underwood deals with this complex subject in comparison to the teachings of William Miller and his followers in his Millenarian World of
Early Mormonism. Scholars have long noted the influence of Freemasonry on Mormonism.
This connection is further developed, particularly in terms of the Book of Mormon, by
Clyde R. Forsberg Jr. in Equal Rites: The Book of Mormon, Masonry, Gender, and American
Culture. John-Charles Duffy, a graduate student in religious studies at the University of
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, has written a helpful article dealing with both The Refiner’s
Fire and Equal Rites, in which he collects and summarizes all the major published reviews
of Refiner’s Fire and notes that while many acknowledge Brooke has added to our understanding of radical Reformation influences in America during the period leading up to the
emergence of Mormonism and has contributed to recent interest in hermeticism, when it
comes to his treatment of particular LDS beliefs, opinion is decidedly divided. Virtually
all Mormon scholars, and even some non-Mormon scholars, see Brooke’s book as basically flawed and “unilluminating” in terms of providing an alternative explanation for such
teachings. At the same time, other non-Mormon scholars praise the book and conclude
that it “forever changes our comprehension of Mormonism’s development” and “radically
alters our understanding of Mormon origins.” From, respectively, Charles L. Cohen, review
of Refiner’s Fire, in William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser. 53/1 (January 1996): 214; and
Curtis D. Johnson, review of Refiner’s Fire, in Journal of American History 82/2 (September 1995): 684. More important (especially when viewed from the perspective of how such
scholarly efforts ought to proceed in attempting to add to our understanding of the tradition), Duffy identifies major methodological shortcomings in Brooke’s book and offers a
theory to account for how unchecked preconceptions marred the work while at the same
time making it possible for Forsberg’s book to be published. For instance, Duffy agrees
with those who fault Brooke for failing to give due consideration to what certain Mormon
beliefs could mean in terms of the tradition’s own claim that they are grounded in biblical and Christian sources (what, for instance, E. Brooks Holifield does when he positions
Mormon beliefs within the larger context of Christian thought in America; see his Theology in America: Christian Thought from the Age of the Puritans to the Civil War [New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2003], 331–40) and consequently for not being in a position
to balance this view against the alternative, speculative explanations he puts forward. But,
according to Duffy, an even more serious problem plagues Brooke’s work in that he fails
to approach his study in an evenhanded manner. Duffy claims Brooke evidences a predisposition to view the faith in a certain way from the outset. “It is apparent that the writers I
have examined [namely, Brooke and Forsberg] tend to regard Mormonism as an Other trying to pass as Like.” Duffy theorizes that “these writers approach Mormonism with exotic
expectations already in place, leading them to create representations of the movement that
are sometimes inaccurate but that in any case serve to reinforce Mormon difference. For
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While Brooke deals with a range of Mormon beliefs, Widmer concentrates on the tradition’s idea of God and argues that this belief has
changed over time. Using the formal language of theology, he explains
how these different positions can best be labeled and understood. In
1830, and for the next few years, according to Widmer, the LDS view
of Deity can be seen as a modalistic form of monotheism (one God
who appears or is manifested in three different modes: God the Father,
God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit). Widmer maintains that subsequently, for a period of time in the mid-1830s, this view shifted from
a monotheism to what he describes as a form of binitarianism (the
notion that only two beings, God the Father and God the Son, make
up the Godhead). Then, beginning in the 1840s and culminating in
the early twentieth century with a belief that is normative today, is
the emergence of what Widmer calls the “new Mormon theology,”
typified by a henotheistic understanding of Deity (a position distinct
from monotheism, one that recognizes the existence of many gods but
regards one particular god over all the rest).54
these writers, it is a given that Mormonism is an essentially non-Christian, or at least not
traditionally Christian, movement trying either to cover up this fact or to remake itself
in the image of evangelical Protestantism” (p. 21). When Duffy turns to Forsberg’s book,
he documents how Refiner’s Fire blazed a trail for Equal Rites and how Brooke personally
played a role in getting the latter published. Duffy points out that reviews of Equal Rites
that have appeared so far see the book as “‘fundamentally flawed’” and suggest that it is not
even a “‘legitimate scholarly work’” (p. 4). How, if this turns out to be the case, did a major
university press come to publish such a work? Duffy’s answer is along the same lines as
before: “Even if a scholarly consensus emerges that is dismissive of Equal Rites, the book’s
publication on John Brooke’s recommendation still indicates how great the gap is between
the horizons of plausibility that different camps of scholars bring to the study of Mormonism. Hermetic readings of Mormonism appeal to non-Mormon scholars who approach the
movement with exotic expectations; these readings appeal also to heterodox Mormons whose
own religious convictions run in hermetic directions” (pp. 23–24). In pointing this out, Duffy
provides a much-needed reminder of how scholars should approach and conduct such studies. He also highlights challenges facing LDS scholars who come at these issues from a faithful
perspective and who must advance solid, plausible accounts of such matters, often in the face
of suspicion, if they hope to gain a fair hearing in the academy. See Duffy’s “Clyde Forsberg’s
Equal Rites and the Exoticizing of Mormonism,” Dialogue 39/1 (2006): 4–34.
54. The most sustained treatment of Widmer is an article-length review. See Ari D.
Bruening and David L. Paulsen, “The Development of the Mormon Understanding of
God: Early Mormon Modalism and Other Myths,” FARMS Review of Books 13/2 (2001):
109–69. In it the authors acknowledge that LDS understanding of God has undergone
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Another title contributing to work on this aspect of the faith is
the recent publication, edited by Roger R. Keller and Robert L. Millet,
entitled Salvation in Christ: Comparative Christian Views. It includes
reflections on the subject by scholars representing Roman Catholic,
Orthodox, Protestant, and LDS perspectives.55 While there is little
in the way of explicit comparative studies in this collection, it nevertheless represents the kind of scholarly foundational work needed in
order for subsequent comparative studies of such topics to be pursued
in more depth.
Social Scientific Studies
There is a growing body of literature dealing with the social
dimension of the faith, broadly viewed. Armand Mauss and his colleagues have surveyed much of this work.56 Mauss is also a major
significant development over the years. However, they argue that Widmer’s three-part
account of this transformation cannot be substantiated by the available evidence. The
authors take particular exception to Widmer’s description and understanding of the prevailing Mormon view of Deity as a form of henotheism. Official LDS doctrine on this
key belief, according to the authors, is best seen as either a tritheism or a form of social
trinitarianism (a movement within Christian theology associated with thinkers such as
Cornelius Plantinga; see his “Social Trinity and Tritheism,” in Trinity, Incarnation, and
Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays, ed. Ronald J. Feenstra and Cornelius
Plantinga Jr. [Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989], 21–47).
Paulsen has published widely on the notion of the corporeality of God in early
Christian thought (a view closely allied with prevailing LDS thinking about Deity). See
Paulsen’s “Must God Be Incorporeal?” Faith and Philosophy 6/1 (1989): 76–87; “Early
Christian Belief in a Corporeal Deity: Origen and Augustine as Reluctant Witnesses,”
Harvard Theological Review 83/2 (1990): 105–16; “Must God Be Incorporeal?” in Davies’s
Mormon Identities in Transition, 204–9; “The Doctrine of Divine Embodiment: Restoration, Judeo-Christian, and Philosophical Perspectives,” BYU Studies 35/4 (1995–96):
7–94; and “Augustine and the Corporeality of God,” with Carl W. Griffin, Harvard Theological Review 95/1 (2002): 97–118.
55. The book was published by BYU’s Religious Studies Center in 2005.
56. Mauss is emeritus professor of sociology at Washington State University and currently visiting professor in the School of Religion at Claremont Graduate University. See
his and Dynette Ivie Reynolds’s “A Topical Guide to Published Social Science Literature
on the Mormons,” in Allen, Walker, and Whittaker, Studies in Mormon History, 1830–
1997, 1057–152. Mauss also has a bibliographic essay, “Flowers, Weeds, and Thistles: The
State of Social Science Literature on the Mormons,” in Walker, Whittaker, and Allen’s
companion volume, Mormon History, 153–97.
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contributor; see his The Angel and the Beehive and All Abraham’s Children: Changing Mormon Concepts of Race and Lineage.57 The theoretical focus of both these books is the relationship between organizations
and ideas—that is, how organizations are influenced by ideas and how
ideas change as a result of organizational developments and imperatives. From this perspective, Mauss deals with LDS identity formation and its transformation over the last several decades as the church
positions itself in an increasingly secular world and expands its missionary efforts worldwide. In the first book, Mauss tests a sociological
model intent on accounting for how, following a period of successful assimilation with the larger American culture (beginning in the
last part of the nineteenth century and continuing through the end
of the Second World War), the tradition has reversed this trend and
is undertaking various efforts at “retrenchment” aimed at recovering
some of its earlier distinctive characteristics.58
In All Abraham’s Children he studies the tradition’s views and
dealings with Jews, Native Americans, and African Americans and
offers a theory to explain how such positions have changed over time,
largely as a result of the church’s expanding missionary efforts around
the world. According to Mauss, Mormonism today embodies an
57. Mauss was the subject of a recent online interview on the Times and Seasons
blog where he talked about his recent books and shared his views on the future of Mormon studies. See “12 Questions for Armand Mauss,” 26–27 April 2004, parts 1 and 2
at www.timesandseasons.org/index.php?p=728 and www.timesandseasons.org/index
.php?p=734 (accessed 29 January 2007). Of course, many of the issues addressed by
Mauss are also explored by other sociologists. See, for instance, the anthology, edited by
Marie Cornwall, Tim B. Heaton, and Lawrence A. Young, entitled Contemporary Mormonism: Social Science Perspectives, which deals with Mormon missionary experience,
LDS church growth and corresponding organizational changes, the nature of Mormon
society and culture, and women and minorities in the tradition. For book-length treatments of many of these topics, see, for example, Kathryn M. Daynes, More Wives Than
One: Transformation of the Mormon Marriage System, 1840–1910; Newell G. Bringhurst
and Darron T. Smith, Black and Mormon; Gary Shepherd and Gordon Shepherd, Mormon Passage: A Missionary Chronicle; Tim B. Heaton, Stephen J. Bahr, and Cardell K.
Jacobson, eds., A Statistical Profile of Mormons: Health, Wealth, and Social Life; and
James T. Duke, ed., Latter-day Saint Social Life: Social Research on the LDS Church and
Its Members (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1998).
58. See a related study by Ethan R. Yorgason, Transformation of the Mormon Culture
Region.
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inclusiveness and universalism quite different than in the past: “For
modern Mormons, the blood of Christ has far more theological significance than the blood of Israel.”
Douglas Davies, as noted above, likewise sheds light on this dimension. See, for example, his edited anthology Mormon Identities
in Transition and his The Mormon Culture of Salvation: Force, Grace,
and Glory. Papers in the first title deal with various aspects of contemporary Mormon life and culture (for example, issues of identity,
LDS emotional and social life, women’s issues, Mormon scripture and
theology, early Mormonism, as well as the expansion of the tradition
throughout the world, as noted above).59 The Mormon Culture of Salvation is a more ambitious effort, focusing as it does on the tradition’s
distinctive view of salvation. Davies compares this teaching with
analogous beliefs in other Christian traditions while showing that
the Mormon view is intimately tied to what he sees as its particular
views of death and the deceased, its notion of “exaltation,” as well as
LDS temple rituals and obligations associated with everyday family
and community life. Davies’s thesis is that this culture of salvation—
articulated within a distinctive approach to truth, sacred scriptures,
and leadership; framed by a particular view of history, time, destiny,
and the individual; and advanced around the world by a large missionary force—best accounts for how the church has been able to emerge
from a regional sect to become a world faith.
Such theories need to be tested and evaluated and new ones developed and put forward. And all of this work needs to be done in comparison with how this dimension functions in other religious traditions
and how it relates to other aspects of Mormonism. Particular subjects
that fall within the scope of this broad characteristic, such as religious
authority (which in this instance means the distinctive LDS notion of
priesthood), also need to be explored in comparison with how different
forms and expressions of authority function in other traditions.
59. In his introduction, “Scholars, Saints and Mormonism,” Davies comments on
how the tradition views and understands the role of temples and the university (meaning
the campuses of Brigham Young University) in inculcating faith as well as knowledge.
How this is reflected in Mormon studies accounts, in part, according to Davies, for why
study of the tradition is of particular interest to other scholars of religion.
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Other Studies
The experiential, ritual, ethical and legal, and material dimensions
of Mormonism all have one thing in common: relatively little attention has been paid to them. These elements need to be integrated with
other dimensions of the faith and compared with like characteristics
in other religions before the tradition’s structural makeup is fully portrayed. What it means to be a Latter-day Saint is reflected in the experiential and ritual dimensions of the faith every bit as much as in what
adherents believe or in the sacred writings they hold dear. In terms of
religious experiences, despite the fact that the tradition is noted for
having collected massive amounts of firsthand personal accounts in
the form of correspondence, diaries, journals, and so on, there is a
dearth of academic studies dealing with this dimension. Approached
from the vantage point of psychology and other relevant disciplines,
such studies would include work on types of religious conversion; on
encounters with the divine through inspiration, promptings, visions,
and other kinds of sensory experiences; and on experiences with
prayer and fasting, with types of sacrifice, as well as with various types
of revelation, if not mystical experiences. These studies would also
explore ideal types of religious personalities, charismatic religious figures, and so forth. In other words, what is needed is more comparative
study of religious experience among Latter-day Saints, along the lines
pioneered more than a century ago by William James.60
60. Mention of the need for more study of religious experience among the Mormons
highlights an ongoing challenge in the academic study of religion. It surfaces on a number of
fronts, but particularly when dealing with such things as the experiential and ritual dimensions of most faiths—namely, how should scholars, following closely the dictates of various
disciplines, deal with or factor in what are taken by adherents to be divine influences? The
psychologist and philosopher William James is famous for pointing out inherent deficiencies in explanations advanced by those who dismiss such influences out-of-hand, those he
calls “medical materialists.” James also pushes the envelope in terms of how he thinks such
influences ought to be dealt with, as illustrated in his attempt at understanding religious
experience. See James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, first published in 1902. The
definitive critical edition was published in 1985 by Harvard University Press, volume 13 in
The Works of William James series, edited by Frederick Burkhardt and Fredson Bowers.
Scholars continue to be influenced by James in this regard. A recent example of this is
Wayne Proudfoot’s edited collection William James and a Science of Religions: Reexperiencing “The Varieties of Religious Experience” (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004). I
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Likewise, the study of the ritual or ceremonial dimension of Mormonism, in everyday life and worship, is of vital importance in gaining a better appreciation of the tradition as a whole. This aspect also
needs to be studied in comparison with patterned celebrations and
formalities manifested in other traditions.
The same holds true for the ethical and legal aspect of the faith.
Here the focus rests on various ways, divine and otherwise, that ethical principles and legal injunctions are seen to be grounded, ways in
which they prescribe individual as well as collective behavior, how conformity to such imperatives is intimately tied to what it means to be a
member of the faith, and the role individual agency plays in ensuring
the meaningfulness of making such choices. As one observer put it,
“Mormonism is a religion far more interested in ethical behavior than
correct belief.” This dimension, once properly investigated, may prove
to be far more important in understanding the whole of the tradition
than the lack of scholarship on the subject up to this point suggests.
Finally, there is a growing body of literature dealing with all facets
of LDS material culture.61 While this work may be relatively well known
to interested Latter-day Saints, it is not well known in the academic world,
and little if any effort has been made to show how the material aspect of
the faith relates to other dimensions of the tradition and the importance
it plays in the lives of adherents. Givens, in a recent interview in which
he comments on his forthcoming book People of Paradox: A Cultural
History of the Mormon People, indicates he will deal with, among other
things, common threads that might be found in expressions of LDS
material culture, especially works of art, music, and literature.62
While more work needs to be done on all these fronts, two recent
publications deal with many of these neglected dimensions: Douglas
also deal with James on this score in my “William James on Religion and God: An Introduction to The Varieties of Religious Experience,” in Revelation, Reason, and Faith: Essays
in Honor of Truman G. Madsen, ed. Donald W. Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and Stephen D.
Ricks (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002), 1–54.
61. See entries in the bibliography Mormon Americana, cited in note 39 above. Much
of this is monitored by the Association of Mormon Letters.
62. See Givens’s online interview, “12 Questions for Terryl Givens,” question 7; see
note 1 above.
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Davies’s An Introduction to Mormonism 63 and Terryl Givens’s The
Latter-day Saint Experience in America.64 Both titles evidence a solid
grasp of the tradition’s history and provide informed treatment of several of its key aspects. Both are models of the kind of scholarship that
can result from an in-depth and sustained investigation of the faith,
following guidelines and standards associated with a religious studies
approach to the subject. They bode well for the future.
Assessments of Value Judgments and Truth Claims
Religious studies sees a distinction between descriptive and structural studies of a given religious tradition on the one hand, and assessments made of its value judgments and truth claims on the other. It
holds that the latter need to be solidly grounded in an understanding
of the tradition’s history and its multidimensional makeup.
Since the beginning of Mormonism, material has been published
dealing with the tradition’s values and truth claims. Much of it is seriously lacking in terms of an understanding of the faith’s history and
its structural makeup. In contrast to this, consider a recent essay by
James Faulconer entitled “Scripture as Incarnation.” This article well
illustrates the kind of critical assessment of the tradition that can
emerge from an informed understanding of the faith.65
63. In this book, Davies locates Mormonism within the larger, variegated world of Christianity. He does this by carefully looking at, for instance, the role of prophetic leadership and
sacred scripture in the Mormon tradition and its belief in the divine and in how individuals
can become like God. He also reviews what, in his earlier book, he calls “the Mormon culture
of salvation” and deals with the social and ethical aspects of the faith, the LDS view of religious authority, and the role of ritual and temple worship in the lives of individual members.
He concludes by returning to a subject he has written about before, namely the tradition’s
search for self-identity in light of its expanding presence in the world.
64. In The Latter-day Saint Experience, Givens provides an overview of the history of
the tradition in America while recounting examples of the anti-Mormon sentiment that
has accompanied the faith from the outset. He compares and contrasts Mormon thought
with normative Christian teachings, deals with the range of LDS scripture, focuses on
the ritual and organizational makeup of the tradition, looks at examples of the church’s
influence in society, considers its intellectual and cultural life, and, as noted earlier, concludes with a study of the faith’s recent worldwide expansion.
65. Faulconer is professor of philosophy at BYU. His article appears in Historicity
and the Latter-day Saint Scriptures, ed. Paul Y. Hoskisson (Provo, UT: BYU Religious
Studies Center, 2001), 17–62.
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But before turning to this, I want to call attention to recent examples of writings that deal with LDS teachings and truth claims. This
kind of thing lies in the background of any attempt at better understanding the faith. The intent of much of it is to marginalize Mormonism in the larger religious culture.66 Some of it represents a particular
type of apologetic writing aimed at challenging LDS truth claims,67
66. Writings of this type began to appear thirty or so years ago, produced by individuals and groups loosely associated with what has come to be called the evangelical
Christian countercult movement. This diverse association uses terms such as cult in
pejorative ways to label various religious traditions—Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses,
Christian Scientists, and Roman Catholics—thereby demonizing those they view as a
threat. See Louis C. Midgley, “Anti-Mormonism and the Newfangled Countercult Culture,” FARMS Review of Books 10/1 (1998): 271–340. A definitive critical assessment of
this movement is Douglas E. Cowan’s Bearing False Witness? An Introduction to the
Christian Countercult.
In The Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the Construction of Heresy, Givens
deals with earlier forms of this type of writing. He focuses on examples of nineteenthcentury works of fiction that depict Mormons and the tradition in various negative lights
and spells out the role these disparaging views played in terms of the complicated relationship between Mormonism and America’s larger mainline Christian culture. He also
shows how such views have persisted, in one form or another, down to the present. A
companion to Givens’s work is Matthew J. Grow’s study of how Mormons and Roman
Catholics were viewed in nineteenth-century Protestant America and how they viewed
each other. See Grow’s “The Whore of Babylon and the Abomination of Abominations:
Nineteenth-Century Catholic and Mormon Mutual Perceptions and Religious Identity,”
Church History 73/1 (March 2004): 139–67.
Finally, attention should be drawn to a forthcoming electronic publication that may
prove to be a valuable resource for further study of this type of writing. BYU’s Maxwell Institute is preparing a searchable version that will contain all known literature on
and about the Book of Mormon published during Joseph Smith’s lifetime (nearly 500
documents)—articles from early American periodicals, selections from books and pamphlets that deal specifically with the text, and all related LDS publications from the same
time period. Edited by Matthew P. Roper, it is tentatively entitled Recovery of the Book of
Mormon: Early Published Documents, 1829–1844.
67. Consider, for example, a spate of recent apologetic work written by various evangelical scholars and some LDS academics. Ostensibly seeking to find common ground,
contributors often end up challenging one another’s views, many times without being
as well informed of their opponent’s position as they ought to be. The encounter began
nearly a decade ago with Craig L. Blomberg, professor of New Testament at Denver
Seminary, and Stephen E. Robinson, professor of ancient scripture at BYU, writing How
Wide the Divide? A Mormon and an Evangelical in Conversation (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1997). This was followed by an article, written by two evangelical scholars, Carl
Mosser (now teaching at Eastern University in St. Davids, Pennsylvania) and Paul Owen
(professor of biblical studies at Montreat College, North Carolina), entitled “Mormon
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while other examples are rather straightforward instances of secular
criticism of the faith.68 There is no doubt that such material is influenScholarship, Apologetics, and Evangelical Neglect: Losing the Battle and Not Knowing
It?” in Trinity Journal, n.s., 19/2 (1998): 179–205. An entire issue of BYU’s FARMS Review
of Books (11/2, 1999) was devoted to reviewing How Wide the Divide? mainly from an
LDS perspective. However, the issue also includes a lengthy review essay by Mosser and
Owen that itself became the subject of several essays by other LDS scholars.
An assessment and critique of a range of LDS beliefs and practices, written by several evangelicals and included in an anthology edited by Francis J. Beckwith, Carl Mosser,
and Paul Owen, appeared in a volume entitled The New Mormon Challenge: Responding to the Latest Defenses of a Fast-Growing Movement (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
2002). The editors recommend Richard and Joan Ostling’s Mormon America: The Power
and the Promise as a companion volume. Latter-day Saint scholars responded to chapters
in The New Mormon Challenge in subsequent issues of the FARMS Review; see FARMS
Review of Books 14/1–2 (2002): 99–221; FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): 97–258; and FARMS
Review 16/2 (2004): 277–312. Mosser and Owen then published “Mormonism,” in To
Everyone an Answer, A Case for the Christian Worldview: Essays in Honor of Norman L.
Geisler, ed. Francis J. Beckwith, William Lane Craig, and J. P. Moreland (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity, 2004), 324–49.
Robert L. Millet, professor of ancient scripture at BYU, wrote A Different Jesus? The
Christ of the Latter-day Saints (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005); the book caused a firestorm of controversy in certain evangelical circles, largely because of who published it.
And recently the Southern Baptist Journal of Theology devoted an entire issue,
9/2 (2005), to the subject of Mormonism. It includes articles by Beckwith, Mosser, and
other evangelicals. Louis Midgley reviewed this issue in “Orders of Submission,” FARMS
Review 18/2 (2006): 189–228.
68. This kind of writing is reflected, for instance, in reviews and comments about
Bushman’s two recent books: Believing History: Latter-day Saint Essays and his biography Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling. In reference to the latter, see in particular two
prominent reviews, one by Walter Kirn, “Latter-day Saint,” in The New York Times Book
Review, 15 January 2006, and one by Larry McMurty, “Angel in America,” in the New
York Review of Books, 17 November 2005. The tone of both is noticeably condescending;
both reviewers seem to be incredulous about most things Mormon and are genuinely
baffled that Bushman would write about such a subject, let alone believe it. Kirn, for
instance, implies that reason alone in the guise of historical method will reveal whatever can be known about Smith and repeatedly mocks Bushman’s attempts at dealing
with the sacred. “For Bushman, the fact that [Smith’s] church continues to grow is proof
that he was onto something. . . . For logicians, this is tantamount to arguing that Santa
Claus probably exists because he gets millions of letters each year from children. But
since logic played almost no part in Joseph Smith’s life, it may be fitting that it’s largely
absent from this respectful biography as well.” McMurty favors Fawn Brodie’s biography
over Bushman’s because she dismisses the Book of Mormon as fiction and hence Smith as
a genuine religious leader. In a response to letters he received about his review, McMurty
reveals, in a subsequent issue of the New York Review of Books, where he is coming from:
“Fawn Brodie’s book is still the single best book about Mormonism. She saw the fraud at
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tial, but precisely because it differs in kind from the type of informed
critical studies referred to above, it is difficult to know what role, if
any, it should play in the academic study of Mormonism.
What does play a role are studies such as Faulconer’s “Scripture as
Incarnation.” In his article he challenges prevailing LDS thinking on
the nature of scripture and on what it means to be religious by contrasting two views of history: the modernist position, which he thinks
is the way most within the Christian heritage, including Latter-day
Saints, deal with scripture, especially on issues having to do with the
historicity of scripture; and what he calls the premodern position,
which is the stance he argues for and thinks, if adopted, would result
in a better way of understanding scripture and a better appreciation
for what it means to be religious (again, addressing not only Catholics,
Protestants, and Orthodox Christians but also Latter-day Saints).
According to Faulconer, for a premodernist, scripture (which is
never viewed as being on a reduced par with other writings, as is the
case for a modernist) is valued precisely because it does much more
than make reference (accurately or not) to historical events or even to
the heart of Mormonism and she describes it. Professor Bushman pitty-pats around it.”
McMurty, “Angel in America,” New York Review of Books, 23 March 2006.
This same tone is echoed in comments about Bushman’s Believing History. The book
was reviewed by Elesha Coffman in “The Historian as Latter-Day Saint: Faith, History, and
the Virtues of Evangelical Diffidence,” Books and Culture: A Christian Review (November/December 2004): 38–39. Bruce Kuklick, a philosopher at the University of Pennsylvania, commenting on Coffman’s review, indicates that he has respect for Bushman’s writing, but still gives him the back of his hand: “Now this: the golden plates, the translation,
and, as Coffman points out, even the stories about the ancient battles between Lamanites
and Nephites for supremacy on the American continent. It never happened; to believe it
is lunatic, madcap.” See his “Believing History,” Books and Culture: A Christian Review
(March/April 2005): 6. Bushman’s response, in the same issue, p. 6, goes to the heart of
Kuklick’s charge by contending that there are different forms of rationality and Kuklick
has no ground to stand on in claiming his notion of historical rationality trumps all others. Mark Noll, an evangelical historian, responded to Bushman and Kuklick in the same
issue, p. 7, and made the important point that history qua history cannot confirm or deny
supernatural claims, it cannot act as an independent judge of the reliability of accounts
of miracles, and by themselves history and science cannot adjudicate such truth claims.
“Only much fuller considerations, which are self-consciously moral and philosophical
[read, normative in nature], as well as rigorously empirical and experiential, can do the
job . . . and they must be read against the lives of individuals and communities who make
the truth (and anti-truth) claims in order to arrive at convincing conclusions.”
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another reality (the modernist position), and this is because it is essentially viewed as an incarnation or an enactment of a symbolic ordering of the world. And while it follows that a modernist, by definition,
relies on reason to understand history (as well as scripture, taken as
the Divine in history), a premodernist turns to divinely revealed writings but also to ritual behavior, objects, and language to give meaning
to history.
This reliance on ritual for the premodernist also alters what it
means to be religious. From this perspective, to be religious is not
to assent to particular propositions or assertions (i.e., beliefs in the
modernist view), though such assent follows from the fact that one
is religious. Rather, to be religious is to recognize and reverence the
sacred and to live in a world of which the contents, including beliefs,
are ordered by the sacred, made meaningful by the sacred, and are
true in terms of the sacred (all of which differs fundamentally from
the way issues of meaning and truth are resolved for a modernist).

Conclusion
My goal has been to identify a range of work that will be required
in order for a well-rounded view of Mormonism to emerge from academic study of the tradition. Judging from recent publications most
likely to be relied on by scholars, it becomes readily apparent that
while a solid foundation of scholarship has been laid in many areas,
other crucially important aspects of the faith remain to be studied.
This is a daunting task. The jury is still out as to whether or not this
endeavor will, in the long run, bear fruit. Success will depend on how
well these gaps are filled, on the quality of work produced in these
and other areas, and on many other factors. For instance, how many
well-qualified scholars, particularly younger scholars, will choose to
devote all or a portion of their scholarly careers to this effort? How
will they elect to approach the subject? What aims and objectives will
prevail in the academic programs in which this course of study will be
conducted? What impact will other academy-wide trends likely have
on this endeavor?
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Those who elect to study Mormonism, like scholars everywhere,
regardless of their individual disciplinary expertise, come from many
perspectives and bring with them a host of preconceptions and
assumptions. They will approach their studies in numerous ways. In
describing and explaining the religion, will they strive to do so in a
dispassionate and nonjudgmental manner? Will their critiques of LDS
truth claims be evenhanded and grounded in a well-informed understanding of the faith?69 As we have seen, work that is questionable
in this regard sometimes still gets published by mainline academic
presses, and consequently less-than-reliable views about the tradition
get thrown into the mix.
The issue of what individuals bring to their studies and how they
will conduct them also applies, of course, to LDS scholars. In regard to
this group, two factors will likely impact future study. Until recently,
most scholarly work on Mormonism has been done by Latter-day Saints.
Their primary audience has been other interested Latter-day Saints.
This is bound to change as study of the tradition moves into other venues. In the meantime, LDS academics will need to come to terms with
how best to incorporate their scholarship with that which is being produced by colleagues who are not insiders.70 In addition, LDS scholars
69. It is encouraging to know that others are sensitive to such issues. For instance,
Seth Perry, a PhD student in the history of Christianity at the University of Chicago
Divinity School, intent on pursuing Mormon studies and writing recently in the Chronicle of Higher Education, wonders why it is in the study of religions that Mormonism
always seems to be classified as a religious oddity. He thinks the answer lies in the fact
that the tradition is too close to the de facto point of reference for all comparative studies
of religion—that is, Christianity and Judaism. In other words, the rule that requires that
traditions never be reduced to some essence or caricature is often forgotten when dealing
with Mormonism, as if everyone knows that the religion is merely an “odd” arrangement
of the benchmark traditions. Perry illustrates his point by telling how the delicate subject
of LDS temple garments came up in one of his classes. He rightly objects to how the thing
was handled but is equally upset by the fact that such insensitivity could be found among
what he calls “the most self-reflective group imaginable—a group of graduate students
in a class on the historiography of American religion.” While he can be forgiven a bit of
hyperbole here, his point is well taken. See his “An Outsider Looks In at Mormonism,” in
the Chronicle of Higher Education, 3 February 2006. Available at chronicle.com/weekly
/v52/i22/22b00901.htm (accessed 25 January 2007).
70. Seth Perry reflects on this issue as well in the article just cited. He calls this the
“insider versus the outsider” problem. According to Perry, until recently the relatively closed

164 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

do not always agree on important matters having to do with the tradition. Just as it is commonplace today to find, for instance, religious Jews
classifying themselves as either Orthodox or conservative at one end of
the spectrum or as Reformed or liberal at the other, depending on how
they resolve key issues about their tradition, so it is among devout LDS
scholars who view and understand their own faith differently. Some
emphasize certain beliefs to the diminution of others, value the ritual
dimension of the faith differently, read and interpret the scriptures in
certain ways, tell the history of the faith differently, and search for and
find ways of reconciling their faith with the contemporary world that
are pronouncedly at odds with how others do this. Differences such as
these are bound to play a role in the academic study of Mormonism and
in the kind of results that are produced.
I have put forward one particular view of what religious studies
entails and what it requires as a disciplined approach to the study of
religion. I am fully aware that others view religious studies quite differently and hence have other aims in mind in this regard. The type
of religious studies that is pursued in individual programs will have a
bearing on the outcome of any future study of Mormonism.
Within the academy itself, what the future holds for the study of
religion in general and Mormonism in particular is uncertain. What is
to be made, for instance, of those who call into question how religion
is studied and whether such effort even has a place in the academy?71
insider interest in Mormon studies has resulted in “a certain tone and set of habits within the
discipline.” What he means is that when LDS scholars engage others not of their faith, they
more times than not do so defensively and in a tone of exhortation rather than viewing such
encounters as opportunities for academic discussion. He also notes that while many LDS
scholars are open to the tradition being studied within the academy, the issue is complicated
by the fact that the church, which encourages and even supports a significant amount of serious study of the tradition, also has a stake in this. He rightly observes that from the church’s
perspective faith must always act as a check on scholarship. Perry implies that such issues will
work themselves out as the study of Mormonism becomes more entrenched in the academy.
Perhaps. But the likelihood of such divergent claims being successfully balanced is directly
proportional to the extent to which such study is conducted under something like the kind of
religious studies approach spelled out above—an approach that methodologically anticipates
such issues and theoretically provides a way for their resolution.
71. See, for example, the recent exchange between Michael V. Fox, professor of Hebrew
and Semitic studies at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, and Jacques Berlinerblau,

Mormon Studies (Bradford) • 165

I began on a note of inevitability, given that there is every reason
to think Mormonism will continue to be of interest in the academy. In
the face of work that has to be done and challenges that have to be met,
what are the chances we will have a better understanding of the tradition tomorrow than we do today? I think the proper response ought
to be one of guarded optimism. Some very good work has recently
been produced. Other promising projects are under way. Still, much
remains to be done. Latter-day Saints around the globe who orient
themselves to the larger world, find meaning and significance in their
lives, and set their moral compasses by adhering to a distinctive set
of practices and beliefs ideally should be able to see themselves in the
best of what is produced along these lines.

professor of comparative literature and languages at Hofstra University and visiting professor of Jewish Civilization at Georgetown University, on the Society of Biblical Literature blog called “SBL Forum.” Available at www.sbl-site.org/Article.aspx?ArticleId=490
and www.sbl-site.org/Article.aspx?ArticleId=503 (both accessed 29 January 2007), respectively. Fox equates scholarship with science, as if looking at the situation through a pair
of positivistic lenses. Seen this way, it follows for him that faith-based study of, say, the
Bible (or any religious text, for that matter), even religion itself, has no place in the academy. According to Fox, the fault lies with postmodernist thinking that inculcates in the
academy a culture that encourages ideological scholarship and advocacy instruction.
The only way a real appreciation of the Bible will emerge in the academy, Fox claims,
is when a “secular, academic, religiously-neutral hermeneutic” is adopted and followed.
Berlinerblau agrees on the need for secular study of the Bible (he calls for this in his The
Secular Bible: Why Nonbelievers Must Take Religion Seriously [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005]). However, he sees this as an uphill battle, given the history of
biblical studies and the fact that most involved in the enterprise today come from faithbased perspectives. But rather than drive a wider wedge between secular and faith-based
biblicists, as Fox seems wont to do, Berlinerblau thinks the academy should confront
the issues of how religious belief should interact with scholarly research and how the
secular university should properly study religion. Consistent with his stance, Berlinerblau deplores those who think it chic to denigrate all forms of religious thought, calling
them “today’s Celebrities of Nonbelief” (he may have in mind such popular titles as Sam
Harris’s The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason [New York: Norton,
2004], a well-written expression of this view). This phenomenon, Berlinerblau claims,
illustrates the cultural impoverishment of present-day secular thought that, he thinks,
is moored in the late nineteenth century, the age of religion’s cultural despisers. What
secularists need, he says, is more serious engagement with religious thought, not less.
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Appendix 1: Publications 1994–2006
The following titles deal with aspects of Mormonism, such as
Mormon history and thought, the Bible and the Book of Mormon, as
well as social, political, and economic issues. This list is representative of those who come at the tradition from the vantage points of
literary and cultural studies, women’s studies, ethnic and legal studies, and gender studies, among other approaches. The list also reveals
the range of academic publishers interested in Mormon studies. (I
should note that of the more than four dozen titles listed, nearly a
third of them were published by the University of Illinois Press. Since
the 1960s, UIP has published approximately sixty Mormon studies
titles, thanks in large part to one of its editors, Elizabeth Dulany, who
recently retired.)
Allen, James B., Ronald W. Walker, and David J. Whittaker, eds.
Studies in Mormon History, 1830–1997: An Indexed Bibliography.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000.
Armstrong, Richard N. The Rhetoric of David O. McKay: Mormon
Prophet. New York: Lang, 1993.
Barlow, Philip L. Mormons and the Bible: The Place of the Latter-day
Saints in American Religion. New York: Oxford University Press,
1991, reissued 1997.
Bennion, Janet. Women of Principle: Female Networking in Contemporary Mormon Polygyny. New York: Oxford University Press,
1998.
Bitton, Davis. The Ritualization of Mormon History and Other Essays.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994.
The Book of Mormon: Another Testament of Jesus Christ, translated by
Joseph Smith Jr. New York: Doubleday, 2004.
Bringhurst, Newell G., ed. Reconsidering “No Man Knows My History”:
Fawn M. Brodie and Joseph Smith in Retrospect. Logan: Utah State
University Press, 1996.
Bringhurst, Newell G., and Darron T. Smith, eds. Black and Mormon.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004.
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Brooke, John L. The Refiner’s Fire: The Making of Mormon Cosmology,
1644–1844. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994.
Bush, Laura L. Faithful Transgressions in the American West: Six
Twentieth-Century Mormon Women’s Autobiographical Acts. Logan:
Utah State University Press, 2004.
Bushman, Claudia L. Contemporary Mormonism: Latter-day Saints in
Modern America. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2006.
Bushman, Claudia L., and Richard L. Bushman. Building the Kingdom: A History of Mormons in America. New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.
Bushman, Richard L., with Jed Woodworth. Joseph Smith: Rough
Stone Rolling. New York: Knopf, 2005.
Bushman, Richard L., author, and Reid L. Neilson and Jed Woodworth, eds. Believing History: Latter-day Saint Essays. New York:
Columbia University Press, 2004.
Conkin, Paul K. American Originals: Homemade Varieties of Christianity. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997.
Cornwall, Marie, Tim B. Heaton, and Lawrence A. Young, eds. Contemporary Mormonism: Social Science Perspectives. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994.
Cowan, Douglas E. Bearing False Witness? An Introduction to the
Christian Countercult. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003.
Davies, Douglas J., ed. Mormon Identities in Transition. New York:
Cassell, 1996.
Davies, Douglas J. The Mormon Culture of Salvation: Force, Grace and
Glory. Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2000.
Davies, Douglas J. An Introduction to Mormonism. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003.
Daynes, Kathryn M. More Wives Than One: Transformation of the
Mormon Marriage System, 1840–1910. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001.
Denton, Sally. American Massacre: The Tragedy at Mountain Meadows, September 1857. New York: Knopf, 2003.
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Eliason, Eric A., ed. Mormons and Mormonism: An Introduction to
an American World Religion. Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
2001.
Flake, Kathleen. The Politics of American Religious Identity: The Seating of Senator Reed Smoot, Mormon Apostle. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004.
Forsberg, Clyde R., Jr. Equal Rites: The Book of Mormon, Masonry,
Gender, and American Culture. New York: Columbia University
Press, 2004.
Gellinek, Christian, and Hans-Wilhelm Kelling. Avenues Toward Christianity: Mormonism in Comparative Church History. Binghampton,
NY: Global Publications, Binghamton University, 2001.
Givens, Terryl L. The Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the
Construction of Heresy. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.
Givens, Terryl L. By the Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture
That Launched a New World Religion. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.
Givens, Terryl L. The Latter-day Saint Experience in America. Westport, CT: Greenwood, 2004.
Givens, Terryl L. People of Paradox: A Cultural History of the Mormon
People. Oxford University Press, forthcoming.
Gordon, Sarah Barringer. The Mormon Question: Polygamy and Constitutional Conflict in Nineteenth-Century America. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2002.
Hardy, Grant, ed. The Book of Mormon: A Reader’s Edition. Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2003.
Hazen, Craig James. The Village Enlightenment in America: Popular
Religion and Science in the Nineteenth Century. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000.
Heaton, Tim B., Stephen J. Bahr, and Cardell K. Jacobson, eds. A Statistical Profile of Mormons: Health, Wealth, and Social Life. Lewiston, NY: Mellen, 2005.
Hicks, Michael. Mormonism and Music: A History. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989, 2003.
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Iber, Jorge. Hispanics in the Mormon Zion, 1912–1999. College Station:
Texas A&M University Press, 2000.
Kerstetter, Todd M. God’s Country, Uncle Sam’s Land: Faith and Conflict in the American West. Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
2006.
Kauffman, Ruth, and Reginald Wright Kauffman. The Latter Day
Saints: A Study of the Mormons in the Light of Economic Conditions. Urbana: University of Illinois, Press, 1994.
Leonard, Glen, Richard Turley Jr., and Ronald W. Walker. Tragedy at
Mountain Meadows. Oxford University Press, forthcoming.
Mauss, Armand L. The Angel and the Beehive: The Mormon Struggle
with Assimilation. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994.
Mauss, Armand L. All Abraham’s Children: Changing Mormon Conceptions of Race and Lineage. University of Illinois Press, 2003.
Mazur, Eric Michael. The Americanization of Religious Minorities:
Confronting the Constitutional Order. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1999.
Morrill, Susanna. White Roses on the Floor of Heaven: Mormon Women’s Popular Theology, 1880–1920. New York: Routledge, 2006.
Nichols, Jeffrey. Prostitution, Polygamy, and Power: Salt Lake City,
1847–1918. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002.
Ostling, Richard N., and Joan K. Ostling. Mormon America: The Power
and the Promise. San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1999.
Phillips, Rick. Conservative Christian Identity and Same-Sex Orientation: The Case of Gay Mormons. New York: Lang, 2005.
Prince, Gregory A., and Wm. Robert Wright. David O. McKay and the
Rise of Modern Mormonism. Salt Lake City: University of Utah
Press, 2005.
Remini, Robert V. Joseph Smith. New York: Viking, 2002.
Shepherd, Gary, and Gordon Shepherd. Mormon Passage: A Missionary Chronicle. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998.
Shipps, Jan. Sojourner in the Promised Land: Forty Years among the
Mormons. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000.
Stark, Rodney, author, and Reid L. Neilson, ed. The Rise of Mormonism. New York: Columbia University Press, 2005.
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Underwood, Grant. The Millenarian World of Early Mormonism.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993.
Walker, Ronald W., David J. Whittaker, and James B. Allen. Mormon
History. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001.
Wicks, Robert S., and Fred R. Foister. Junius and Joseph: Presidential
Politics and the Assassination of the First Mormon Prophet. Logan:
Utah State University Press, 2005.
Widmer, Kurt. Mormonism and the Nature of God: A Theological Evolution, 1830–1915. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2000.
Yorgason, Ethan R. Transformation of the Mormon Culture Region.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003.

Appendix 2: Dissertations and Theses 1994 to 2005
(arranged in reverse chronological order)
Doctoral Dissertations
Holland, David F. “Continuing Revelation: An Idea and Its Contexts
in Early America.” Stanford University, 2005.
Simpson, Thomas Wendell. “Mormons Study ‘Abroad’: Latter-day
Saints in American Higher Education, 1870–1940.” University of
Virginia, 2005.
Goren, Joshua Abram. “Religion between the Testaments: Biblical
Reconciliation in Antebellum-American Literature and Thought
(Joseph Smith, James Fenimore Cooper, Harriet Beecher Stowe,
and John Brown).” Columbia University, 2004.
Jones, Megan Sanborn. “Rapists, Murderers, and Turks: Anti-Mormon
Melodrama and American Identity, 1845–1900.” University of
Minnesota, 2004.
Atkinson, Walter L. “The Barbarism Exposed: An Interpretive Analysis of Newspaper Coverage of Mormonism, 1887–1888.” University of Utah, 2003.
Carter, Steven E. “The Mormons and the Third Reich, 1933–1946.”
University of Arkansas, 2003.
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Cyr, Mark Allen. “‘I Would Not Be a Master’: Democracy and the
Political Culture of Mastery in Illinois, 1837–1858.” Washington
University, 2003.
Murphy, Thomas W. “Imagining Lamanites: Native Americans and
the Book of Mormon.” University of Washington, 2003.
Finlayson-Fife, Jennifer. “Female Sexual Agency in Patriarchal Culture: The Case of Mormon Women.” Boston College, 2002.
Morrill, Susanna. “White Roses on the Floor of Heaven: Nature and
Flower Imagery in Latter-day Saint Women’s Literature, 1880–
1920.” University of Chicago, 2002.
Satterfield, Bruce Kelly. “The History of Adult Education in Kirtland,
Ohio, 1833–37.” University of Idaho, 2002.
Basquiat, Jennifer Huss. “Between Eternal Truth and Local Culture:
Performing Mormonism in Haiti.” Claremont Graduate University, 2001.
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Rethinking Theology:
The Shadow of the Apocalypse
James E. Faulconer

A

ccording to the Gospels, one of the most frequently repeated of
Jesus’s messages during his earthly ministry was “The kingdom
of God [or “heaven”] is at hand.” Indeed, early in his ministry Jesus
describes preaching the kingdom of God, the reign of God, as his very
message. He does not announce that the kingdom will come near, but
that it has already done so. As odd as it may sound to our ears, in the
New Testament to preach the gospel is to preach the present nearness
of the kingdom of God.
But the Lord does not announce the nearness of his kingdom only
in the New Testament. He also announces it, indeed insists on it, in
the Doctrine and Covenants, which opens with a call to all the world
to hear his voice and a warning of destruction for those who do not

An earlier version of this piece was first given for Brigham Young University’s Harold B.
Lee Library “House of Learning Lecture Series,” 25 January 2007. M. Gerald Bradford,
Jeffery Johnson, Joe Spencer, and David Whetten have helped me immeasurably to make
significant revisions to the original piece, both for clarity and for substance. Of course,
whether I have succeeded in using their excellent suggestions to improve the paper is
another question.
1. See, for example, Mark 1:15 and Matthew 10:7. The verb translated “is nigh”
means, literally, “has come near”: ἐγγίζω: to draw near in space or time. Walter Bauer,
Frederick William Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Dictionary
of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2000).
	. Luke 4:43: “I must preach the kingdom of God to other cities also: for therefore
am I sent.”
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(D&C 1:1, 4, 11–13). The second coming, the Apocalypse, begins with
the restoration, and it is figured in the lives of all who hearken to its call:
“the Lord is nigh” (D&C 1:12; see also verses 35–36). To hear the gospel
preached is to experience the nearness, both temporally and spatially, of
the kingdom. It is to have an experience figured by the Apocalypse, the
revelation of God’s kingdom; the revelation of the kingdom of God to a
person is figured by, is a type of, the revelation of his kingdom that will
happen at the last day. Thus, the revelation of the reign of God is not
only something far away in time, something to be awaited, but something here and now. It happens in our lives when we become part of the
kingdom of God. When that happens, the reign of God—his rule over
us—has begun, a fact we signify when we agree to take his name on us
(Moroni 4:3). In such an experience the Apocalypse does not so much
refer to the end of the world—though it also refers to that—as it refers
to the moment when the nearness of the kingdom of God is revealed
to the believer and the believer’s life is oriented by that kingdom rather
than by the world. To hear the gospel preached is to experience a type or
shadow of the Apocalypse, to “stand before the judgment seat of Christ”
(Romans 14:10), not as a criminal, but as one freed. So the Apocalypse
as the revelation of God’s kingdom is not something to be feared, but to
be hoped for, longed for.
The Book of Mormon uses the terms type and shadow as equivalents (Mosiah 13:10). We sometimes speak of figures and mean the
same thing. Types, shadows, and figures are the things in the world by
means of which we see the things of God. The various meanings of type
(including a small block with a raised, reversed letter on it for printing; a kind; an exemplar; and a symbol) result from the fact that they
share the same etymological origin: a τύποσ is the mark of a blow or
a stamp, an imprint. If we see the world through religious eyes, we see
the imprint of God’s work in everything. And some things particularly
bear that imprint. When I see my relation to my children to be shaped
by the relation I have to my Father in Heaven, I see my fatherly work as
a type of the work of the Father, as if it were a shadow cast by his work,
	. I rely here on the fact that the Greek word ἀποκαλύπτω, the root of apocalypse,
means “to uncover, to disclose, or to reveal.” Bauer et al., A Greek-English Dictionary.
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as something figured or formed by him and what he does. So, when I
understand what it means to be a father, I have a better understanding
of who the Father is and what he does. I see him through the things
in the world because those things are “stamped,” or figured, by him.
I know of no Book of Mormon term for what shows itself in the type
or shadow, but the technical term is antitype, though I prefer the less
common noun prefigure. When Christ’s second coming, the prefigure, is fully revealed, the old world will end, the new reign of God will
begin, and no one will be able to resist (Mosiah 27:31). The individual’s
encounter with the risen Lord is a figure of that second coming, for in
each event the old world ends and a new world begins. Like Christ himself, whose beauty is not apparent, so that people do not see his desirability (Isaiah 53:2), the prefigure of his second coming remains invisible to most because they cannot see its figures in the world. It remains
invisible to all who have not encountered the Lord, whose experience
of the world is not a figure, type, or shadow of his coming. Seeing and
hearing the announcement of Christ’s coming and the nearness of his
kingdom does not require that we acknowledge this, that, or another
fact, but that we experience the world as God’s kingdom. Of course, to
have that experience will result in facts that one acknowledges, but the
experience is fundamental rather than the facts.
Having read to his people from Isaiah’s prophecy of Israel’s eventual redemption, Jacob says:
O then, my beloved brethren, come unto the Lord, the
Holy One. . . . And whoso knocketh, to him will he open;
and the wise, and the learned, and they that are rich, who are
puffed up because of their learning, and their wisdom, and
their riches—yea, they are they whom he despiseth; and save
they shall cast these things away, and consider themselves
fools before God, and come down in the depths of humility,
	. In Greek, ἀντίτυποσ means “that which corresponds to something else.” Bauer
et al., A Greek-English Dictionary. The type is the shape impressed in the soft wax. The
antitype is that which has struck the wax, forming the impression. Compare 1 Peter 3:21:
“which [referring to the salvation of Noah’s family in the ark] was a prefigure [ἀντίτυποσ]
of baptism.”
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he will not open unto them. But the things of the wise and the
prudent shall be hid from them forever—yea, that happiness
which is prepared for the saints. (2 Nephi 9:41–43)
Those who trust what their riches, learning, or worldly wisdom
allow them to see will not be able to see the happiness prepared for the
Saints. The results of the gospel are hidden from, invisible to, the merely
learned; without the figured, typological experience of conversion, we
cannot see the truth of the gospel. Jacob’s insight has been, I believe,
shared by other thinkers. It is, for example, a variation of Augustine’s
admonition, “Believe that you may understand,” which became
Anselm’s motto, “faith seeking understanding.” These thinkers agree
that the understanding that the Christian seeks can only be achieved if
he or she first has faith; without faith, understanding will be blind.
As I understand the implications of Jacob’s teaching for theology, they include that as long as theology remains merely a matter of
learning, we can “see” neither the gospel nor its teaching. The doctrine
that the Messiah has come into the world and died so that all might
come to him—meaning that we repent, are baptized, receive the Holy
Ghost, and endure to the end (3 Nephi 27:13–16)—remains invisible.
(In scripture the doctrine is the preaching of the gospel described by
Christ in 3 Nephi. The word doctrines, in the plural, is used exclusively
to refer to false doctrines.) However, as long as the Good News and
God’s kingdom are invisible in theology, it cannot really be talk about
God. What we say may concern itself with his effects in this world or
with our ideas and understanding of him. It may be about the details
of our beliefs, our understanding of his revelation. Theology may be
about many things, but it is not about him if it does not reveal him,
and it does not reveal him if it does not announce the nearness of his
	. Tractates on the Gospel of John 29.6.
	. As Anselm explains in the preface to Proslogion, that motto was the original title
of his Monologion.
	. Louis Midgley, review of Doctrinal Commentary on the Book of Mormon: Volume
I, First and Second Nephi; Volume II, Jacob through Mosiah, by Joseph Fielding McConkie
and Robert L. Millet, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1 (1989): 92–113, esp. 100.
It seems that scripture generally understands doctrine to be the preaching of the gospel
rather than a collection of beliefs.
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kingdom. In light of what Jacob tells us, that theology must go beyond
mere learning to allow the things of God to be opened or revealed to
us. Our theology must be a figure of the Apocalypse, a theology that
reveals God himself, even if only as a figure, rather than revealing
only our current partial understanding of him.
Four years ago, I addressed the question of how Latter-day Saint
theology is possible in another lecture, “Why a Mormon Won’t Drink
Coffee but Might Have a Coke.” There I argued that the absence of
official rational explanations or descriptions of beliefs and practices,
and the presence of differing and inconsistent explanations for and
descriptions of belief within the membership of the church, suggests
that we have little if any official systematic, rational, or dogmatic theol
ogy. (I use those three terms, systematic theology, rational theology,
and dogmatic theology, as synonyms.) We are “a-theological”—which
means that we are without a church-sanctioned, church-approved, or
even church-encouraged systematic theology—and that is as it should
be because systematic theology is dangerous.10
I made my argument using three subarguments:
1. Continuing revelation is primary to Mormonism. Since Latterday Saints insist on continuing revelation, they cannot have a dogmatic theology that is any more than provisional and heuristic, for a
theology claiming to be more than that could always be trumped by
new revelation. Dogmatic theology, however, tempts us to think we
have found something more. As a rational system, it gives the appearance of being complete.
	. James Faulconer, “Why a Mormon Won’t Drink Coffee but Might Have a Coke:
The Atheological Character of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints” (lecture,
conference on God, Humanity, and Revelation: Perspectives from Mormon Philosophy
and History, Yale University, 29 March 2003).
	. As used in theology, dogmatic means “pertaining to doctrines/teachings,” not
“asserting . . . opinions, in an authoritative, imperious, or arrogant manner.” Cf. Oxford
English Dictionary, s.v. “dogmatic.” Though dogmatic and systematic theology are not
the same, the difference between them—namely, the sanction of a church for the first but
not the second—is irrelevant here, so I ignore it, and I add rational theology as a synonym
for the other two.
10. Though there are many varieties of theology, dogmatic (i.e., church-approved)
theology is always systematic theology.
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2. Practice is more important than belief, particularly explicated
belief. By focusing on belief rather than on practice, dogmatic theology poses a danger to true religion (see James 2:19–20), threatening to
invert the relative importance of thought or belief, on the one hand,
and practice, on the other, as it eventually did in the early church.11
3. Scripture is more important than rational explanation. In
addition to continuing revelation, the locus of explanation for Latterday Saint belief is scripture. However, unlike rational/dogmatic theology as it is usually construed, but like prophetic revelation, scripture
is testimony that questions us, thereby calling us to new life in Christ
rather than to a set of rationally ordered belief propositions to which
we are asked to assent. In other words, dogmatic theology does not
deal directly with the substance of religious faith, namely life in Christ
rather than beliefs about Christ.
If my arguments are right, then systematic theology is dangerous,
and it is not surprising that we find little official sanction for it in the
church.
Of course, for Latter-day Saints, talk about God that reveals God—
the best sense of the word theology—is, first of all, the revelations given
through the prophets. We dare to say that God continues to reveal himself authoritatively to human beings through another human being.
Unless one insists that all theology be systematically rational, and I
know of no one who does, it makes sense to call prophetic revelation
theology. Indeed, revelation is the Latter-day Saint theology. However,
I believe that those Saints who have done theology in the nonrevelatory
sense have, for the most part, done it systematically and rationally.12
From the nineteenth and early twentieth century, Orson Pratt and
John A. Widtsoe come to mind, both in works that few today would
11. I’ve recently learned of an unpublished paper by John L. Sorenson, “Ritual as
Theology and as Communication,” which makes a case that for Latter-day Saints ritual
is our most common theology. The paper is “a substantially revised version” of “Ritual
as Theology,” Sunstone, May–June 1981, 11–14. Needless to say, I find Sorenson’s paper
persuasive.
12. I ignore the fact that I think church history has been, for many Latter-day Saints,
the place where our theology has been expressed. I do so because few, if any, church historians or other Saints have seen history as at the same time theological.
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find philosophically or scientifically acceptable.13 Some, such as BYU’s
David Paulsen and the independent scholar Blake Ostler, do it today
with interesting and well-respected results.
These kinds of thinkers see no difficulty in holding to two propo
sitions, “Theology is the continuously revealed word of God” and
“Theology is rational, dogmatic, or systematic theology.” I do not know
what either Paulsen or Ostler believes regarding the second of these
claims,14 though I assume that they accept the first as one meaning
for the word theology. Regardless of their positions, however, based
on more than thirty-five years of talking with other Latter-day Saints
about theological questions, I believe that most of us who do theology
or some informal version of it assume that God’s knowledge is a systematic whole and that he reveals parts of that whole over time, gradually revealing or restoring more and more of it. If so, then those who
think that way assume that, using the part of the whole that has been
revealed so far, they can tentatively speculate as to the systematic whole
which stands behind the part. However, as reasonable as that may seem,
I think it is mistaken.
For one thing, to claim that our speculations are concerned with
an eternal, rational system of truths that God reveals to us over time
assumes that knowledge is fundamentally and essentially systematic
and rational. In other words, it assumes that all knowledge is either
self-evident,15 incorrigible,16 or a result of direct sense-perception—or
it can be rationally and systematically derived from those three kinds
of knowledge. However, much of twentieth-century philosophy, with
work ranging from that of Martin Heidegger, to American pragmatism,
to Alvin Plantinga and others in the analytic tradition of philosophy,
has made that assumption about the character of knowledge dubious,
each in different ways. It is questionable whether it makes sense to
13. Some of Pratt’s work is particularly flawed, but to my mind both Widtsoe and
Pratt accept Newtonian science as if it were unquestionable, making each untenable.
14. Either of them, for example, could believe that systematic theology is merely one
of several kinds of theology rather than either the fundamental or the only kind.
15. For example, axioms.
16. For example, my genuinely held beliefs about what I am currently, explicitly
thinking.
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believe that there is an eternally existing set of systematically related
fundamental truths expressed at least in part in our accurate understanding of things. Indeed, I believe that most who have dealt with the
question carefully have concluded that the notion is rationally incoherent. However, it does not follow from that rejection of an eternal
realm of truth that is metaphysically prior to or beyond this world that
there is no truth, nor that there is no eternal truth. We can reject the
Enlightenment formulation of truth without rejecting truth itself.
Some forms of systematic theology that we find among Latterday Saints are philosophically problematic and, whether a particular
kind of systematic theology is entangled in those problems or not, it
is dangerous. However, the possible problems of systematic theology
mean neither that systematic theology per se is impossible nor that
those who do it sin. We need apocalyptic theology, to be sure—at least
as continuing revelation—but apocalyptic theology is not a kind like
“dogmatic theology” or “liturgical theology.” A kind is a group of
related objects, and apocalyptic theology is not in the same group as
dogmatic, liturgical, or other ways of doing theology. The latter kinds
of theology are defined by their objects and methods. They differ by
having differing objects and methods, but they are alike in that they
are defined by those objects and methods. In contrast, apocalyptic
theology is of a different kind, for it is defined by what it does rather
than by its objects and methods; it is defined by its revelation of the
nearness of the kingdom of God.
So I would supplement my previous argument: though rational, dogmatic theology may be dangerous, it too can be apocalyptic.
Indeed, systematic theology has an important place in apologetics as
well as in critical theology, for it explains our beliefs to others and
helps us understand the limits of our claims about God. I doubt that
we could argue that Orson Pratt’s theology was defective, as I would,
without doing systematic theology. It may be, as I believe, that other
kinds of theology are less likely to fail to be apocalyptic, but no theology is, in itself, incompatible with apocalyptic theology, and no theology can, in itself, avoid the dangers of theology.
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How, then, does a theology avoid the heresy17 of being nonapocalyptic, of making the gospel something I choose rather than something God gives? Theologizing by those who are not prophets may put
the kingdom at a distance by making talk about the gospel merely talk
about our own learning, but how does theologizing by nonprophets
avoid doing that and, at the same time, take seriously the proximity of
the kingdom, inviting us to enter it?18
With Jacob as our guide, as a first step toward understanding
what apocalyptic theology is, we could say that it opens a moment of
understanding and conversion, a moment on the way toward membership in the kingdom of God. Thus, we could recast the discussion
in these terms: Philosophy thinks being-in-the-world.19 Theology
thinks being-in-the-world directed toward God. If we recast the discussion further, using the terms of apocalyptic theology we can say
that philosophy thinks being-in-the-world while apocalyptic theology
thinks being-in-the world as a figure of the Apocalypse. The danger is
that the addendum directed toward God will cease to be the compass
of our thinking. When it does, our being-in-the-world is no longer a
type and shadow of the Apocalypse. The nearness of God’s reign no
longer defines as a whole the movement of our life with others and
among things.
Of course, theology occurs in the world. However we theologize,
whether with dogmatic theology or some other kind (hermeneutic,
feminist, liberation, liturgical, . . .), the challenge is to do it without
succumbing to the unavoidable risk that our theology will turn in on
17. I depend here on the meaning of the Greek root, αἱρετικόσ, “to grasp,” “to take
for oneself,” “to choose.” Bauer et al., A Greek-English Dictionary.
18. I am, of course, using the word prophet here in its narrow sense, namely to refer
to those called and set apart as prophets. In its wider sense, “someone who genuinely
speaks the word of God,” the term prophetic theology would mean the same as apocalyptic
theology.
19. This phrase comes from the work of the twentieth-century German philosopher
Martin Heidegger. He argued that our fundamental encounter with the world is not one
of a consciousness faced with something outside of or opposed to it. Rather, we are beings
who find ourselves already in a world of things and others, with projects to accomplish.
Reason, abstraction, explicit consciousness—these arise as part of and in response to our
initial situation in the world. “Being-in-the-world” describes that initial situation.
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itself, becoming a merely academic, only mental, exercise that claims
to refer to God but in which he does not make himself known nor
call us to his kingdom, because it is an exercise referring to our own
ideas. However, the alternative to that mistake is not a thinking that
is outside of or beyond the world in some way, the thought of that
which is absolutely other than this world—and given the Latter-day
Saint belief in God’s immanence in existence, his indwelling in existence, we ought not even to desire such supposed purity of thought.
The challenge is not to think another world or to think other than the
world. It is not to create a Platonic metaphysics. The challenge is to
think our being-in-the-world differently, to think it directed toward
God by his self-revelation in the world. In other words, apocalyptic
theology aims to remake the world of its hearers and readers by allowing the kingdom to be revealed.20 An apocalyptic theology is one in
which the theologian can see the “happiness which is prepared for the
saints” in this world (2 Nephi 9:43).
The contemporary French philosopher-theologian Jean-Luc Marion
makes a distinction that we can use to think further about the difference between apocalyptic and nonapocalyptic theology because it mirrors the distinctions of scripture. Marion writes of the “idol” and the
“icon.”21 Begin with the icon: an icon reveals something other than
itself, something divine. Apocalyptic theology as I am describing it is
iconic. It reveals the nearness of the kingdom. In contrast, with an idol
I claim to produce something that re-presents, that makes manifest, the
Divine. The idol creates the appearing of the god rather than merely
creating a locus in which that appearing may happen. In creating an
idol I have the audacity to claim to make the Divine appear, even if only
in an image. If “theology” means only “our talk about God,” then it is
idolatrous, for in it I use my powers of language to create an image of
God, violating the second of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:4–
5; Deuteronomy 5:8–9). I walk in my own way and after the image of
20. “Allowing” is essential. We cannot force or guarantee that the revelation will
occur. We can only strive to make it possible.
21. See, in particular, Jean-Luc Marion, The Idol and Distance: Five Studies (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2001).
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my own god, “whose image is in the likeness of the world, and whose
substance is that of an idol” (D&C 1:16). I reveal myself—my ideas, my
world, my perspective on God—in what I say; I do “autology” rather
than theology. By contrast, in an icon the Divine reveals itself (cf. D&C
1:17). As Christian theologians know (and not only Latter-day Saint
Christian theologians), without revelation, theology is idolatry. In my
terms, unless a theology is apocalyptic, it is idolatrous.
Marion’s terminology helps us see more clearly something about
theology that we have already glimpsed—namely, that the difference
between the two ways of doing theology is not methodological. The
difference between them is how they exist in our world, not what properties they have. Just as is true for any religious object, any theology
can be idolatrous, and any theology can be iconic. There is probably
no theology that is, in itself, apocalyptic; there is probably no theology
that is unavoidably blind to “the things of the wise and the prudent.”
However, if the essential difference between idolatrous and apocalyptic theology is neither their objects nor their methods, then how can
we describe the latter? If the difference between the two is primarily
their existential how, what can we say of that how? What happens in a
theology in which God reveals himself, an apocalyptic theology, that
does not happen in one in which we merely examine our ideas of God,
a theology simpliciter or idolatrous theology?
In apocalyptic theology, whatever we do, what is most important
is not what we do or what we say, but what happens to us and our audiences. The passivity of experience is more important than the activity of reason and will (which does not make reason, will, or content
unimportant). What happens, what we experience, is the coming of
the kingdom. We find ourselves in the kingdom of God—at least at its
edge—rather than in the dark and dreary world. The practice of psychiatry, whatever one thinks of the merits of that practice, provides
a good analogy to apocalyptic theology.22 The traditional psychiatric
therapist encourages the patient to talk, asking questions to encourage more talk and to give direction to the patient’s talk. Whatever cure
22. I am indebted to an online discussion with Joe Spencer and others, particularly
Adam Miller, for this analogy.
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finally comes is the result of the patient talking in response to the psychiatrist’s questions. Trying to deal with the therapist’s questions and
aporias (puzzling difficulties) and trying to say something coherent in
response, the patient comes to see the world newly. It is not that the
questions led directly to the patient’s insight. It is not that the content
of the patient’s responses was the cure. Rather, trying to formulate
coherent responses to the questions and aporias brought the patient to
the point of seeing things differently. A new world was revealed to the
patient as he or she went through the therapy of being questioned.
We can think of doing apocalyptic theology as something like
that. An apocalyptic theology confronts us with questions and aporias, whether it does so explicitly or not. The questions may arise in us
without being explicitly proposed by the theologian. They may come
from the philosophical tradition as things for us to ponder. They may
happen as we read scripture and find ourselves accused as did David,
“Thou art the man” (2 Samuel 12:7). Of course the questions have content, as do our responses. Without a particular content, the questions
are meaningless. But the questions and responses are not the point.
The point is what happens to us in dealing with those aporias: trying
to respond to them coherently, we find ourselves reinterpreted, resituated in the world. We find ourselves in a world revealed by the Spirit
and directed toward a God who makes himself known. In the aporias
I experience the second coming, the nearness of the kingdom. I hear a
call that obliges me to respond, and I respond with acceptance.
I recognize that many will find this way of thinking about theology difficult. I suspect that the difficulty is rooted in our tendency
to think of religion as a set of beliefs, a tendency inherited from the
Christian tradition. On this view, religion is a set of beliefs, and theology organizes and examines that set of beliefs in some way. Those who
understand theology in that way do not understand talk of apocalyptic theology because they cannot see more than one basic kind of theology, and in that kind they see religion is defined by belief. Of course,
religion as we understand it entails beliefs. It is problematic to say, “I
am a Mormon, but I do not believe what Mormons believe.” Beliefs
certainly matter. Nevertheless, believing what Mormons believe is not
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enough to make one a Latter-day Saint, so examining beliefs is not
enough to understand Mormonism. We can imagine someone who
believes everything that most Saints believe but is, in spite of that, not
a member of the church. Why? Because that person has not yet been
baptized. Even in religions that do not, as do Latter-day Saints, insist
on the necessity of ordinances, religion cannot be reduced merely
to belief.23 Especially in a faith for which priesthood is essential and
ordinances are required, beliefs are not sufficient to define religion.
The Lord commands ancient Israel, “Ye shall be holy [“set apart,”
“consecrated”]: for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19:2). Simi
larly, during his ministry in Israel, he commands, “Be ye therefore
perfect [or “whole”], even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect”
(Matthew 5:48),24 and he repeats that command when he comes to
the Nephites (3 Nephi 12:48). To be in Israel, ancient or modern, is
not only to hold a set of beliefs, but to make and keep covenants with
God. It is to enter into a formal relation with him in which we imitate
him. For Latter-day Saints, covenant rather than belief is the heart
of religion. It is probably true that no covenants fail to entail beliefs,
but the important point is that religious beliefs do not matter if they
are not intimately bound up with covenants. Apocalyptic theology
evinces that intimate connection to covenant. It is not enough to say
what we think about God. It is not enough even to say what we know.
If a theology is apocalyptic, it must go beyond learning to the gospel,
to the revelation of Christ. It must be not only about beliefs; it must
also be testimony. For Latter-day Saints, apocalyptic theology must go
beyond learning and even testimony to being part of covenant life, for
we cannot reveal God by representing him in an idol of some sort, but
he reveals himself in our covenant life.
That we cannot reveal God, make an image of him, takes us back
to a point in Jacob’s sermon: theology is not only a matter of going
beyond learning through testimony and covenant, though it is that. It
23. See my “Scripture as Incarnation,” in Historicity and the Latter-day Saint Scrip
tures, ed. Paul Y. Hoskisson (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2001), 17–61; esp.
54 n. 22.
24. Given the parallel of this verse and Leviticus 19:2, I suspect that the latter is being
at least referenced in the former.
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is also a matter of remaining a fool before God in knowledge. The fool
is not empty-headed merely because there is some fact he does not yet
know.25 To be a fool is to be silly in the old sense of that word;26 it is to
be weak, to be deficient in judgment and sense. It is to be nothing (and
King Benjamin reminds us that salvation requires that we recognize
our nothingness; Mosiah 4:5, 8–9, 11).
Of course the silliness, deficiency, and nothingness of the foolishness recommended by Jacob are before God rather than human
beings. Foolishness and humility before God do not require that we
say and know nothing in our relations with others. Being dumbstruck
is one kind of deficiency in judgment before God, but so are many
kinds of speech. Neither does foolishness before God require that we
have no confidence in what we say. Indeed, that foolishness may be the
ground of our confidence before other human beings.27 Nevertheless,
the necessity of foolishness and humility before God means that if
our theology is to be apocalyptic, it must demonstrate its foolishness
before God in some way. One person may do so by an explicit, sincere
statement acknowledging the not only tentative but foolish character
of her speculation. Another person may do it in a style that reveals
his humility.28 Surely there are also other ways. In addition, I think
that some theological methods are more conducive to demonstrating
that godly foolishness, including hermeneutic and narrative theologies, because they make questioning and being questioned rather than
claiming the center of their methods.
Sometimes nothing is so helpful as an example, and in philosophy
sometimes nothing is so rare. Let me try, therefore, to give an example
of theological thinking that I hope will show how theology can be
apocalyptic, showing our foolishness as thinkers before God as well
25. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “fool,” from the Latin follem, “bellows,” so “one
full of air,” “an empty-headed person.”
26. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “silly.” The older meaning was “deserving compassion, defenseless,” “weak,” or “rustic.”
27. D&C 121:45 suggests as much.
28. I take this to be characteristic of David Paulsen’s work: students love his classes,
not so much because of what he teaches as because of what he is when he teaches. In my
day, David Yarn was a popular philosophy teacher for the same reason.
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as the nearness of his kingdom. My example will be the problem of
theodicy, and my thinking about that problem will rely heavily on the
work of Paul Ricoeur.29
As classically formulated, the problem of theodicy is the seeming impossibility of believing four propositions at the same time, four
propositions that most religious people believe:
1.
2.
3.
4.

God is all-loving.
God is all-powerful.
God is all-knowing.
Evil exists.

The argument is that if God is all-loving, all-powerful, and allknowing, then the existence of evil is inexplicable, for such a God
could create a world without evil—he has the power and the knowledge to do so—and he would create it, for his love would require that
he do so. According to the argument, therefore, the existence of God
is incompatible with the existence of evil. For many, the suppressed
conclusion is that it is irrational to believe in God if one recognizes the
existence of evil, as most people do.
Notice, first of all, that neither the prophets nor scripture has
given us these propositions as they are understood philosophically.
These are philosophical interpretations of scriptural and prophetic
statements, and we must not assume without question that the translation of prophetic discourse into philosophical discourse is innocent,
retaining the meaning of the former in the latter.
Theologians have responded to the problem of theodicy in a variety
of ways. For example, some have denied the reality of evil.30 Others have
argued that the problem is set up so that it demands that God do what
29. See, for example, Paul Ricoeur, Le mal (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1996). To a lesser
degree, I also depend on the work of Philippe Nemo, Job and the Excess of Evil (Pittsburgh:
Duquesne University Press, 1998).
30. David Ray Griffin argues that all theologians prior to the twentieth century
disputed the existence of evil. God, Power, and Evil: A Process Theodicy (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 2004). I suspect that, if he is right, they did so as a consequence of assuming
creation ex nihilo. If God created the world from absolutely nothing, then one can argue
that either evil is not real or he created it. Latter-day Saints avoid that dilemma by not
believing that the world was created ex nihilo.
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is logically contradictory. That means that the problem itself is faulty.
For example, one might argue that, by definition, embodied beings are
necessarily passive as well as active. They can be acted on; to be embodied is to be able to be affected. In technical terms, it is to be pathetic, to
have things happen to one. But to be pathetic is to suffer in the broad
sense of the word.31 If an argument from the nature of embodiment
were successful, it would show that it is logically contradictory to create
a world without creating suffering. Perhaps one could argue that if there
is suffering in the broad sense, then it is impossible to avoid there being
evil, suffering in the narrow sense, as well. If so, then it seems that the
three characteristics describing God could continue to be held without
contradicting the claim that evil exists. That is because the contradiction between God’s character and the existence of evil is derived only if
one supposes that God logically could create embodied beings that are
not affected, and that involves contradiction.
Another tack is to take up the problem of theodicy in terms of the
quantity of suffering: “Why didn’t God create the world with less suffering in it than he did?” Most answers to this question accord with
Leibniz’s answer in some way: this is the best of all possible worlds; if
there were more or less evil in the world, the world would be defective. The problem is that, by asserting that the way we find the world
is, inexplicably, the way things must be, Leibniz’s answer runs the risk
of denying the evil of evil. If I say that the evil of the world is a necessity, then I no longer call it evil. At best, perhaps I express my lack
of understanding; at worst, I acquiesce to or become complicit in its
presence. The only answer of this sort that does not go in the direction of denying evil is one that goes in the direction of faith: though
we cannot explain the degree of suffering we see in the world, we have
to trust God as we confront that suffering. Of course, to say that I do
and must trust God is not to answer the question, “Why isn’t there less
suffering in the world?” It is to deny that there is an answer for us. This
may be the best of all possible worlds, but the claim that it is requires
31. For our purposes, suffering is not best defined as “feeling pain” because feeling
pain is a species of suffering, of being affected.
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an incredible amount of optimism, an optimism explicable only on
the basis of faith and, so, an optimism that begs the question.
There is yet another way of understanding the problem itself to be
the problem: As usually set forth, the problem of theodicy assumes that
God’s power is essential to his being; the claim that God is omnipotent is
crucial to the problem. That may sound reasonable at first, but it is questionable. Latter-day Saints are hardly alone in seeing in God, not power,
but a kind of powerlessness, namely the holding back, allowing, suffering, persuasion, charity, gentleness, and absence of compulsion that
is described so eloquently in Doctrine and Covenants 121:41–46 and
that informs much of the scripture that we share with other Christians.
That seeming limitation of power appears to be correlate with his power
to save, perhaps the only power essential to his divinity. I take it that
this way of understanding God’s power is among the reasons why the
scriptures show us a very human God rather than an omnipotent one:
After dinner, Abraham walks with God’s messengers and perhaps with
God himself, showing them the way to Sodom, and God bargains with
Abraham over the fate of those who live there (Genesis 18). It is one
thing to speak of God as all-powerful when we praise him and to mean
what we say when we do. It is another to assume that our praise can be
parsed directly into logical propositions that we can use to solve theological conundra such as the problem of theodicy. Whatever the case for
dogmatic or rational theology, scriptural assertions of God’s power are
enriched and, therefore, complicated by instances in which his power
is limited and, even more, by the importance he himself puts on his
patience, persuasion, and love.
Still another way a Christian might respond to the problem of
theodicy is to object to the question it asks. It would not be unreasonable for a Christian to argue that since even Christ suffered on the
cross, with suffering incomparable to any of our own, we have no right
to ask why we suffer. To do so is impertinent, perhaps impertinent to
the point of blasphemy. To complain about my suffering when faced
with the suffering of Jesus Christ is, implicitly, to deny the gravity
and effect of his suffering. I have no right to ask why I suffer. Here is
another way to put the same point: if Jesus Christ asked the question
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of God’s justice while on the cross—“My God, my God, why hast thou
forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34)—we have no right to think
that we can avoid the same question. And if he did not receive an answer
in mortality, we have no reason to think that we can.
But thinking about the problem of evil need not be a complaint
about my suffering. It could be a question about the suffering of others.
As the name we have given to the problem suggests, our question is
about God’s justice as a whole, including his dealings with others. The
question is not only a personal complaint, and the scriptures themselves show prophets from Abraham to Joseph Smith sometimes questioning God’s justice. In fact, it is not unreasonable to construe their
ability to question God’s justice as a sign of their righteousness before
God. Abraham’s bargain with God over Sodom occurs immediately
after the Lord has described him as someone who “will command
his children . . . to do justice and judgment” (Genesis 18:19). Thus the
Christian argument puts me in my place, but it does not dissipate the
question of theodicy, for as a general question rather than a complaint,
the question may be rooted in Christlike compassion for our fellows
rather than in a demand for a justification of my suffering.
My intuition as a philosophy teacher of Latter-day Saint students
is that most Mormons who have tackled the problem have done so by
reformulating the second proposition of its traditional formulation,
namely that God is all-powerful. They do so by redefining what it means
to be all-powerful in such a way that the paradox will disappear. That
solution neatly dissolves the problem, but many Saints are uncomfortable with the limitation that the solution puts on God’s power.
I have described a few of the ways of dealing with the problem
of evil. There are any number of others, but I believe we see a pattern
here. When we deal with the problem of theodicy, we most often, perhaps always, find ourselves at an impasse that requires us either to give
up, to reformulate the question, or to show how the problem is itself
problematic, and even when we do seem to have dissolved the problem,
it reappears soon afterward in some new form. However, behind that
impasse is a perhaps surprising assumption. If I look at the problem,
its solutions, and its problems with a merely theological eye, I find in it
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the attempt to represent rationally a god who is God and yet allows the
evil we encounter. I create a god in my own image, a rational representation of God, and then I try to resolve—to dissolve—the problem
of evil; I try to make it go away. I commit idolatry. Then I pretend that
the enemy of God is either unreal or not really an enemy.
However, there is yet another way to think about the problem—
namely, as a problem that makes things more difficult, a problem that
will not go away. Though the problem of theodicy can be a legitimate
topic of philosophical and theological thought, and philosophical and
theological thought can be legitimate pursuits, even apocalyptic ones,
seeing the problem of theodicy as one that makes thinking more difficult rather than as a problem to be dissolved tends toward apocalyptic
theology.
Notice that the Christian talks about the problem of evil differently
than does the philosopher. This difference is not just a matter of taste
or style. It has everything to do with the difference between what each
kind of discourse does. Sometimes we treat scripture and revelation
as if they were simplified scientific explanations of things, but I think
that is a mistake, and sometimes a serious one, for it assumes that science is the measure of all discourse. Though religious discourse may
offer us explanations, its purpose is not explanatory, but soteriological: it is concerned, not with telling us how the world and the things
in the world are (at least not in the way that science does),32 but with
telling us about God’s power to save and how we can be saved. Given
its purposes, revelation ignores the problem of theodicy—which, since
it is a philosophical/theological problem rather than a religious one,
is not the same as ignoring the problem we face in reconciling the evil
we encounter with our faith in God—and that revelation ignores the
problem is deeply suggestive. Of course, revelation is not blind to suffering.33 Christian revelation often reminds us that we must be deeply
concerned with suffering, especially with the suffering of others and
32. And its explanations are not scientific, not even in a primitive way. For a discussion of how I understand scripture and, therefore, religious discourse, see my “Scripture
as Incarnation.”
33. Christ’s healing miracles were not incidental to his mission. Indeed, in Jesus’s
first sermon he identifies himself as the one appointed “to heal the brokenhearted, to
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with our own spiritual suffering. God wills neither, and he offers
answers to both. But Christian concern is with the proper, Christlike
response to that suffering, not with explaining its logical compatibility with God’s existence. One can even imagine a Christian arguing
that, as a speculative rather than a practical problem, the problem of
theodicy distracts us from the existential problem.
Obviously I am sympathetic to the charge that the philosophical
problem of evil and suffering is a distraction. However, since concern for
the philosophical problem can be a concern for justice, it is not enough
to ignore that problem as a distraction. My sympathy does not extend
to agreement. Nevertheless, even if the problem of evil is not merely a
distraction, it is also not a purely philosophical, theoretical problem. In
the end, it is a problem for action, and philosophical speculation has
little place among the actions required when we respond concretely to
suffering and evil. At the second coming not only will every knee bow
and every tongue confess, but also the lame and the halt will be cured.34
But confession and cure show themselves in the type and shadow of our
concrete responses to suffering rather than in rational speculation. They
show themselves in the confession we make and the succor we offer in a
world remade by our encounter with God.
Of course, it does not follow that careful thought is irrelevant or
unnecessary, and by “careful thought” I am not just referring to the
planning we must do to make our actions fruitful. Careful thought
may include the rigorous analyses of rational philosophy. Philosophy
does many things. It has many purposes, including the pleasure of
philosophy, a good that does not require that I justify it by showing
how it leads to some other good. But among its other purposes is that
of showing us the limits of reason. When we think of philosophers
who are concerned with the limits of reason, perhaps we most often
first think of Immanuel Kant and the first critique. Kant says that
knowing the limits of pure reason will remove obstacles that stand
preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind” (Luke 4:18; cf.
Isaiah 61:1).
34. See Mosiah 3:5, where we see the first coming as a figure of the second. See also
such passages as Jeremiah 30:17 and Alma 41:4.
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in the way of practical reason (Bxxv) and will make it possible to take
morality and religion seriously (Bxxx–xxxi).35 But Kant was neither
the first nor the last philosopher to think that we needed to consider
the limits of reason. In fact, thinkers whose goal it is to make things
difficult—Kierkegaard and Nietzsche come to mind—generally do so
as a means of showing the limits of reason.
In the fifth century, Pseudo-Dionysus gave us negative theology, not to demonstrate that we cannot have faith nor to attack religion, but to show us the limits of reason when reason tries to talk
about God. He believed that by opposing negative theology to affirmative theology, a third way will show itself to us, the way of revelation. Pseudo-Dionysus explicitly wanted to do apocalyptic theology
and saw negative theology as a means for doing so. Others, such as
Maimonides, have taken a similar approach. As I read Kierkegaard,
though he does not do negative theology, he does show us the limits
of reason by making it less philosophically clear how to understand
what it means to be a Christian. For example, his claim in Fear and
Trembling that Abraham can only be understood by means of the
absurd is a claim that we can understand Abraham, but not philosophically.36 Similarly, we can understand the problem of theodicy as
demonstrating the limit of reason confronted by evil and, therefore,
as an aid to foolishness, reminding us of God’s greatness and our own
nothingness.
However, to see the problem as demonstrating the limits of reason
is not to reject reason. We can neither reject nor avoid it. We ought not
to wish to do so. For reason not only helps us find solutions to problems, but it sometimes sharpens the problem. I think the long history
of the problem of theodicy is sufficient evidence that we are unlikely
to find a solution that puts an end to that problem once and for all.
The merely theological response is to take up the question of theodicy
as a free-floating philosophical problem, but if we do, the most we
35. These are standard references for Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, referring to
pages of the B edition.
36. For more discussion of this claim, see my “Room to Talk: Reason’s Need for Faith,”
in Revelation, Reason, and Faith: Essays in Honor of Truman G. Madsen, ed. Donald W.
Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and Stephen D. Ricks (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002), 85–120.
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can gain from it is the pleasure of philosophical thought. Though that
is not a good to be ignored, few who are religious can deal with this
issue only for its philosophical pleasure. The apocalyptic alternative is
that the problem is a philosophical goad, a spur, an itch that will not
go away, for it challenges our faith even when it points to the need
for faith. Every call invites a response, and in doing so it disturbs the
status quo.37 The problem of theodicy calls to us, challenging our faith
and, by doing so, inviting us to respond. It invites us to see the world
as still awaiting the second coming even if we live in a world that has
been figured by the presence of Christ.
For some, faith fails in the face of that challenge by the problem
of theodicy, but not for most. Most of us continue to believe even as
we struggle with the problem. In fact, we struggle with the problem
because we believe. We struggle only because we have faith. If we find
the problem of theodicy to be a real problem rather than only an intellectual game, that is evidence that we have faith. Thus, by continuing
to be a problem—by the fact that we seem unable to find any solution
to the problem of theodicy that does not merely shift it someplace else
where it reappears in a new and slightly different guise—the problem
of theodicy shows us the limit of reason and the necessity of trust. The
problem of evil and suffering is intractable to our powers of reason. As
believers we find ourselves foolish before it. Ultimately the only thing
to which it is tractable is moral and faithful response: action.
Thus, the intractability of the problem of theodicy can be positive
in Christian life rather than merely negative. First, it can continue to
serve as a goad. That it is intractable can continue to remind us that
evil and suffering are real and that they require our action. Second,
the rational difficulty of the problem can provide an impetus for recognizing that faith is prior to reason.38
To paraphrase something that Heidegger said of theology and
that Kierkegaard could have said, the problem of theodicy may only
render faith more difficult—that is, render it more certain that faith37. Jean-Louis Chrétien, L’Appel et la Réponse (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1992), 20.
38. Notice that I do not think faith is opposed to reason. I am not a fideist.
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fulness cannot be gained through reason, but only through faith.39
So, the problem of theodicy continues to be important to believers for
two reasons: because it points to the ground of our belief by showing a
limit of reason and because it reminds us that we must not neglect to
respond to evil and suffering as Christian faith calls us to respond.40
When the problem of theodicy does these things for us, we find ourselves not only awaiting but expecting the coming of Christ and seeing his nearness. When it does these things, it is apocalyptic.
In the end, therefore, the problem with merely theological answers
to the problem of theodicy is that every one of them looks for a way
to integrate evil into our understanding of the world. But in the end it
is evil to do so, to explain evil, to tame it, no longer to be horrified by
it. If evil ceases to be horrible, then we cease to struggle with it. The
shadow of the apocalypse is concrete struggle with evil, not abstract
thought about it, which may well be relevant but is never enough. Our
horror in response to transcendent evil is one with our eschatological hope for the good of the kingdom that is to come, and that hope
makes no sense apart from the fight against evil. Only if the problem
of theodicy is genuinely a problem—only if all solutions ultimately fail
in this world without the Apocalypse, the Revelation of Jesus Christ—
can we continue to know that evil is genuinely evil.
I hope it is not too much of a conceit to suggest that thinking about
the problem of theodicy has a relation to the struggle for justice that
is similar to the relation of prayer to that struggle: for the apocalyptic
Christian theologian, the problem of theodicy is a kind of prayer.41 To
pray is to turn oneself toward God in response to his call. The believer
who approaches the problem of theodicy also turns toward God,
39. Martin Heidegger, “Phenomenology and Theology,” trans. James G. Hart and
John C. Maraldo, in Pathmarks, ed. William McNeill (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998), 46.
40. Though this is not the place to explore the question, it may be that these two
things are really one.
41. For a discussion of the phenomenology of prayer, see Jean-Louis Chrétien, “The
Wounded Word,” in Phenomenology and the “Theological Turn”: The French Debate (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2000). I think that Chrétien pays insufficient attention
to the fact that much prayer is petitionary and that the believer hopes that the requests of
his petitions will be granted, but in spite of that his description of prayer is very helpful.
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responding to the question of God’s justice as to a call. At the same
time, because that person’s intellectual powers fail in responding to the
call, the believer recognizes her own weakness, her own foolishness, a
recognition requisite to prayer. And as every prayer ought, in responding to the problem of theodicy, the believer praises God’s goodness, wisdom, power, and sovereignty and prays for his kingdom to come—for
the Apocalypse (Matthew 6:9–10, 13). Those are, after all, the divine
attributes that give rise to the question that calls us to respond. Without
those divine attributes, there is no problem of evil, only evil. Without
the promise of the Apocalypse, there is no answer to the problem, only
intellectual confusion and continued evil.
Finally, as is also true of prayer, to deal with the problem of theodicy is to be concerned for others beside oneself. Just as one always
prays in community with others who pray, even when one prays only
for oneself—“our Father” rather than “my Father” in the Lord’s Prayer
(Matthew 6:9)—the problem of theodicy is a concern for others as
well as oneself. When thought apocalyptically, prayer and thinking
come together in the problem of theodicy, and because it continues to
remain a problem, the problem of theodicy can allow us to continue
the prayerful thought of belief and a believing awareness of the nearness of the kingdom of God.
Theology is possible that, in responding to God’s call, demonstrates our foolishness before God, praises God, and opens the possibility of seeing the world anew by seeing the nearness of God’s kingdom (divine life with others) both in time and space. Some theologies
are better at doing that than others. As I said, I believe that hermeneutic and narrative theologies—to which I would add liturgical, ritual,
scriptural, and pastoral or practical theologies, as well perhaps as a
theology modeled on what some Protestants call canonical theology
(without the forced assumption of scriptural inerrancy)42—are more
likely to be apocalyptic.
42. Canonical theology is a theology of the canon, of scripture. It seeks to understand
the scriptures in their own terms rather than as documents to be deciphered so as to
conform to some implied, preexisting theology.
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However, ultimately the question of whether our theologies are,
on the one hand, merely theology and, therefore, idolatrous or, on
the other hand, apocalyptic is not a methodological question. It is
a question of character and spirit—our own, our audience’s. That is
why, though some theologies may be more amenable to idolatry than
others, none are immune to it. As human beings, we are not immune
to it. Whether a theology is apocalyptic depends on what the theologian does and the experience of his or her audience, not on the content
of what the theologian says or on the method the theologian uses.
Understanding the difference between theology simpliciter and apocalyptic theology brings us to the understanding that the danger of
theology is ultimately the danger of human character: we may believe
that the theological work we do is directed toward God and be wrong;
we may be right that it is, but our audience may fail to take it up as the
apocalyptic theology that it is for us. The attempt to do apocalyptic
theology can go wrong in many ways, all of them ways in which we
are wrong.
It does not follow that we ought to avoid all theology. Rather, it
follows that we ought not to do theology unaware of the danger of
failure, of the danger that our theology may be a species of idolatry.
Apocalyptic theology should be our goal, but idolatrous theology is
its ever-present danger. If we do theology, whatever other reasons we
have—and there are other good reasons—we must do it to announce
“the Lord is nigh” (D&C 1:12) and to proclaim the revelations of the
restoration (D&C 1:18), remaining weak, simple (D&C 1:23), and
prayerful,43 yet confident in the presence of God that figures our lives
(D&C 121:45).

43. Matthew 7:7: “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock,
and it shall be opened unto you.” This and its variations appear over and over again in
scripture.

New Religious Movements and
Orthodoxy: The Challenge to the
Religious Mainstream
Terryl L. Givens

T

A New Religion

he United States and Australia share an unusual heritage of religious pluralism and diversity. Australia is one of the most religiously heterogeneous countries on earth and has long needed to
contend with the management of religious diversity. America was
itself founded by Puritans who colonized New England, Catholics
who sought refuge in Maryland, Anglicans who settled Virginia, and
Quakers who found sanctuary in Pennsylvania. But such diversity
could at times provoke tensions and conflict, and this was especially
true in nineteenth-century America as a number of new religious
movements blossomed across the country, all of them competing for
converts and acceptance.
In the midst of this seething cauldron of religious ferment and
diversity, Joseph Smith founded the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints in upstate New York. Smith emerged from a grove of trees
in 1820 as a fourteen-year-old boy claiming a visitation from God
the Father and Jesus Christ. Subsequently, he told family and associates that a resurrected prophet/warrior from ancient America named
Moroni had made known to him the location of a buried record
engraved on plates of gold, from which he published a translation of

This is a modified version of remarks delivered (and subsequently distributed) during an
Asia-Pacific speaking tour in 2004.
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the Book of Mormon as new scripture in 1830. He organized his fledgling church a few weeks later.
As the church relocated to Kirtland, Ohio, and then to Missouri,
Smith and his teachings were not long in encountering fierce opposition. Even in a climate of great religious variety and experimentation,
Mormonism stood out by virtue of a number of unorthodox beliefs
and practices. Those differences, together with political and social factors, culminated in the forcible expulsion of church members from
the state of Missouri when Governor Lilburn Boggs authorized their
removal or extermination. The Haun’s Mill massacre soon followed,
and the state militia terrorized other settlements before delivering an
ultimatum; shortly thereafter the Saints fled to Illinois. There they
briefly prospered before conflict and violence erupted again, culminating in the murder of Joseph Smith and his brother and the expulsion of the Saints from the state at the hands of militia and mobs.
An exodus west across the plains eventually took them to the relative
security of the Salt Lake Valley in the Rocky Mountains, the location
of the present-day headquarters of the Church of Jesus Christ.
Thus, just a generation or two removed from the U.S. Declaration
of Independence, Americans found themselves in the paradoxical
situation of needing to reconcile an ideology of religious freedom and
tolerance with a practice of religious intolerance and persecution.

Explaining Away the Success
of New Religious Movements
A Different Ethnicity
The popular fiction of the era reveals one way in which this paradox, with its attendant cognitive dissonance, was resolved. In some
two hundred novels, short stories, nickel weeklies, and magazine narratives, Mormons appear as the stock villain of the day. And in one
version after another, those Mormons are depicted as exotic, oriental,
foreign, or otherwise distinctive in language, dress, and appearance.
The cumulative effect of this practice was to eliminate all religious
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dimensions of the Mormons and to reconstruct the people as an ethnic
category.
So successful was this representational strategy that by 1861, in a
meeting of the New Orleans Academy of Sciences, Dr. Samuel Cart
wright and Professor C. G. Forshey gave an amazing account of their
discovery. Relying largely upon an earlier government report, they
outlined the physiological features of the new Mormon “racial type”:
“This condition is shown by . . . the large proportion of albuminous
and gelatinous types of constitution. . . . The yellow, sunken, cadaverous visage; the greenish-colored eye; the thick, protuberant lips; the
low forehead; the light, yellowish hair, and the lank, angular person,
constitute an appearance so characteristic of the new race . . . as to
distinguish them at a glance.”
It would be hard to imagine more convincing evidence of the
success achieved by a generation of inventive literary ethnography
than such “scientific” assent to a fictively constructed racial category.
At the present day, the heritage of this strategy is evident in such an
august reference work as the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic
Groups, which quotes the scholar Thomas O’Dea to the effect that
Mormons “represent the clearest example to be found in our national
history of the evolution of a native and indigenously developed ethnic
minority.”
The social utility of this strategy is clear: purging the body politic
of a disturbing racial or ethnic entity is much more conformable to
nineteenth-century political ideology than suppressing an expression
of religious diversity.
	. See Terryl L. Givens, The Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the Construction of Heresy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).
	. Samuel Cartwright and C. G. Forshey collaborated on this paper, “Hereditary
Descent; or, Depravity of the Offspring of Polygamy among the Mormons,” DeBow’s
Review 30/2 (1861): 209–10, which was presented at the New Orleans Academy of Sciences, 10 December 1860. They quoted portions of a report made by Assistant Surgeon
Roberts Barthelow.
	. Dean L. May, “Mormons,” in Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups,
ed. Stephan Thernstrom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980), 720.
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Brainwashing and “A Mystical, Magical Influence”
Another representational practice, obvious in the works of fiction
from this period, reveals even more about the management of religious diversity. This practice has striking relevance to recent patterns
in the way religious orthodoxy resists innovation in general and new
religious movements in particular.
A phenomenally popular pseudodocumentary from this era was
Maria Ward’s exposé, Female Life among the Mormons (1855). Ex
plaining her seduction by the Mormon leader Joseph Smith, one of
the hapless victims, the innocent Ellen, complains that “he exerted a
mystical magical influence over me—a sort of sorcery that deprived
me of the unrestricted exercise of free will.” Though always knowing
the sect to be full of absurdities, she marries a Mormon she meets on
a stagecoach only days after he first fixes on her “one of his piercing
looks. I became immediately sensible of some unaccountable influence drawing my sympathies towards him. In vain I struggled to break
the spell. I was like a fluttering bird before the gaze of the serpentcharmer.” Years later, she reveals the secret behind Mormonism’s success to a friend:
“The early Mormon leaders possessed a singular and fascinating power, which they practised on all that came within their
influence, by which they pretended to cure diseases and work
miracles, and which”—
“Is now popularly known by the name of Mesmerism,” I
said, interrupting her.
“Even so,” she answered, “and that mysterious influence,
so little known at that time, contributed, in no small degree,
to his success, and that of those engaged with him.”
“The mystery of it is, how Smith came to possess the
knowledge of that magnetic influence, several years anterior
to its general circulation throughout the country.”
	. Maria Ward, Female Life among the Mormons: A Narrative of Many Years’ Personal Experience (New York: Derby, 1855), 65.
	. Ward, Female Life among the Mormons, 12.
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“That is no mystery to me,” she replied. “Smith obtained
his information, and learned all the strokes, and passes, and
manipulations, from a German peddler.”
This explanation absolutely saturates the whole genre of nineteenthcentury anti-Mormon novels. Hypnotism, mesmerism, the evil eye,
irresistible mysterious charisma—or, equally common, brutality, coercion, abduction—but in all cases, the point was the same. No one would
ever convert to Mormonism of his or her own free will.
An eerily similar strategy emerged in a very different context in
the 1950s as a consequence of publicity generated by American POWs
in the Korean War who apparently converted to an anti-American
posture and embraced communist ideology. Approximately three
thousand Americans were held in captivity by the North Korean and
Chinese forces. Of these, eleven converted to communism. Not a large
number, but distressing enough to American policymakers that a CIA
psychological warfare specialist, Edward Hunter, went to work and
successfully legitimized a new psychological concept: brainwashing.
It is important to recognize the emotional or psychological utility
that a concept like brainwashing has in this context. The notion allows
us to maintain intact our healthy self-appraisal and our esteem for
those we love. But it is also important that we recognize the ideological or cultural utility of such a concept. Attributing unacceptable differences to a suppression of the will allows the dominant institutions
in society to avoid a whole range of uncomfortable and potentially
unsettling questions such as: Why might someone freely choose to
reject what we offer? What would this say about deficiencies in our
available belief systems? What are alternative ways of defining human
purpose? How else could we prioritize our values? Is there a better way
of organizing ourselves socially and institutionally?
	. Ward, Female Life among the Mormons, 417.
	. For details, see Givens, “ ‘They Ain’t Whites . . . They’re Mormons’: Fictive
Responses to the Anxiety of Seduction,” in Viper on the Hearth, 121–52.
	. See Edward Hunter, Brainwashing in Red China: The Calculated Destruction of
Men’s Minds (New York: Vanguard, 1951).
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It is also crucial that we recognize here a familiar pattern since as
new religious movements gain influence, there is a virtually identical
tendency to rewrite those institutions as coercive institutions. Often,
the charge is that dubious, mystical agencies are at work. The 1993
federal confrontation with Branch Davidian “cultist” David Koresh
spawned news coverage that referred to his “wizardry,” the “mystic
spell” he cast over members, his “magnetism,” and the “victims” who
“came under his spell, sexually as well as spiritually.”
This same strategy has more recently been invoked with those
sects that now have displaced Mormonism as a threatening “cult,”
including the Unification Church and Scientology. Opponents of both
groups have charged that coercive persuasion deprives members of any
choice in their conversion. The Supreme Court of California, in a case
involving the Unification Church (Molko v. Holy Spirit Association
for the Unification of World Christianity), went so far as to validate
one such allegation that “brainwashing” rendered its members “incapable of exercising their own will.”10 In a similar 1984 case, a plaintiff alleged that the Unification Church conspired to “take control”
over one Charles Meroni through “a form of hypnotic control.” The
Supreme Court of New York ruled there was sufficient evidence for
the case to go to trial.11
This is not to suggest that religious organizations are totally
immune from unacceptable attempts to retain their followers nor
that coercive techniques are eschewed by all of them. One only need
mention the name “Jonestown” to evoke memories of drug-induced
obedience to a shady leader. But an indiscriminate and undiscerning
application of these claims does a huge disservice to legitimate religious expression.
	. “Intimidation, Wizardry Marked Tiny Cult’s Rule,” Richmond Times-Dispatch,
3 March 1993, A8, as quoted in Viper on the Hearth, 154.
10. Molko v. Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Christianity, 46 Cal.
3d 1092 (1988).
11. See Meroni v. Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Christianity, 125
Misc. 2d 1061 [480 N.Y.S. 2d 706 (1984)].
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An Appeal to the Vulnerable and Impressionable
A less sensationalistic interpretation of the success of new religious movements, but one that similarly hints at a compromised or
deficient will as a factor in conversion, is that they appeal to the vulnerable, the impressionable, the poor, and the least educated. Here the
evidence may be surprising.
Researchers have found Christian Scientist converts to be more
affluent than the mainstream. Unification Church (Moonie) converts
in England were “several times more likely than others their age to be
university graduates.” Persons who have attended college were “several
times as likely to report they were at least somewhat attracted to three
eastern religions that, in an American setting, qualify as cult movements.” Overall, 81 percent of members of new religious movements in
America have been to college. In sum, the so-called “cult groups” are
“the most educated groups—exceeding even Jews and Episcopalians
in terms of the percentage of members who have attended college.”12
The Mormons may be the most striking case of all. Not only do
we now know that they drew their early converts from the more educated classes, but today their members are a striking exception to the
secularization hypothesis. In a nutshell, studies show that the better
educated Mormons are, the higher the level of their participation in
and commitment to their religion.13

An Alternative Explanation
So, the puzzle of what attracts people to new religious movements
cannot be solved by recourse to eighteenth- or nineteenth-century
appeals to mesmerism and magnetic influences, by slightly updated
12. Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History (Prince
ton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 40, 43.
13. See Howard M. Bahr and Renata Tonks Forste, “Toward a Social Science of Contemporary Mormondom,” in Latter-day Saint Social Life: Social Research on the LDS
Church and Its Members, ed. James T. Duke (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center,
1998), 157; Gerald Stott, “Effects of College Education on the Religious Involvement of
Latter-day Saints,” BYU Studies 24/1 (1984): 41–52; Stan L. Albrecht and Tim B. Heaton,
“Secularization, Higher Education, and Religiosity,” Review of Religious Research 26/1
(1984): 50–54.
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but equally silly Korean War–era mythologies of brainwashing, or
by blaming economic or intellectual destitution. As Rodney Stark
reminds us, “New religious movements are likely to succeed” only
when “conventional religious organizations are [not] effectively serving market demand.”14
Using brainwashing or intellectual deficiency as explanations
behind conversion to heterodox religions may make mainstream
Christians feel better about themselves, but it will not really address the
urgent question of what the new religions offer and what the old-line
churches lack in terms of appeal. In terms of numbers in Australia, the
most recent National Church Life Survey reveals some stark contrasts.
From 1996 to 2001, attendance at the nation’s largest denomination,
the Catholic Church, declined by 13 percent. The Anglican church, second largest, experienced “significant falls in attendance,” particularly
in rural areas. Lutheran, Uniting, and Presbyterian churches also
declined.15 Michael Gilchrist, in summarizing the report, says, “It
is now unlikely that the large mainstream denominations . . . will be
able to replace the large percentages of attenders who will inevitably
be lost . . . in the coming years.”16 At the same time, the survey notes,
some denominations, including the newer ones, were growing with
rates as high as 42 percent. Latter-day Saints, along with Seventh-day
Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses, showed sustained yearly growth
for this same period.
Therefore, it may be timely to inquire what these and other new
religious movements offer, especially in comparison with the mainline
churches from which they are drawing their converts. In simplest terms,
it makes most sense to see Australia, like America, as a religious marketplace, offering various denominations as commodities. As Roger
14. Rodney Stark, “How New Religions Succeed: A Theoretical Model,” in The Future
of New Religious Movements, ed. David G. Bromley and Phillip E. Hammond (Macon,
GA: Mercer University Press, 1987), 13, 19.
15. “Media Release 28 February 2004: NCLS releases latest estimates of church attendance,”
www.ncls.org.au/default.aspx?docid=2250&track=82083 (accessed 8 February 2007).
16. Michael Gilchrist, “National Church Life Survey: Church-Going Declines Further,” AD2000—A Journal of Religious Opinion, at www.ad2000.com.au/articles/2004/
apr2004p3_1581.html (accessed 8 February 2007).

New Religious Movements and Orthodoxy (Givens) • 209

Finke and Rodney Stark describe the problem in a groundbreaking
study of religion in America, the decline of the old mainline denominations was caused by their inability to cope with the consequences of
religious freedom and the rise of a free-market religious economy.17
In what follows, I will enumerate and comment upon several features of new religious movements in general—but of the Church of
Jesus of Christ of Latter-day Saints specifically—that explain their particular success in this religious marketplace. I focus on Mormonism
both because it appears at present to be the most successful new religious movement and also because it is on a course to seriously contend
in coming generations for the title of a new world religion. As Stark
says, it may be the first new world faith since Mohammed rode out
of the desert.18 This status is by no means assured, however, and the
prediction is by no means a matter of consensus. But the statistical
possibility, if not probability, is alone sufficiently remarkable to have
attracted considerable attention to the phenomenon.
In regard to religious preferences, Finke and Stark have proposed
a number of factors that appear to be shared by the most successful
new religious movements. Among other characteristics, these groups
(1) demand an unusually high level of sacrifice and commitment,
(2) maintain faith in and provide access to the miraculous, (3) impart
order and sanity to the human condition, and (4) foster stronger
attachments within the group than between new members and their
society.19 Let me review their points one at a time and then add one of
my own: the fostering of spiritual fruits that are empirically verifiable,
as both subjective experience and quantifiable consequence.

17. Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, “Why ‘Mainline’ Denominations Decline,” in The
Churching of America, 1776–2005: Winners and Losers in Our Religious Economy (New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 235–83.
18. Rodney Stark, “The Rise of a New World Faith,” Review of Religious Research 26/1
(1984): 18–19.
19. Stark, “How New Religions Succeed,” 25; Finke and Stark, Churching of America,
249–51, 275; Rodney Stark, “Mormon Networks of Faith,” in The Rise of Mormonism, ed.
Reid L. Neilson (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 62.
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Five Factors in the Success of New Religious Movements
1. A Higher Level of Sacrifice and Commitment
The most successful religions are those that “impose significant
costs in terms of sacrifice and even stigma.”20 Finke and Stark elsewhere refer to the necessary “ability to motivate sacrifice.”21 However,
that may be to confuse cause with effect. It is as possible that sacrifice
catalyzes commitment, since we love what we suffer for, as it is that
sacrifice only follows commitment. It is also the case that great sacrifice is itself a powerful appeal to our higher nature. As a concomitant
to things of the greatest value, the possibility of sacrifice beckons like
a prelude to a more sublime significance behind life than we have yet
known. As Thomas Carlyle noted, with only slight Victorian hyperbole, “difficulty, abnegation, martyrdom, death, are the allurements
that act on the heart of man. . . . Not by flattering our appetites; no, by
awakening the Heroic that slumbers in every heart, can any Religion
gain followers.”22
This is the most counterintuitive of the apparent keys to success. Let me introduce this point with an anecdote that a Mormon
leader once told in one of the Latter-day Saints’ semiannual world
conferences:
Two of our missionaries were teaching a fine family, who had
expressed a desire to be baptized; and then they suddenly
cooled off. The father had learned about tithing, and he cancelled all further meetings with the missionaries.
Two sad elders reported to the branch president, who
himself was a recent convert, that he would not have this fine
family in his branch. A few days later the branch president
persuaded the elders to join him in another visit to the family.
20. Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America, 1776–1990: Winners
and Losers in Our Religious Economy (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1992), 238, emphasis removed.
21. Finke and Starke, Churching of America (1992 ed.), 265.
22. Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1966), 70–71, emphasis in original.
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“I understand,” he told the father, “that you have decided not
to join the Church.”
“That is correct,” the father answered.
“The elders tell me that you are disturbed about tithing.”
“Yes,” said the father. “They had not told us about it; and
when I learned of it, I said, ‘Now, that’s too much to ask. Our
church has never asked anything like that.’ We think that’s
just too much, and we will not join.”
“Did they tell you about fast offering?” the president
asked.
“No,” said the man. “What is that?”
“In the Church we fast for two meals each month and give
the value of the meals for the help of the poor.”
“They did not tell us that,” the man said.
“Did they mention the building fund?”
“No, what is that?”
“In the Church we all contribute toward building chapels.
If you joined the Church, you would want to participate both
in labor and with money. Incidentally, we are building a new
chapel here,” he told him.
“Strange,” he said, “that they didn’t mention it.”
“Did they explain the welfare program to you?”
“No,” said the father. “What is that?”
“Well, we believe in helping one another. If someone is in
need or ill or out of work or in trouble, we are organized to
assist, and you would be expected to help.
“Did they also tell you that we have no professional
clergy? All of us contribute our time, our talents, our means,
and travel—all to help the work. And we’re not paid for it in
money.”
“They didn’t tell us any of that,” said the father.
“Well,” said the branch president, “if you are turned away
by a little thing like tithing, it is obvious you’re not ready for
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this Church. Perhaps you have made the right decision and
you should not join.”23
The economic price is just one aspect. Converts also learn that
all young men are expected to give two years of full-time missionary service without pay; that all members must forswear tea, coffee,
alcohol, and tobacco; that they must conform to strict laws of chastity before marriage and fidelity after marriage; that they must, in
fact, consecrate all their time, talents, and possessions to what they
believe is God’s earthly kingdom. Joseph Smith taught, “Let us here
observe, that a religion that does not require the sacrifice of all things
never has power sufficient to produce the faith necessary unto life and
salvation.”24
I think human beings are increasingly craving something that is
worth the investment of their money, their time, and their hearts. As
some faiths have diminished their demands on the lives of their adherents over time, their followers have, ironically, responded by seeking
other faith groups where more, not less, is required of them. Mainline
churches may wish to recall in this context Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s masterful discourse on “cheap grace.”25
2. Access to the Miraculous
Religions must continue to find room for the miraculous in their
faith tradition. I do not think this necessarily means either flamboyant
evidence of the divine or charismatic gifts (although this is certainly
true of the hugely successful Pentecostalist movement). I do think it
means belief in a responsive rather than passive God and an emphatic
23. Boyd K. Packer, Let Not Your Heart Be Troubled (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1991),
177–78; with punctuation and a few words altered slightly from the original in Boyd K.
Packer, “Where Much Is Given, Much Is Required,” Ensign, November 1974, 88. To continue the story: “A few days later the man appeared at the branch president’s home . . . to
schedule the baptism of his family. . . . This happens every day with individuals and entire
families attracted by the high standards, not repelled by them” (p. 88).
24. Joseph Smith, Lectures on Faith, comp. N. B. Lundwall (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
n.d.), 58.
25. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Costly Grace,” in The Cost of Discipleship, 2nd ed. (New
York: Macmillan, 1959), 35–47.
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assertion of a divine agent behind our nebulous concept of the divine.
Let me explain this in terms of the critical theological concept of reve
lation. To put it simply, Mormonism is founded on the principle of
modern, continuing revelation from God.
By “revelation,” Mormons mean something fairly different from
what many theologians intend by the term. Catholic scholar Avery
Dulles, in his classic study of revelation, indicates that most Christians
understand the term to refer to either the Bible “viewed as a collection of inspired and inerrant teachings” or the process by which “God
reveals himself . . . in his great deeds.”26 Alternately, revelation can
mean for some theologians an inner experience of the divine. In most
cases, the common feature of revelation from a theological point of
view is the lack of particular, communicated content. As religious
scholar William Abraham summarizes, “revelation in the fully personal sense characteristic of personal agents has been abandoned.”27
Mormonism, on the other hand, embraces the position of Stark,
who has insisted that, by definition, “a revelation is not an insight or an
inspiration. A revelation is a communication. . . . A revelation presupposes a divine being capable of wishes and intentions.”28 Accordingly,
Mormonism is rooted both historically and theologically in a concept
of revelation that is striking in its literalness.
When the fourteen-year-old Joseph Smith returned from his first
epiphany in the Sacred Grove, in Palmyra, New York, in which he said
he saw the Father and the Son, his summative comment was not a
statement about the visitation he experienced, the nature of the God he
beheld, or the apostate condition of Christianity that God described.
It was, rather, a simple affirmation of the apostle James’s promise
that when an individual asks God a question in childlike faith and
guilelessness, God may choose to answer with articulate, discernible,
unmistakably human words: “I asked the Personages who stood above
me in the light, which of all the sects was right . . . and which I should
26. Avery Dulles, Models of Revelation (New York: Doubleday, 1983), 27.
27. William J. Abraham, Divine Revelation and the Limits of Historical Criticism
(New York: Oxford, 1982), 24.
28. Rodney Stark, “A Theory of Revelations,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 38/2 (1999): 289.
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join,” said the young Joseph Smith. “I was answered that I must join
none of them” (Joseph Smith—History 1:18–19).
In this regard, the Book of Mormon has played a most remarkable role. Though you are not likely to find the book listed on the
New York Times best-seller list, it probably should be. Well over one
hundred million copies of the book are in circulation, making it by
far the most widely published and distributed book ever produced by
an American. The book came to light under the most extraordinary
of circumstances—or claimed circumstances. In a natural follow-up
to his first vision, the young Joseph Smith, now seventeen years of
age, insisted that an angel of God had directed him to recover a set of
gold plates from a hillside in upstate New York, which he did in 1827.
Subsequently, Smith produced a text that he said was a translation of
those plates, carried out by means of holy instruments called interpreters and later known as the Urim and Thummim.
In addition to its obtrusive status as a physical embodiment of God’s
interaction with the human plane, the Book of Mormon embodies in its
thematic structure, its numerous textual examples, and its final, concluding instance of readerly invitation the insistent message that revelation is the province of every man. As a consequence, in the world of the
Book of Mormon, concepts such as revelation, prayer, inspiration, and
mystery will find powerful and substantive redefinition. That may well
be the Book of Mormon’s most significant and revolutionary—as well as
controversial—contribution to religious thinking. The particularity and
specificity, the vividness, the concreteness, and the accessibility of revelatory experience—those realities both underlie and overshadow the
narrated history and doctrine that constitute the record. The “knowability” of all truth, the openness of mystery, and the reality of personal
revelation find vivid illustration within the record and invite reenactment outside it.
American Quaker poet and reformer John Greenleaf Whittier said
Mormonism spoke “a language of hope and promise to weak, weary
hearts, tossed and troubled, who have wandered from sect to sect,
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seeking in vain for the primal manifestations of the divine power.”29
For millions of believers, the Book of Mormon has been the vehicle
through which they could find their own sacred grove and reenact on
a personal scale the epiphany that ushered in a new dispensation.
3. Order and Sanity
Sociologists tell us that successful religions impart order and sanity to the human condition. This is a fairly vague attribute. All religions
impose some kind of order on the chaos of lived reality. Mormonism
certainly does it in a way that breaks from traditional models. It
does this in two distinctive and distinguishing ways. First, Mormon
thought asserts a pre- and posthistory of humanity that is without
Christian parallel. Christians since the days of Augustine have asked
the question “Where did I come from?” But, eventually settling on the
doctrine of creation ex nihilo, they aborted the question or considered
it solved.
“We say that God is a self-existent being,” said Joseph Smith.
“Who told you that man did not exist in like manner upon the same
principles? Man does exist upon the same principles. . . . The mind
or intelligence which man possesses is [coeternal] with God himself.
. . . Intelligence is eternal and exists upon a self-existent principle. . . .
There is no creation about it.”30
Smith went on to elaborate a vision of man as an eternal being,
dwelling in the presence of God before the world was fashioned.
Mortality emerges in this scheme as the second act of a three-act play,
an occasion for man to acquire a physical body (which Latter-day
Saints see as an indispensable asset, not an unavoidable impediment,
to godliness) on the way to a celestial destiny as a godlike being.
Premortality in the presence of God, mortal life as a period of probation and growth, and future, endless self-transformation on the way
29. J. F. C. Harrison, The Second Coming: Popular Millenarianism, 1780–1850 (New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1979), 191–92, originally quoted from Howitt’s
Journal in the Millennial Star 10 (1848): 302–3.
30. Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, comp. Joseph Fielding Smith (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1976), 352–54.
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to godliness constitute the essence of a human spiritual anthropology.
Two scholars of religion who recently wrote a history of heaven insist
that Mormonism’s conception of the afterlife is, in fact, the most highly
developed and detailed in the Christian tradition.31 Certainly this is a
cosmology and eschatology of impressive architectural detail.
But there is a second way in which Mormonism, and some other
new religious movements as well, provide a sense of order craved by
modern seekers. This is related to a belief that inspiration demands
assent to the authority it represents. This is where some writers show
greatest alarm regarding the new religious movements since whenever the power of the state to impose order and restraint is challenged,
whether by individual conscience or by a religious institution, radicalism and anarchy appear to be at the door.
In the case of Mormonism, this conflict had to be resolved before
Mormonism could be ultimately accommodated into the American
mainstream. And this happened, decisively and definitively, when the
church acceded to the logic of Reynolds v. United States, wherein it
was held that the Constitution’s guarantees of freedom of religious
opinion did not extend to unfettered freedom of religious practice.
Even so, in a climate of increasingly pointed rhetoric about choice
and freedom and individual rights, a religion that upholds a body of
men as God’s anointed prophets, empowered to pronounce policy,
doctrine, and practice with no member input or deliberation or vote
strikes many as the essence of a cultic mindset. Mormons, on the
other hand, as with many other new religious movement converts,
are looking for a religion that emphatically does not aspire to imitate
secular politics—in its governance or sensibility.
They could be said to share the mindset of famous TV commentator Ted Koppel, when he remarked several years ago that when Moses
came down from the Holy Mount, he did not carry a copy of the “Ten
Suggestions.”32 In a recent article, Australian Cardinal George Pell
31. See Colleen McDannell and Bernhard Lang, Heaven: A History (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1988), 313–22.
32. Ted Koppel, 1987 commencement address at Duke University, Durham, North
Carolina.
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zeroes in on the source of Pope John Paul II’s uniquely successful rapport with Catholic youth:
The Holy Father’s message to youth has always been the
same. He has called them to greatness, spiritual and moral
greatness—to follow Christ. Young people know this is a
compliment. According to conventional wisdom, the Pope
says all the wrong things. . . . He has not instructed his bishops and priests to turn a blind eye to pre-marital sex, to living
together before marriage, and does not urge young women
always to have the pill with them. Precisely because of this, he
has drawn the largest gatherings of youth in all history.33
4. Strong Attachments
Those who join successful new religious movements manage
to achieve unusually strong attachments to the new group. Joseph
Smith’s brother Hyrum once told an audience, “Men’s souls conform
to the society in which they live, with very few exceptions, and when
men come to live with the Mormons, their souls swell as if they were
going to stride the planets.”34 Hyrum’s language may have been rhetorically excessive, but the fact is, the sense of community and kinship
in Mormon society is legendary. With the possible exception of the
Amish, no other American religion has so succeeded in welding its
members together into cohesive units. In large measure, the persecutions and oppressions they suffered in the nineteenth century were
the direct consequence of their physically congregating in accordance
with a principle they refer to as “the gathering.”
But even as they have become dispersed across the globe, scholars
and observers seek for words to adequately convey the intense bonds of
loyalty and clannishness that characterize them: “Global tribe,” in the
words of Joel Kotkin, or “a religion that became a people,” according

33. “Adrift in a world where almost anything goes,” Sunday Telegraph, 20 June 2004.
34. Hyrum Smith, in History of the Church, 6:300.
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to Harold Bloom.35 How is that cohesiveness attained, and can it ever
be emulated in mainstream religions?
“I am satisfied that it will not do for the Lord to make this people
popular,” said the ever pugnacious Brigham Young. “Why? Because
all hell would want to be in the church. The people must be kept where
the finger of scorn can be pointed at them.”36
There may be no shortcut to the efficiency with which external
opposition welds a people together. This has certainly been true historically, and it is true to a more limited extent today. But I think the
explanation for the atypical cohesion of Mormonism is more related
to the first topic I addressed—the high price of membership. In addition to the financial investment, Mormons simply spend an unusual
amount of their time interacting with other Mormons because their
religious and devotional lives do not correlate with a one-hour/onceper-week worship experience. There is no paid clergy, so each member is frequently engaged during the week in serving and ministering
to others. They have home teaching and visiting teaching programs,
wherein they are required to visit several families and individuals
in their homes every month to provide temporal and spiritual support. Their youth activities are held during the week, as are occasional
women’s meetings and activities.
In addition, the two years of missionary experience, the stringent
health and moral code, and the Book of Mormon collectively provide
a unique cultural experience, a unique set of cultural markers, and a
unique cultural vocabulary that set Mormonism apart as a distinct
cultural entity.
5. Emotional Fervor or an Inner Spiritual Experience
At this point, I argue for one more vital feature of religions that
succeed in the contemporary world. An early appraisal of the new
35. Joel Kotkin, Tribes: How Race, Religion, and Identity Determine Success in the
New Global Economy (New York: Random House, 1993), 247; Harold Bloom, The American Religion: The Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1992), 83.
36. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 12:272.
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religious movements concluded that “all these movements have in
common is an emphasis on emotional fervour and/or inner spiritual
‘experience’. [Newspaper accounts of the growth of Pentecostalism in
Australia make the same point.] That is, they all include the premiss
that one comes by authentic values by means of intense experiences
rather than by means of rational thought and analysis.”37 There is some
truth here, but a grave misperception as well. As I mentioned earlier,
a very surprising discovery of Stark and his colleagues was that, contrary to public perceptions, converts to the new religious movements
are drawn disproportionately from the more educated classes and not
from the ranks of the socially marginalized.
What this tells us is that the diminishing religious mainstream
cannot be explained as a simple inevitability as society modernizes
and secularizes. That fact also suggests that “intense experiences” and
“rational thought and analysis” are not as oppositional or mutually
exclusive as those researchers seem to believe. On the contrary, religious seekers in the present age seem increasingly insistent that religion manifest measurable, empirically verifiable signs of its vitality.
And here I am in emphatic disagreement with Stark’s insistence that
“new religious movements are likely to succeed to the extent that their
doctrines are nonempirical.”38 The Book of Mormon and Restoration
history alike are, in mainstream Mormonism as opposed to the
Community of Christ, defiantly persistent in their self-exposure to
empirical disproof. Perhaps more to the point, the church’s reliance
upon the promise of Moroni as the core of its theology of revelation
and proselytizing strategy is an all-or-nothing wager on the reliability of experimental faith. What could be more rational than that?
Pentecostalism is rooted in the promise that visible manifestations of
God’s real presence still occur. The bedrock principle of Mormonism
is a conversion experience that asserts a revelation from the Holy
37. Dick Anthony, Thomas Robbins, and Paul Schwartz, “Contemporary Religious
Movements and the Secularisation Premiss,” in New Religious Movements, ed. John Coleman and Gregory Baum (New York: Seabury, 1983), 2, emphasis in original.
38. Rodney Stark, “The Basis of Mormon Success,” in Neilson, Rise of Mormonism,
119, emphasis removed.
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Ghost that is emphatically, in Book of Mormon language, “discernible” and therefore “real” (Alma 32:35).
But there are other, fully rational signs of the efficacy of Mormon
belief that can range from a longer life span (8–11 years in the case of
Mormonism) or a lower divorce rate (6–7 percent in the case of LDS
temple marriages) to a community that actually replicates the cohesiveness and service orientation of first-generation Christianity, or a
new scripture that audaciously claims that a living God continues to
converse with fourteen-year-old farm-boy prophets.
Conclusion
Taken in the collective, these five characteristics suggest a stark
truth about religious appeal: people want an alternative to contemporary directions, not an embrace of contemporary directions. The
five features—demand for sacrifice, the miraculous, imparting order,
multi-layered attachments, and confirmatory spiritual experiences—
all hark back to an earlier version of Christianity. The irony here is
that it is not what is new, but what is in fact very old, that seems to be
the main attraction in town.

You’ve Seen One Elohim,
You’ve Seen Them All? A Critique of
Mormonism’s Use of Psalm 82
Michael S. Heiser

O

ver the course of the last eight years I have read several papers
dealing in one way or another with that feature of Israelite religion
known as the divine council. Anyone doing serious research in Israelite
religion is soon confronted with the powerful evidence for a pantheon
in the Hebrew Bible. It is a dramatic example of the kind of issue with
which evangelical scholars who pursue advanced studies in Hebrew and
Semitics must deal. It is also a good example of why some evangelical
colleagues whose scholarship focuses on areas outside the Hebrew text,
such as apologetics or philosophical theology, cannot appreciate why
their articulation of an issue related to our area of specialization may
lack explanatory power or coherence. I am reminded of Wayne Grudem’s sobering analysis of several years ago at the Evangelical Theological Society as to how we textual scholars often fail to make the carefully
	. For an introduction to the divine council and the sons of God, see Gerald Cooke,
“The Sons of (the) God(s),” Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 76 (1964):
22–47; E. Theodore Mullen, The Assembly of the Gods: The Divine Council in Canaanite and Early Hebrew Literature (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1980); Mullen, “Divine
Assembly,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 2:214–17; Simon B. Parker, “Sons of (the) God(s),” in Dictionary of Deities
and Demons in the Bible, ed. Karel van der Toorn, Bob Becking, and Pieter W. van der
Horst, 2nd extensively rev. ed. (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 794–800; Parker, “Council ()סוד,” in
Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible, 204–8; Matitiahu Tsevat, “God and the
Gods in Assembly: An Interpretation of Psalm 82,” Hebrew Union College Annual 40–41
(1969–70): 123–37; Julian Morgenstern, “The Mythological Background of Psalm 82,”
Hebrew Union College Annual 14 (1939): 29–126.
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mined data of exegesis accessible to our colleagues to formulate a coherent theology derived from the Hebrew and Greek texts, not the English
Bible. We too often work in isolation from one another.
I bring this up for two reasons. First, because after spending
nearly a decade absorbed in study of the divine council, I feel more
strongly than ever that there is not a single doctrine that is untouched
by the subject. The reason is simple: the divine council is all about the
nature of God, his creation and rulership of all that is, his heavenly
and earthly family, and the destiny of the earth and the larger cosmos.
I think the topic at hand will illustrate just how far the reach of this
subject extends. Second, I want to prepare you for the fact that I am
going to agree and disagree with both the Latter-day Saint and evangelical positions in this paper. Ultimately, my focus is on certain flaws
in the LDS understanding and use of Psalm 82, but that should not be
taken as affirmation of what I know by now are common evangelical
positions on the contents of this psalm.
Since I have already written on many of the topics I will touch on
in this paper, I will direct you to the full argumentation for certain
points as it appears elsewhere. By way of telegraphing my positions, I
offer the following summaries.
A. Position statements on Psalm 82 and the divine council with which
many evangelicals would probably disagree and with which many
Latter-day Saints would likely agree:
1. The plural <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82:1 and 6 are divine beings, not
human judges or humans fulfilling any role.
2. The term monotheism is inadequate to describe what it is
Israel believed about God and the members of his council. As the text
explicitly says, there are other <ĕlōhîm.
3. References to “us” and “our” in passages like Genesis 1:26 do
not refer to the Trinity. The plural <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82 are also not
members of the Trinity.
4. The denial statements of Isaiah and elsewhere (“there is no
god beside me”) do not constitute denials of the existence of other
<ĕlōhîm. Rather, they are statements of Yahweh’s incomparability.
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5. The God of Israel did at times make himself known to people
in the Old Testament in ways detectable to the human sense, including the corporeal.
6. The Mormon understanding of God is not inherently polytheistic. It is polytheistic if Latter-day Saints insist that all <ĕlōhîm are speciesequals, which depends in part on how they parse the divine council.
7. “Spirit beings,” such as the plural <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82, are created and therefore made of something. Invisibility does not mean that
the invisible thing is immaterial. All things created were made, and
are made, of some form of matter, whether we can detect it by our
sense or science or not. To deny this would mean that “spirit beings”
are not part of the created order.
8. Jesus’s quotation of Psalm 82 in John 10 is no argument for his
deity (or rebuttal to the charge of blasphemy) if it is assumed that Jesus
thought the <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82 were humans.
B. Position statements on Psalm 82 and the divine council with which
many Latter-day Saints would probably disagree and with which many
evangelicals would likely agree:
1. The plural <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82 are ontologically inferior to
Yahweh. That is, Yahweh, the God of Israel, was considered ontologically unique in Israelite thought. Yahweh is an <ĕlōhîm, but no other
<ĕlōhîm are Yahweh.
2. The terms henotheism, polytheism, and monolatry are inadequate to describe what it is Israel believed about God and the members
of his council.
3. Yahweh is neither a son of El (Elyon) nor a god distinct from
El (Elyon) in Israelite religion.
4. The notion of a godhead does not derive from Hellenistic philosophy. Its antecedents are Israelite and Jewish.
5. Yahweh was therefore not “birthed” into existence by the
“olden gods” described in Ugaritic texts. Yahweh had no parent and
no beginning.
6. Corporeal appearances of deity are not evidence that God the
Father has a corporeal nature.
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7. The concept of the image of God does not advance the idea
that there is a genus equation of God and humankind or that God was
once a man.
8. Jesus’s quotation of Psalm 82 in John 10 is not to be interpreted
as though Jesus thought the <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82 were humans, and so
it provides no basis for a genus equation of God and humankind.
While it would be true in many respects that the position statements
of group A are fundamental to arguing against certain Latter-day
Saint ideas addressed in group B, my strategy for most of this paper
will be to explain statements from both groups in tandem through a
series of four topics.
Topic 1: Psalm 82, Gods or Men? (items A1, A3)
Evangelical objections to divine plurality in Psalms usually take
the form of casting the plural <ĕlōhîm of certain passages as human
beings. It is convenient at this point to reference several verses in
Psalm 82:
1 God (<ĕlōhîm) stands in the divine council; in the midst
of the gods (<ĕlōhîm) he passes judgment. . . .
6 I said, “you are gods (<ĕlōhîm), sons of the Most High, all
of you.” 7 Therefore you shall die as humans do, and you shall
fall as one of the princes.
A few observations will suffice. Notice that in verse one the first
<ĕlōhîm must point to a singular being, the God of Israel, due to grammatical agreement with singular verb forms in the verse (nißßab and
yišpō†). The second <ĕlōhîm must be plural because of the preposition
that precedes it. Appeals to the Trinity here are indefensible since the
plural <ĕlōhîm are being judged for their corruption in the rest of the
	. It is also at times asserted that these <ĕlōhîm are only idols. For a refutation of
that view, see Michael S. Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism? Toward an Assessment of Divine Plurality in the Hebrew Bible,” Bulletin of Biblical
Research (forthcoming).
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psalm and sentenced to “die like humankind.” In verse six, the plural
<ĕlōhîm of 82:1 are referred to once again as <ĕlōhîm but are further
identified as sons of the God of Israel (the Most High).
The power of the “divine beings” interpretation of the plural
<ĕlōhîm in this psalm derives from both internal and external considerations. With respect to the former, if the <ĕlōhîm in Psalm 82 are
humans, why are they sentenced to die “like humans”? This sounds as
awkward as sentencing a child to grow up or a dog to bark. The point
of verse 6 is that, in response to their corruption, the <ĕlōhîm will be
stripped of their immortality at God’s discretion and die as humans
die. Second, what is the scriptural basis for the idea that this psalm
has God presiding over a council of humans that governs the nations
of the earth? At no time in the Hebrew Bible did Israel’s elders ever
have jurisdiction over all the nations of the earth. In fact, other divine
council texts such as Deuteronomy 32:8–9 have the situation exactly
opposite—Israel was separated from the nations to be God’s personal
possession and the focus of his rule.
Lastly and most tellingly, Psalm 89:5–8 (Hebrew, vv. 6–9) renders
a human interpretation for the plural <ĕlōhîm nonsensical since this
unambiguously parallel text clearly states that the council of the sons
of God is in heaven, not on earth:
5 Let the heavens praise your wonders, O Lord, your
faithfulness in the assembly of the holy ones! 6 For who in the
	. Plural language like that found in Genesis 1:26; 3:22; 11:7 is most coherently
interpreted as exhortations or statements made by the singular God to his council members, an interpretive option that is not novel. If these passages were the only passages that
evinced divine plurality in the Hebrew Bible and there were no explicit references to a
divine council, one could perhaps infer the Godhead, but this would be reading the New
Testament back into the Old.
	. Fuller defenses of this view accompanied by bibliographic sources are found
in Michael S. Heiser, “Deuteronomy 32:8 and the Sons of God,” Bibliotheca Sacra 158
(January–March 2001): 52–74; Willem S. Prinsloo, “Psalm 82: Once Again, Gods or
Men?” Biblica 76/2 (1995): 219–28; and Lowell K. Handy, “Sounds, Words and Meanings
in Psalm 82,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 15/47 (1990): 51–66; Cyrus H.
Gordon, “ אלהיםin Its Reputed Meaning of Rulers, Judges,” Journal of Biblical Literature
54 (1935): 139–44.
	. The terms heavens and faithfulness in these verses may be best understood
abstractly as “heavenly ones” and “faithful ones.”
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skies (∫ašša˙aq) can be compared to the Lord? Who among
the sons of God (bi∫nê <ēlîm) is like the Lord, 7 the fearsome God in the council of the holy ones, great and awesome
above all who are around him? 8 O Lord God of hosts, who
is as powerful as you are, O Lord, with your faithfulness all
around you? (Psalm 89:5–8)
Externally, it is well known among Semitists and scholars of the
Hebrew Bible that the phrases bĕnê <ēlîm, bĕnê <êlōhîm, and bĕnê
hā<ĕlōhîm have certifiable linguistic counterparts in Ugaritic texts
referring to a council of gods under El and that the meaning of these
phrases in the Hebrew Bible points to divine beings. Those who work
outside the primary texts are often unaware of these data and thus fail
to discern their significance.
Evangelical scholars have commonly appealed to Exodus 21:6 and
22:8–9 as proof that the <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82 are humans. Neither pas	. There are several general phrases for a council of gods that provide a conceptual
parallel with the Hebrew Bible: p∆r <ilm—“the assembly of El/the gods” (Gregorio Del
Olmo Lete and Joaquín Sanmartín, “p∆r,” in A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the
Alphabetic Tradition [hereafter, DULAT] 2:669; Keilalphabetische Texte aus Ugarit [hereafter, KTU], 1.47:29, 1.118:28, 1.148:9; p∆r bn <ilm—“the assembly of the sons of El/the gods”
(DULAT 2:669; KTU 1.4.III:14); p∆r kkbm—“the assembly of the stars” (DULAT 2:670;
KTU 1.10.I:4; the phrase is parallel to bn <il in the same text; see Job 38:7–8); mp∆rt bn
<il—“the assembly of the gods” (DULAT 2:566; see KTU 1.65:3; cf. 1.40:25, 42 along with
bn <il in 1.40:33, 41 and its reconstruction in parallel lines in the same text—lines 7, 16,
24; 1.62:7; 1.123:15). Of closer linguistic relationship to material in the Hebrew Bible are
>dt <ilm—“assembly of El/the gods” (DULAT 1:152; see KTU 1.15.II: 7, 11); dr <il—“assembly (circle) of El” (DULAT 1:279–80. See KTU 1.15.III:19; 1.39:7; 1.162:16; 1.87:18); dr bn
<il—“assembly (circle) of the sons of El” (DULAT 1:279–80; see KTU 1.40:25, 33–34); dr dt
šmm—“assembly (circle) of those of heaven” (DULAT 1:279–80; see KTU 1.10.I: 3, 5); dr
<il wp∆r b>l—“the assembly (circle) of El and the assembly of Baal” (DULAT 1:279–80; see
KTU 1.39:7; 1.62:16; 1.87:18). This list hardly exhausts the parallels between the dwelling
place of El, which served as the meeting place of the divine council at Ugarit, and the abode
of Yahweh.
	. Another attempt to avoid taking Psalm 82 at face value is to argue that references to Moses as <ĕlōhîm (Exodus 4:16; 7:1), Israel as Yahweh’s “son” (Exodus 4:23; Hosea
11:1), and Israelites as “sons of the living God” (Hosea 1:10 [Hebrews 2:1]) mean that the
<ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82 are human rulers, namely the elders of Israel. None of these references
undoes the fact that the council of <ĕlōhîm is a heavenly one in Psalms 82 and 89. In fact,
I have never actually seen any publication objecting to the <ĕlōhîm as divine beings that
includes discussion of Psalm 89. A full answer as to the import and meaning of Moses as
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sage is any help for that view, actually. Exodus 21:1–6 recounts the procedure undertaken when a slave chooses to stay with his master rather
than go free. Part of that procedure reads, “then his master shall bring
him to <ĕlōhîm, and he shall bring him to the door or the doorpost.
And his master shall bore his ear through with an awl, and he shall
be his slave forever.” The word <ĕlōhîm here can easily be translated
as a singular (“God”) and often is, making an appeal to this text as a
plural tenuous. However, it seems quite plausible that the final editor
of Deuteronomy thought it might be a plural, or deemed that it could
be understood as a plural, because in the parallel passage to Exodus
21:1–6 found in Deuteronomy 15:15–18, the reference to bringing the
slave before <ĕlōhîm has been removed. A removal only makes sense
if a later editor, in the wake of Israel’s punishment for following after
other gods, thought that <ĕlōhîm might sound theologically inappropriate. If the word was understood as referring to plural humans, there
would be no such need to remove it. Of course an original Mosaic
text in Deuteronomy 15 may simply have omitted this detail for some
indiscernible reason. That option, of course, would lend no weight to
the human <ĕlōhîm view since <ĕlōhîm can easily be translated as singular in the passage.
Exodus 22:7–9 (Hebrew, vv. 6–8) is also interesting but lends no
credence to the argument that plural <ĕlōhîm refers to humans.
<ĕlōhîm and human beings as God’s children requires a good deal of background discussion related to the divine council. The foundational reason is that in the Israelite worldview,
the earthly family of the Most High was originally intended to dwell where the Most High
and the heavenly council dwelt. Hence the explicit and frequent overlap between Israelite
and wider Canaanite material with respect to descriptions of Yahweh’s abode, his council,
divine Sonship (in heaven and on earth), and council activity. The bibliography related to
these themes is copious, though not synthesized. See, for example, Richard J. Clifford, The
Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and the Old Testament (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1972); Brendan Byrne, “Sons of God”—“Seed of Abraham”: A Study of the Idea of
the Sonship of God of All Christians in Paul against the Jewish Background (Rome: Biblical
Institute Press, 1979); Harald Riesenfeld, “Sons of God and Ecclesia: An Intertestamental
Analysis,” in Renewing the Judeo-Christian Wellsprings, ed. Val A. McInnes (New York:
Crossroad, 1987), 89–104; James Tabor, “Firstborn of Many Brothers: A Pauline Notion of
Apotheosis,” in Society of Biblical Literature 1984 Seminar Papers (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1984), 295–303; Devorah Dimant, “Men as Angels: The Self-Image of the Qumran Community,” in Religion and Politics in the Ancient Near East, ed. Adele Berlin (Bethesda, MD:
University Press of America, 1996), 93–103.
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7 If a man gives to his neighbor money or goods to keep
safe, and it is stolen from the man’s house, then, if the thief
is found, he shall pay double. 8 If the thief is not found, the
owner of the house shall come near to God (<ĕlōhîm) to show
whether or not he has put his hand to his neighbor’s property.
9 For every breach of trust, whether it is for an ox, for a donkey,
for a sheep, for a cloak, or for any kind of lost thing, of which
one says, “This is it,” the case of both parties shall come before
God (<ĕlōhîm). The one whom God (<ĕlōhîm) condemns shall
pay double to his neighbor. (English Standard Version, ESV)
The question is whether <ĕlōhîm speaks of the lone God of Israel or of
plural individuals (Israel’s elders). To address this question, we must
consider the passage in Exodus 18 where Jethro appeals to Moses to
select helpers:
13 The next day Moses sat to judge the people, and the people stood around Moses from morning till evening. 14 When
Moses’ father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the people,
he said, “What is this that you are doing for the people? Why
do you sit alone, and all the people stand around you from
morning till evening?” 15 And Moses said to his father-in-law,
“Because the people come to me to inquire of God (<ĕlōhîm);
16 when they have a dispute, they come to me and I decide
between one person and another, and I make them know the
statutes of God and his laws.” 17 Moses’ father-in-law said to
him, “What you are doing is not good. 18 You and the people
with you will certainly wear yourselves out, for the thing is
too heavy for you. You are not able to do it alone. 19 Now obey
my voice; I will give you advice, and God (<ĕlōhîm) be with
you! You shall represent the people before God (hā<ĕlōhîm)
and bring their cases to God (hā<ĕlōhîm), 20 and you shall
warn them about the statutes and the laws, and make them
know the way in which they must walk and what they must
do. 21 Moreover, look for able men from all the people, men
who fear God, who are trustworthy and hate a bribe, and
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place such men over the people as chiefs of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties, and of tens. 22 And let them judge the people
at all times. Every great matter they shall bring to you, but any
small matter they shall decide themselves. So it will be easier
for you, and they will bear the burden with you. 23 If you do
this, God will direct you, you will be able to endure, and all
this people also will go to their place in peace.” 24 So Moses
listened to the voice of his father-in-law and did all that he
had said. 25 Moses chose able men out of all Israel and made
them heads over the people, chiefs of thousands, of hundreds,
of fifties, and of tens. 26 And they judged the people at all
times. Any hard case they brought to Moses, but any small
matter they decided themselves. 27 Then Moses let his fatherin-law depart, and he went away to his own country. (Exodus
18:13–27)
The points to be made here are straightforward: (1) the men
appointed by Moses are never called <ĕlōhîm or hā<ĕlōhîm in the text;
(2) even after the elders are appointed, the singular God (hā<ĕlōhîm) is
still hearing cases, which may suggest the same is happening in Exodus 22:8; and (3) one cannot argue that hā<ĕlōhîm refers to God while
<ĕlōhîm minus the article (the form in Exodus 22:8) refers to the human
elders, since <ĕlōhîm and hā<ĕlōhîm are interchanged in verse 19 with
reference to the singular God of Israel. Even the fact that <ĕlōhîm in Exodus 22:8 agrees with a plural predicator does not force us to interpret
hā<ĕlōhîm in that verse as referring to a group. The noun <ĕlōhîm plus
plural predication occurs in one of nine instances of which I am aware
in the Hebrew Bible. For now, it should be noted that only one of them
might indicate plural divine beings, but that is shaky at best and would
only serve to argue in my favor here. Other instances, such as 2 Samuel
	. These passages are Genesis 20:13; 35:7; Exodus 22:8; 1 Samuel 28:13; 2 Samuel
7:23; 1 Kings 19:2; 20:10; Psalm 58:12.
	. I speak here of Genesis 35:7. A case for plurality can be coherently argued, but it
would require an exceptional instance where hā<ĕlōhîm refers to multiple divine beings
for Israel. Elsewhere hā<ĕlōhîm is found in contexts where foreign gods are the referent,
but this would be the lone occasion for the council gods of Israel.
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7:23, contain grammatical and contextual markers that point to <ĕlōhîm
still being a singular entity, despite this unusual grammatical agreement. In short, there is nothing in the text that compels us to understand <ĕlōhîm or hā<ĕlōhîm in Exodus 22:8–9 as plural or as humans.
Topic 2: Psalm 82 and the “Problem” of Israelite Monotheism
(items A2, A4, A6, A7, B1, B2, B3, B5)
I have placed the word problem in quotation marks to highlight my
contention that the divine plurality of Israelite monotheism is only problematic when certain presuppositions—some of them longstanding—
are foisted on the Hebrew Bible.
• Presupposition 1: Israel’s religion evolved from polytheism to an
intolerant monotheism that denied the existence of other <ĕlōhîm during the time of (Deutero) Isaiah.10
I have critiqued this first presupposition at length in my dissertation and offer here only a summation of why, despite its mainstream
status, I think this view lacks coherence.11
Psalm 82 is considered late in composition on several grounds,
most notably because of its placement in Book III of Psalms and its
use by Deutero-Isaiah.12 The clear reference to a pantheon over which
Yahweh presides must be explained since by this time Israelite religion is assumed to have evolved to an intolerant monotheism. As a
result, many scholars consider Psalm 82 to be either a vestige of polytheism overlooked by monotheistic redactors or perhaps a deliberate
rhetorical use of Israel’s polytheistic past to declare the new outlook of
monotheism.13 After the exile, so it is put forth, the gods of the nations
are relegated to the status of angels.
10. I use the term for convenience since I am arguing against the critical mainstream
view with this point.
11. Michael S. Heiser, “The Divine Council in Late Canonical and Non-Canonical Second Temple Jewish Literature” (Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2004).
12. See Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 51–100 (Dallas: Word, 1990), xxv–xxvi; Benjamin D.
Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture: Allusion in Isaiah 40–66 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 124. Throughout this article I use “Deutero-Isaiah” for convenience.
13. See for example, Mark S. Smith, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism: Israel’s Polytheistic Background and the Ugaritic Texts (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003);
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Both proposals fail on a number of levels. With respect to the first
option, it is evasive to appeal to inept redactors when one’s theory of a
campaign to stamp out polytheistic texts encounters a “problem passage,” especially when Psalm 82 is by no means the only text evincing
divine plurality and a divine council “missed” by redactors. To cite but
one example, there are explicit references to gods and a divine council
in Second Temple period Jewish literature. In the Qumran sectarian
material alone there are approximately 185 occurrences of <ĕlōhîm,
hā<ĕlōhîm, bĕnê <ēlîm, bĕnê <êlōhîm, and bĕnê hā<ĕlōhîm in contexts
where a divine council is mentioned with the same vocabulary (>ēƒāh,
sôd, qāhāl) utilized in texts of the Hebrew Bible for a divine assembly.14 In fact, it is apparent that some of these references allude to or
draw on canonical material. If there was a campaign to allegedly correct ancient texts and their polytheistic views, the postexilic Jewish
community either did not get the message or ignored it.
Concerning the second viewpoint, that polytheism is being used
rhetorically in Psalm 82, much is made of the last verse in that psalm,
where God is asked to rise up and possess the nations (82:8). This
is interpreted as a new idea of the psalmist to encourage the exilic
community—that, despite exile, Yahweh will rise up and take the
nations as his own, having sentenced the other gods to death. This
view ignores preexilic texts such as Psalm 24 and 29, long recognized
as some of the most ancient material in the canon.15 For example,
Psalm 29:1 contains plural imperatives directed at the bĕnê <ēlîm,
pointing to a divine council context. Verse 10 declares, “The Lord sits
enthroned over the flood; the Lord sits enthroned as king forever.”
In Israelite cosmology, the flood upon which Yahweh sat was situated
over the solid dome that covered the round, flat earth. Since it cannot
Simon B. Parker, “The Beginning of the Reign of God—Psalm 82 as Myth and Liturgy,”
Revue Biblique 102 (1995): 532–59.
14. Heiser, “The Divine Council,” 176–213.
15. Some scholars date the poetry of this psalm to the period between the twelfth and
tenth centuries bce. See Frank M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the
History of the Religion of Israel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973), 91–93.
See also David N. Freedman, “Who Is Like Thee among the Gods? The Religion of Early
Israel,” in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, ed. Patrick D.
Miller Jr., Paul D. Hanson, and S. Dean McBride (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 317.

232 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

coherently be asserted that the author would assert that Gentile
nations were not under the dome and flood, this verse reflects the idea
of world kingship. The Song of Moses, also among the oldest poetry in
the Hebrew Bible, echoes the thought. In Exodus 15:18 the text reads,
“The Lord will reign forever and ever.” As Frank M. Cross noted over
thirty years ago, “The kingship of the gods is a common theme in early
Mesopotamian and Canaanite epics. The common scholarly position
that the concept of Yahweh as reigning king is a relatively late development in Israelite thought seems untenable.”16 I would agree.
The objection that naturally arises in response is that statements from
the mouth of Yahweh that “there is none beside me” are denials of the
existence of other <ĕlōhîm. The problem with this argument is threefold.
First, all the denial statements made by Isaiah and other prophets
have exact or near exact linguistic equivalents in two passages universally regarded as containing “vestiges” of other gods—Deuteronomy
4:19–20 and 32:8–9.17 These statements actually speak to Yahweh’s
incomparability among all the other <ĕlōhîm, not to the denial of the
existence of other <ĕlōhîm.
The second problem concerns Deuteronomy 32:17, a text that
alludes to the failures of Israel in disobeying the warnings of Deuteronomy 4:19–20.18 This text quite clearly has Moses referring to the
other <ĕlōhîm as evil spiritual entities (šēdîm): “They [Israel] sacrificed
to demons (šēdîm) who are not God (<ĕlōah),19 to gods (<ĕlōhîm) they did
not know; new ones that had come along recently, whom your fathers
had not reverenced.” While these lesser <ĕlōhîm are linked to the statues
that represented them in the mind of their worshippers (Deuteronomy
4:28; 7:25; 28:64), these beings must be considered real spiritual entities.
16. Frank M. Cross and David N. Freedman, Studies in Ancient Yahwistic Poetry
(Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975), 65 n. 59.
17. See the discussion of the linguistic work published in this area in Nathan MacDonald, Deuteronomy and the Meaning of “Monotheism” (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003);
and Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” (forthcoming).
18. For example, Deuteronomy 17:3; 29:25–26; 30:17; 31:16; 32:16.
19. Note that <ĕlōah is singular, and so the translation “. . . who are not gods” is
inaccurate. Such a translation is also awkward in light of the following plural <ĕlōhîm.
Arguing that the <ĕlōhîm were merely idols creates contradictions with other portions of
Deuteronomy and the Hebrew Bible.
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The command in Deuteronomy 32:43 (reading with Qumran), “bow
down to him, all you gods,” assumes this as well. To reject the reality of
these entities in the Israelite worldview is to cast the canonical writer as
someone who did not believe in the reality of demons, a position out of
step with other canonical authors.
Lastly, there is a logic problem. If one goes back and reads the
denial statements in Deutero-Isaiah, it is not difficult to discern upon
what basis the denial language occurs. Is the language concerned with
making the point that Yahweh is the only god who exists or something
else? In Isaiah 43:10–12 Yahweh claims to be unique in his preexistence,
in his ability to save, and in his national deliverance. In Isaiah 44:6–8
the focus is on certain attributes of Yahweh. In the texts from Isaiah
45, there are very obvious comparisons between Yahweh’s deeds, justice, salvation, and deliverance of his children and the impotence of
the other gods. All these passages are transparently concerned with
comparing Yahweh to other gods—not comparing Yahweh to beings
that do not exist. That would be empty praise indeed.
• Presupposition 2: Yahweh and El were at one time separate deities in the primitive stage of Israel’s religion.
Many scholars who hold to the evolutionary trajectory of Israelite
religion described above hold that Yahweh and El are cast as separate
deities in Psalm 82 and Deuteronomy 32. This notion has been put
forth most recently by Mark S. Smith and the late Simon B. Parker.
Mormon scholarship often references the writings of Margaret Barker
in this regard as well. According to Smith, Parker, and Barker, passages like Deuteronomy 32:8–9 have Yahweh as a son of El-Elyon. Utilizing these sources, LDS scholars state:
Yahweh was preeminent among the sons of El in the Israelite conception. The gods of this heavenly council were assigned
to be the gods of various nations (Deuteronomy 32:8), and Yahweh was the god of Israel. As Israelite thought developed, El as
the Father receded into the background, and Yahweh continued to gain in prominence.20
20. Brant A. Gardner, “Monotheism, Messiah, and Mormon’s Book,” 2003, www
.fairlds.org/FAIR_Conferences (accessed 6 November 2006).
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In the earliest Israelite conception, according to this view,
father El had a divine son named Jehovah or Yahweh. El, or
Elyon (“the Highest” or “Most High”), and Yahweh were distinct. Indeed, the apparent original reading of Deuteronomy
32:8–9 . . . seems to indicate a number of “sons of El,” among
whom Yahweh was the most prominent. . . .
Gradually, it seems, El faded into the background as Yahweh, his preeminent son, came to the fore.21
As a son, Yahweh was a created being. Mormon scholarship finds
evidence for this in the material of Ugarit since El was the fathercreator of the other gods, along with his wife, Asherah. In fact, Mormon scholars argue that the biblical El (the Father of Yahweh) was
himself created on the basis of Ugaritic religion, which has El being
fathered by still older gods.22 The rise of Yahweh as preeminent son
is important to Mormon theology since Latter-day Saints hold that
Jesus was the incarnation of Yahweh. Evangelicals would say the same
thing, but Mormonism’s perspective on this is related to a distinction
between EL and Yahweh.
In terms of an evaluation of the separateness of El and Yahweh,
Latter-day Saint scholars have too blithely accepted the positions of
Smith, Parker, and Barker. All is not nearly as tidy as they propose. I
have detailed the weaknesses of this idea elsewhere, and so I offer only
a few observations here.23
First, the separation of El and Yahweh in Deuteronomy 32:8–9
in part depends on the decision to take the kî of 32:9 as adversative,
thereby denoting some contrast between Elyon of 32:8 and Yahweh of
21. Daniel C. Peterson, “‘Ye Are Gods’: Psalm 82 and John 10 as Witnesses to the
Divine Nature of Humankind,” in The Disciple as Scholar: Essays on Scripture and the
Ancient World in Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W.
Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), 492, 493, emphasis removed.
22. Peterson, “‘Ye Are Gods,’” 489. On the “olden gods,” see Cross, Canaanite Myth
and Hebrew Epic, 40–41; Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible, 641–45.
23. Michael S. Heiser, “Are Yahweh and El Distinct Deities in Deut. 32:8–9 and
Psalm 82?” HIPHIL 3 (2006); available at www.see-j.net/Default.aspx?tabid=77 (accessed
15 March 2007).
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32:9 (“However [kî], Yahweh’s portion is his people”).24 Other scholars,
however, consider the kî of 32:9 to be emphatic: “And lo [kî], Yahweh’s
portion is his people.”25 Other scholars accept the adversative use but
do not separate El and Yahweh in the passage.26 Since scholarship on
this construction lacks consensus, conclusions based on the adversative syntactical choice are not secure.
Second, Ugaritic scholars have noted that the title “Most High”
(>lyn or the shorter >l) is never used of El in the Ugaritic corpus.27 In
point of fact it is Baal, a second-tier deity, who twice receives this title
as the ruler of the gods.28 LDS scholars who often refer to Yahweh as
the second-tier deity under El / <ĕlōhîm have not accounted for this fact.
The point here is to rebut the argument that the mere occurrence of the
term >elyôn certainly points to El in Deuteronomy 32:8–9. Due to the
well-established attribution of Baal epithets to Yahweh, the title >elyôn
could conceivably point directly to Yahweh in Deuteronomy 32:8–9. It
is also worth recalling that if Smith is correct that Yahweh and El were
merged by the eighth century bce due to the transferal of Asherah
to Yahweh as consort, then a Yahweh-El fusion had occurred before
Deuteronomy was composed. Hence it would have been possible for
the author of Deuteronomy to have Yahweh as the head of the divine
council. Indeed, what point would the Deuteronomic author have had
24. Italics are for emphasis. For the arguments for an adversative כי, see James Muilenburg, “The Linguistic and Rhetorical Usages of the Particle  כיin the Old Testament,”
Hebrew Union College Annual 32 (1961): 139–40; and Tsevat, “God and the Gods in
Assembly,” 132 n. 28.
25. Italics are for emphasis. See Anton Schoors, “The Particle כי,” Old Testament Studies 21 (1981): 240–53; Jeffrey H. Tigay, The Jewish Publication Society Torah Commentary:
Deuteronomy: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 303; Duane L. Christensen, Deuteronomy 21:10–34:12
(Nashville: Nelson, 2002), 791 (n. 9a-a), 796.
26. Paul Sanders, The Provenance of Deuteronomy 32 (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 159–60,
363–74, esp. 373.
27. Marjo C. A. Korpel, A Rift in the Clouds: Ugaritic and Hebrew Descriptions of
the Divine (Münster: Ugarit Verlag, 1990), 276; Nicholas Wyatt, “The Titles of the Ugaritic Storm-God,” Ugarit-Forschungen 24 (1992): 419; Eric E. Elnes and Patrick D. Miller,
“Elyon,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible, 294.
28. See KTU 1.16:III.6, 8; Wyatt, “Ugaritic Storm-God,” 419. Peterson incorrectly has
El as king of the gods (Peterson, “‘Ye Are Gods,’” 489).
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in mind to bring back a Yahweh-El separation that had been rejected
two hundred years prior?
Third, although >elyôn is paired with El in the Hebrew Bible, as
Eric Elnes and Patrick Miller point out, it is most often an epithet of
Yahweh.29 Smith and Parker are of course well aware of this but attribute it to “later tradition,” contending that, in Deuteronomy 32:8–9
the title of Elyon should be associated with El distinct from Yahweh.
Again, this would be most curious if Yahweh and El had been fused
as early as the eighth century. In this regard, it is interesting that
other texts as early as the eighth century speak of Yahweh performing the same deeds credited to >elyôn in Deuteronomy 32:8–9. For
example, Isaiah 10:13 has Yahweh in control of the boundaries of
the nations.30 It appears that the presupposition of an early Yahweh
and El separation requires the exegete to argue for “a later tradition”
at this point.
Fourth, separating El and Yahweh in Deuteronomy 32:8–9 is
internally inconsistent within Deuteronomy 32 and Deuteronomy at
large. This assertion is demonstrated by the two preceding verses, 6
and 7. Those two verses attribute no less than five well-recognized El
epithets to Yahweh, demonstrating that the redactors who fashioned
Deuteronomy recognized the union of El with Yahweh, as one would
expect at this point in Israel’s religion.31
29. Elnes and Miller, “Elyon,” 296.
30. Jos Luyten, “Primeval and Eschatological Overtones in the Song of Moses (DT 32,
1–43),” in Das Deuteronomium: Entstehung, Gestalt und Botschaft, ed. Norbert Lohfink
(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1985), 342.
31. See Sanders, Provenance of Deuteronomy 32, 360–61. These verses clearly contain elements drawn from ancient descriptions of El and attribute them to Yahweh. At
Ugarit El is called <ab <adm (“father of mankind”; KTU 1.14:I.37, 43) and ®r <il <abh <il
mkl dyknnh (“Bull El his father, El the king who establishes him”; KTU 1.3:V.35–36; 1.4:
I.4–6). Yahweh is described as the “father” (<ā∫îkā) who “established you” (yĕ¬ōnĕnekā).
Yahweh is also the one who “created” Israel (qānekā) in verse six. The root *qny denoting El as creator is found in the Karatepe inscription’s appeal to <l qn <rß (“El, creator
of the earth”; Herbert Donner and Wolfgang Röllig, Kanaanäische und Aramäische
Inschriften, 4th ed., Band 1 [Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1979]; the text cited is KAI
26.III.18–19). At Ugarit the verb occurs in the El epithet, qny w<adn <ilm (“creator and
lord of the gods”; KTU 1.3:V.9), and Baal calls El qnyn (“our creator”; KTU 1.10:III.5).
Genesis 14:19, 22 also attributes this title to El. Deuteronomy 32:7 references the yĕmôt
>ôlām (“ages past”) and šĕnôt dôr-wăƒôr (“the years of many generations”), which cor-
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Last, but not least in importance, the idea of Yahweh receiving
Israel as his allotted nation from his Father El is internally inconsistent in Deuteronomy. In Deuteronomy 4:19–20, a passage recognized
by all who comment on these issues as an explicit parallel to 32:8–9,
the text informs us that it was Yahweh who “allotted” (˙lq) the nations
to the host of heaven and who “took” (lq˙) Israel as his own inheritance (cf. Deuteronomy 9:26, 29; 29:25). Neither the verb forms nor
the ideas are passive. Israel was not given to Yahweh by El, which is
the picture that scholars who separate El and Yahweh in Deuteronomy
32 want to fashion. In view of the close relationship of Deuteronomy
32:8–9 to Deuteronomy 4:19–20, it is more consistent to have Yahweh
taking Israel for his own terrestrial allotment by sovereign act as Lord
of the council.
In summary, the Mormon material I have read on this issue tells
me quite clearly that the matter has not been closely analyzed. Latterday Saint scholars have too quickly assumed that Smith, Parker, and
Barker have settled the issue. They have not.
• Presupposition 3: We must use seventeenth-century English vocabulary to define an ancient Semitic worldview.
Does the affirmation of the reality of other <ĕlōhîm by the canonical authors disqualify Israelite religion as monotheistic? Are other
terms used in academic discourse for ancient religious pantheons
more appropriate? The short answer to both questions, in the view of
this writer, is a qualified no. The answer is qualified with respect to the
respond, respectively, to El’s description (>lm; Mitchell Dahood, with Tadeusz Penar,
“Ugartic-Hebrew Parallel Pairs,” in Ras Shamra Parallels: The Texts from Ugarit and the
Hebrew Bible, ed. Loren R. Fisher, F. Brent Knutson, Donn F. Morgan [Rome: Pontifical
Institute, 1972], 294–95) and title (<ab šnm, “father of years”; KTU 1.6:I.36; 1.17:VI.49)
at Ugarit. Since the El epithets of Deuteronomy 32:6–7 are well known to scholars of
Israelite religion, those who argue that Yahweh and El are separate deities in Deuteronomy 32:8–9 are left to explain why the redactor of verses 6–7 would unite Yahweh and
El and in the next stroke separate them. Those who crafted the text of Deuteronomy
32 would have either expressed diametrically oppositional views of Yahweh’s status in
consecutive verses, or have allowed a presumed original separation of Yahweh and El to
stand in the text—while adding verses 6–7 in which the names describe a single deity. It
is difficult to believe that the scribes were this careless, unskilled, or confused. If they
were at all motivated by an intolerant monotheism one would expect this potential
confusion to have been quickly removed.
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realization that little is solved by applying or refusing to apply a single
modern term to Israel’s ancient view of God.
Monotheism as a term was coined in the seventeenth century not as
an antonym to polytheism, but to atheism.32 A monotheist, then, was a
person who believed there was a God, not someone who believed there
was only one spiritual entity that could or should be named by the letters G-O-D. This understanding of the term has been lost in contemporary discourse, and so it would be pointless to call for a return to its
original meaning.
A more coherent approach is to describe what Israelites believed
about their God rather than trying to encapsulate that belief in a single
word. When scholars have addressed this tension, however, a shift to
description over terminology has not been the strategy. Rather, scholars have tried to qualify the modern vocabulary. Terms like inclusive
monotheism or tolerant monolatry have been coined in an attempt
to accurately classify Israelite religion in both pre- and postexilic
stages.33 These terms have not found broad acceptance because they
are oxymoronic to the modern ear.
Other scholars have argued for an incipient monotheism that
could perhaps include the affirmation of other gods who were inferior. There is precedent for this idea in the scholarly exchanges over
henotheism, monolatry, and Israelite religion. Historically, henotheism assumes that all gods are species-equals and that the elevation
of one god is due to sociopolitical factors—not theological nuancing.
Quoting Max Müller’s seminal work on the subject, Michiko Yusa
writes that henotheism was a technical term coined “to designate a
peculiar form of polytheism . . . [where] each god is, ‘at the time a
real divinity, supreme and absolute,’ and not limited by the powers
of any other gods.”34 Müller called this idea “belief in single gods, . . .
32. MacDonald, Deuteronomy and the Meaning of “Monotheism,” 1–21.
33. For these terms and their discussion, see Juha Pakkala, Intolerant Monolatry in
the Deuteronomistic History (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999), 1–19, 224–33;
MacDonald, Deuteronomy and the Meaning of “Monotheism,” 21–71.
34. Michiko Yusa, “Henotheism,” in Encyclopedia of Religion, 6:3913. Yusa is quoting
from F. Max Müller, Selected Essays on Language, Mythology, and Religion (1881; repr.
New York: AMS Press, 1976), 2:136.
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a worship of one god after another.”35 Theophile J. Meek referred to
preexilic Israelite religion as both henotheistic and monolatrous,36
thereby equating the two, based on the prohibition of worshipping other gods. But did the canonical Israelite writer believe that
Yahweh was superior on the basis of sociopolitical factors, or was
Yahweh intrinsically “other” with respect to his nature and certain
attributes? Did the writer view Yahweh as only a being who could
not be limited by the powers of other deities, or was there something
unique about Yahweh that both transcended and produced this total
freedom?
H. H. Rowley, reacting to the work of Meek, moved toward the
idea of uniqueness but did so using the word henotheism. What distinguished Mosaic religion in his mind from that of other henotheists
was “not so much the teaching that Yahweh was to be the only God for
Israel as the proclamation that Yahweh was unique.”37 Rowley’s focus
on uniqueness was on the right track, but his approach has the disadvantage of trying to convince the academic community to redefine a
term whose meaning by now is entrenched.
The proposal offered here is that scholars should stop trying to
define Israel’s religion with singular, imprecise modern terms and
instead stick to describing what Israel believed. Monotheism as it is
currently understood means that no other gods exist. This term is
inadequate for describing Israelite religion, but suggesting it be done
away with would no doubt cause considerable consternation among
certain parts of the academic community, not to mention the interested laity. Henotheism and monolatry, while perhaps better, are
inadequate because they do not say enough about what the canonical
writer believed. Israel was certainly monolatrous, but that term comments only on what Israel believed about the proper object of worship,
not what it believed about Yahweh’s nature and attributes with respect
to the other gods.
35. Yusa, “Henotheism,” 6:3913, quoting Müller, Selected Essays, 137.
36. Theophile J. Meek, “Monotheism and the Religion of Israel,” Journal of Biblical
Literature 61 (1942): 21–43.
37. H. H. Rowley, “Moses and Monotheism,” in From Moses to Qumran: Studies in
the Old Testament (New York: Association Press, 1963), 45.
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In my judgment, it is not difficult to demonstrate that the writers
of the Hebrew Bible held a firm, uncompromising belief in Yahweh’s
“species-uniqueness” among the other gods assumed to exist. In briefest terms, the statements in the canonical text (poetic or otherwise)
inform the reader that, for the biblical writer, Yahweh was an <ĕlōhîm,
but no other <ĕlōhîm was Yahweh—and never was nor could be. This
notion allows for the existence of other <ĕlōhîm and is more precise
than the terms polytheism and henotheism. It is also more accurate
than monotheism, though it preserves the element of that conception
that is most important to traditional Judaism and Christianity: Yahweh’s solitary “otherness” with respect to all that is—both in heaven
and in earth.
At this juncture I would expect Mormon scholars to ask a fair
question: on what grounds can this description of species-uniqueness
be established? That will be a focus in topic 3, but first I will deal with
one more presupposition.
• Presupposition 4: The word <ĕlōhîm necessarily speaks of the
ontological traits of the God of Israel, thereby tagging the word with
“species-exclusivity.”
We have unfortunately become accustomed to talking and writing about the word <ĕlōhîm with imprecision. Since the word is often
used as a proper noun in the Hebrew Bible, and since we have used a
modern term like monotheism to define what Israelites believed, letting the text say what it plainly says—that there are multiple <ĕlōhîm
—has become a painful, fearful experience for evangelicals. This phobia can be (and should be) cured by letting the text of the Hebrew
Bible hold sway over our theology.
The facts of the text are straightforward. There are a number of
different entities called <ĕlōhîm in the Hebrew Bible. Yahweh is an
<ĕlōhîm; in fact, he is called hā<ĕlōhîm (“the God”) when compared to
other <ĕlōhîm (e.g., Deuteronomy 4:35). There are also <ĕlōhîm (“sons
of the Most High / sons of God”) who are not Yahweh (e.g., Psalm
82:1, 6). Demons (šēdîm) are referred to as <ĕlōhîm (Deuteronomy
32:17), as are the departed human dead (1 Samuel 28:13). Other than
the mal<ā¬ yhwh (“Angel of Yahweh”), there are no instances where
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a mal<ā¬ is described as <ĕlōhîm, except in the mouth of a pagan king
(Daniel 3:25–28), which cannot constitute a sound source of Israelite theology. On no occasion are mal<ā¬îm described as <ĕlōhîm. The
only passage where this might even be possible is Genesis 35:7, read
against the backdrop of Jacob’s flight from Esau. I will outline various reasons that this option is implausible under the next topic in
conjunction with the mal<ā¬ yhwh. Aside from this sole entity, then,
mal<ā¬ is a purely functional term and not a species term. However,
if that is the case, it would only mean that some <ĕlōhîm function
as messengers, and so we are still talking about <ĕlōhîm despite the
absence of a specific reference.38 This would make sense given the
table below.
Mormon theology would have us embrace the idea that all <ĕlōhîm
are one—that is, sharing the same essence. The fact that a variety of
persons or entities are called <ĕlōhîm in the text would be seen as support for this, but I disagree. My understanding of <ĕlōhîm terminology
follows, and I will utilize this understanding under the next topic as I
address Mormon interpretation of <ĕlōhîm terminology. For this topic,
I want to focus on the elasticity of the term <ĕlōhîm and Yahweh’s
species-uniqueness.
The text informs us that, rather than a species term, <ĕlōhîm is
a term that denotes a higher semantic level. In the following table I
have tried to illustrate the meaning of <ĕlōhîm on its own terms and by
opposition to real entities that are not <ĕlōhîm:

38. Mormons understand gods and angels to be “gradations” of the same species.
Barry R. Bickmore, “Of Simplicity, Oversimplification, and Monotheism,” review of
“Monotheism, Mormonism, and the New Testament Witness,” by Paul Owen, FARMS
Review 15/1 (2003): 215–58; FARMS materials are available online at farms.byu.edu. I
have not seen any biblical evidence from the text that establishes this. I assume it to be a
guess at parsing the relationship of nonhuman beings found in the Bible.

242 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

Table 1. Beings That Are Real / That Exist394041424344
Beings That by Nature Occupy the
Earthly Plane of Reality
(beings that, when mature, by nature
have visible corporeality—e.g., “flesh
and bone”)
Terrestrial Life
Within the “higher” term one finds
“species-differentiation”
Plants
Animals
(some with nepheš)
Humans40
(flesh + nepheš)

Beings That by Nature Occupy the
Spiritual Plane of Reality
(beings that by nature do not have visi
ble corporeality, but that may or may
not have materiality, depending on
whether they are created beings)39
<ĕlōhîm
(Israelite) YHWH-EL41
Sons of God42
Demons43
Human disembodied dead44

39. <Ĕlōhîm is a “plane of reality” term—it denotes a being’s primary or proper (but
not necessarily exclusive) “place of residence.” For example, Yahweh is still omnipresent
but is frequently spoken of having a throne “somewhere.” Demons seek bodies to possess.
The sons of God and the <ĕlōhîm / angels of Genesis 18–19 took corporeal form. Therefore,
<ĕlōhîm may take on flesh and bone, but their intrinsic nature does not include either.
Humans get to see the other side in ecstatic experiences, and the disembodied dead can
be contacted and appear on the earthly plane.
40. No human being has any unique quality or attribute that no other human had or
has. Hence, there is no division of species or species-uniqueness under the broader term
human. Though unique (cloning excepted), DNA does not produce another species, only
variation within a species.
41. Yahweh is an <ĕlōhîm, but no other <ĕlōhîm are Yahweh. Yahweh is hā<ĕlōhîm.
42. “Sons” of the Most High = sons of Yahweh, if indeed Yahweh and Elyon are the
same, which the text (in my judgment) clearly indicates. These are of lower ontological
status than Yahweh since they are created. They also have a lower status in Yahweh’s
bureaucracy (cf. the patriarchal or royal house analogy). These “sons” (called so because
of their creation) are <ĕlōhîm, and some (at least) serve Yahweh as messengers (mal<ā¬îm).
In this way, the three-tiered (some want four) bureaucracy common to divine council
discussion is coherent. Lastly, these <ĕlōhîm may be loyal to Yahweh or fallen. The fact
that they are rebellious and evil does not remove them from this reality plane.
43. Demons are of lower ontological status than Yahweh since they are created. If
demons originated as described in extracanonical literature such as 1 Enoch (and they
might, since it appears the biblical material on the Rephaim is analogous, with or without
an emendation to nplym in Ezekiel 32:27), then they are of lower ontological class than
the “sons” class above since they would have had a human parent.
44. The disembodied dead exist on the “spiritual plane” (the “other side”) and so are
called <ĕlōhîm. This is quite consistent with the rest of ancient Near Eastern material.
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One could object that the idea of “species-uniqueness” is unintelligible with respect to divine beings, perhaps by analogy to the human
world. I am human, yet no other human is me, but all humans share the
same species status. Hence one can be unique in properties, but speciesuniqueness is a fallacy. The analogy with humankind is flawed, however,
since no such claim as preexistence before all humans is seriously offered.
An attribute shared by no other member in the species by definition makes
that entity species-unique despite any other shared qualities.
To summarize this topic, I wish to stress two important facts:
(1) The idea of an evolution in Israelite religion toward monotheism is a
commonly held position, but it lacks coherence and explanatory power
when it comes to the canonical text and later Jewish material. (2) The
idea that El and Yahweh were once separate deities also lacks coherence.
It remains to be seen, and likely depends on LDS input, how essential
those ideas are to their beliefs. If they are essential, then their foundation lacks the kind of certitude I would think they are seeking.
Topic 3: The Notion of a Godhead in Israelite and Jewish Thought
(items A5, A7, B4, B6)
Latter-day Saints accept the idea of a godhead, but one that differs
somewhat from traditional Christian orthodoxy. Some statements
from LDS scholars are illustrative:
We accept, indeed devoutly affirm, the oneness, the inexpressibly rich unity, of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We could
even, I suppose, employ the words Trinity and trinitarianism—as Elder James E. Talmage’s hugely influential 1899 work
on The Articles of Faith in fact does—though we typically do
not. The Bible testifies to this important truth; and so, even more
explicitly, do the peculiarly Latter-day Saint scriptures. We do
not (borrowing a description of polytheism that Paul Owen
cites) “postulate different gods to account for different kinds of
events.” We simply feel no need to endorse the doctrine of ontological unity worked out, most prominently, at Nicea.45
45. Daniel C. Peterson, “Historical Concreteness, or Speculative Abstraction?”
FARMS Review of Books 14/1–2 (2002): xvii; remarks at the debate organized under the
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Latter-day Saints know nothing of an ontological “substance” to “divide”; we resolutely decline to “confound” the
“persons.” We affirm that the Father and the Son are distinct
personages of flesh and bone. The preincarnate Jesus was
revealed to ancient Israel as the Yahweh of the Hebrew Bible.
. . . Elohim, of course, is plural in form. And, sometimes, it is
clearly plural in meaning. But even when it refers to a single
divine person, it implies plurality.46
First, there is only one God because the Father is the
supreme monarch of our universe. There is no other God to
whom we could switch our allegiance, and there never will be
such a being. He is “the Eternal God of all other gods” (D&C
121:32). Elder Boyd K. Packer writes: “The Father is the one true
God. This thing is certain: no one will ever ascend above Him;
no one will ever replace Him. Nor will anything ever change
the relationship that we, His literal offspring, have with Him.
He is Elohim, the Father. He is God; of Him there is only one.
We revere our Father and our God; we worship Him.”47
Second, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are so unified in
mind, will, love, and covenant that they can collectively be
called “one God” (see 2 Nephi 31:21; D&C 20:28). . . . Elder
Bruce R. McConkie explained: “Monotheism is the doctrine or
belief that there is but one God. If this is properly interpreted
to mean that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—each of whom
is a separate and distinct godly personage—are one God,
meaning one Godhead, then true saints are monotheists.”48
auspices of the Society of Evangelical Philosophers, in conjunction with the joint annual
national meeting of the American Academy of Religion and the Society of Biblical Literature (the AAR/SBL), 17 November 2001. The citation of Paul Owen comes from “Monotheism, Mormonism, and the New Testament Witness,” in The New Mormon Challenge:
Responding to the Latest Defenses of a Fast-Growing Movement (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2002), 278. Underlining is my own.
46. Peterson, “Historical Concreteness, or Speculative Abstraction?” xvii–xviii.
47. Citing Boyd K. Packer, Let Not Your Heart Be Troubled (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
1991), 293, emphasis in original.
48. Citing Bruce R. McConkie, “Monotheism,” in Mormon Doctrine, 2nd ed. (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1966), 511.
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Third, even though an innumerable host of beings may be
gods and though many more will become such, there is still
only one God because all of them are unified in essentially the
same way as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Therefore, the
fact that the Father has a father and that his sons and daughters may be deified has no particular bearing on the question
of whether there is one God.49
While we believe in the existence of many separate beings
who are correctly termed “Gods,” in a very real sense they are
all one. . . .
. . . Informed Latter-day Saints see Elohim and Jehovah
as divine name-titles that are usually applied to specific members of the Godhead but can sometimes be applied to any or
all of them.50
Members of the Church of Jesus Christ and creedal Christians affirm together that Jesus Christ is true God and true man.
However, since Latter-day Saints reject the notion of creatio ex
nihilo [which would make the Father ontologically unique], we
can also consistently assert that Jesus is subordinate in rank
and glory to the Father and was created by the Father.51
The acceptance by Latter-day Saints of the anthropomorphic God of the Bible requires us to reject the Greek notion of
the absolute uniqueness of the one God. That God is in some
sense unique and that there is a “Creator / creature distinction”
are facts taken for granted by Latter-day Saints, but to us this
does not imply some unbridgeable “ontological gap.”52
I will try to summarize what seems to be articulated in these
passages:
1. There is one God (the Father).
49.
50.
51.
52.

Bickmore, “Of Simplicity, Oversimplification, and Monotheism,” 218–19.
Bickmore, “Of Simplicity, Oversimplification, and Monotheism,” 220–21.
Bickmore, “Of Simplicity, Oversimplification, and Monotheism,” 251.
Bickmore, “Of Simplicity, Oversimplification, and Monotheism,” 246.
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2. There is one Godhead.
3. Any being called a god in scripture is rightly a member of the
one Godhead.
4. All gods in the Godhead are in total unity.
5. This unity does not refer to “essence,” and so gods in the unified Godhead may be different in “glory” and “rank” from each other
and from the Father.
6. The Father is not ontologically unique; ontology, in fact, is a
misguided focus when it comes to the Godhead since the issue is unity
of the Godhead.
7. As such, Jesus and the Spirit can be seen as truly God and part
of the Godhead, but they could both have been created by the Father.
These thoughts are naturally hard to accept for the evangelical
who is schooled in the traditional orthodox Christian perspective.
Rather than go through each one as a systematic theologian in a
rebuttal attempt, I want to stay focused on the Hebrew Bible and the
divine council. I will also try to go to the heart of these issues, and
not to peripheral problems, such as the Latter-day Saint view requiring that demons are part of the Godhead, since Deuteronomy 32:17
has demons as <ĕlōhîm. This situation is not remedied by saying that
demons are rebellious or fallen <ĕlōhîm, or even that demons are on
Yahweh’s leash, so to speak. They are still <ĕlōhîm and thus still part of
the Godhead in Mormon theology. Hence we have rebellious and evil
members in the Mormon Godhead. It may be possible, though, that
Mormonism’s “Godhead” is something equivalent to my “spiritual
plane of reality.” I cannot see that as consistent with Mormonism’s
objections to traditional Trinitarianism, though. I also do not know
enough about Mormonism’s demonology to know if the concept of
demons as <ĕlōhîm is a problem for them in some other way.
My own view is that there is a better way to parse all this—by
restricting talk of a godhead to Yahweh and Yahweh’s other hypostatic “selves”—what we would commonly think of as the “Son” and
the “Spirit.”53 I do not consider these “selves” to be mere personified
53. I use hypostasis because the vocabulary is found elsewhere. I am still wondering
if there is not a better term.
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attributes. These other selves are Yahweh in that they are ontologically
identical. They are not the Father, though, and so in that sense it may
(perhaps awkwardly) be said that they are not Yahweh. I think it better
to say that they share Yahweh’s essence, but they are also independent
(but not autonomous) personal beings distinct from Yahweh.
Toward articulating my view of how this all works with respect
to the Hebrew Bible and the Israelite divine council, the first step is
to return to the Yahweh-El (Elyon) issue. As you recall, El was the
“Father” god at Ugarit, having birthed 70 sons with Athirat, his wife.
These sons are “sons of El” (bn <il / bn <ilm)54 and are referred to as
“gods” (<ilm).55 One of El’s sons (though his lineage is mysterious) is
Baal. This divine family is described via patriarchal motifs56 and royal
house / rulership motifs.57
Anyone who does serious work in Israelite religion knows that
the biblical writers attribute epithets and attributes of both Ugaritic
El and Baal to Yahweh.58 This is why such notions as a separation of
El and Yahweh as Father and Son inherently spring not from the data,
but from the presupposition of an evolutionary trajectory in Israelite
religion. A separation of deities must be posited and then forced upon
texts like Deuteronomy 32:8–9, despite the data (even in the same passage) to the contrary. As a result of the presupposition, when the text
does not support the presumption, appeals are made to the redactor,
or to the material being “late,” added to erase the evidence of two
separate gods—never minding the fact that in Second Temple Jewish
54. Olmo Lete and Sanmartín, “p∆r” (DULAT 1:225–27). KTU 1.16.V:10–25; 1.40.
R:25, 41–42; 1.65.R: 1–3; 1.162: 16–17; cf. Mullen, “Divine Assembly,” 215.
55. DULAT 1:48–51.
56. J. David Schloen, “The Patrimonial Household in the Kingdom of Ugarit: A
Weberian Analysis of Ancient Near Eastern Society” (PhD diss., Harvard University,
1995); J. David Schloen, The House of the Father as Fact and Symbol: Patrimonialism in
Ugarit and the Ancient Near East (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2001).
57. Lowell K. Handy, Among the Host of Heaven: The Syro-Palestinian Pantheon as
Bureaucracy (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1994); Conrad E. L’Heureux, Rank among
the Canaanite Gods: El, Ba>al, and the Rephaim (Missoula: MT: Scholars Press, 1979).
58. See John Day, Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 2000), 13–41; 91–127; and Mark S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh
and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 19–56.
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literature like that from Qumran we have gods all over the place in
council. There is a better view.
Table 2. A Comparison of the Divine Council at Ugarit and of Israel
The Divine Council at Ugarit
“slot 1”

El

The Divine Council of Israel

YHWH

“slot 1”

(high sovereign, but not
called “Most High”)

Baal
“slot 2”

Coregent or “deputy” of El;
the “ruler / king of the gods”
(ilm) / the “Most High.”
The coregency was fought for
among the sons of El, and
so the coregent is a created
son of El who acts as the
special agent of El—fights his
battles and rules the gods as
appointed authority over the
other lower-ranking divine
rulers (mlkm) of the earth,
the sons / princes of El.

Where is the coregent?

“slot 2”

Who is the second god, the
chief agent of Yahweh, who is
above all the other sons?

Most critical scholars would say that El and Baal are “merged”
in Yahweh. I would prefer to say it another way: the biblical authors
believed the creator, sovereign, and kingship roles of El and Baal were
attributes of a single entity—that is, Israel’s council could allow for
only one creator, one sovereign, and one king of all gods. In my dissertation I delineated this proposal: Because of its commitment to
Yahweh’s “species-uniqueness,” Israelite religion could allow for only
one God with the above attributes, yet it retained or reenvisioned the
high sovereign, coregent structure of the divine council by making
one critical change. Who occupies the “second god, coregent” slot in
Israelite religion under Yahweh? Why, Yahweh, of course.
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Table 3. A Comparison of the Divine Council at Ugarit and of
Israel with Yahweh’s Coregent
The Divine Council at Ugarit
“slot 1”

El

The Divine Council of Israel

YHWH

“slot 1”

(high sovereign, but not
called “Most High”)

Baal
“slot 2”

Coregent or “deputy” of El;
the “ruler / king of the gods”
(ilm) / the “Most High.”
The coregency was fought for
among the sons of El, and so the
coregent is a created son of El
who acts as the special agent of
El—fights his battles and rules
the gods as appointed authority
over the other lower-ranking
divine rulers (mlkm) of the
earth, the sons / princes of El.

The Angel of Yahweh in
whom was the Name (Exodus
23:20–23; Genesis 32:22–32;
cf. Hosea 12:4–5 [Heb]; Genesis 48:15–16)
The “Glory-Man” on God’s
throne (Ezekiel 1:26–27;
Exodus 24:9–11; 33:7–34:5;
Isaiah 6)
The Word. The Word is
identified as Yahweh; cf. the
“vision” language, not just
auditory (Genesis 15:1–6).
Yahweh is the Word that
came and “stood” before
Samuel; cf. the vision language, especially the verb
“appear” (1 Samuel 3). Note
the Word is identified as
Yahweh, and then he touches
Jeremiah with his hand
(Jeremiah 1:1–10).
For humankind’s benefit,
Yahweh chooses to make himself
known by means that are detectable to the human senses. As
uncreated spirit (Isaiah 43:10–12;
John 4:24) and “glory,” his
essence is undetectable without
intermediate means. These
means also serve to protect
humans from the full essence.

“slot 2”
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I would like to unpack the table and articulate why my assertion
that Israel saw Yahweh as species-unique can be justified via the text.
As I have noted above, I would expect Mormon scholars to want to
know on what grounds I base my estimation that Yahweh is speciesunique. This is important, for if Yahweh is to be seen as species-unique,
then my notion that Israel’s theology required that Yahweh fill both
the head and coregent slots in the divine council is also established.
And the fact that there are, in effect, two Yahweh figures occupying
these slots in turn establishes an Israelite godhead, for both slots are
filled by the same essence. In turn, establishing that two beings who
are ontologically the same (Yahweh and his coregent) are at the top
of the council will accurately account for the biblical data concerning the relationship of Yahweh to the other <ĕlōhîm, something I do
not believe Mormon doctrine accomplishes coherently. I agree with
Barry Bickmore when he says that we ought to be concerned more
with how God is unique, as opposed to whether he is unique. What
follows addresses that concern.59
There are five lines of evidence for Yahweh being species-unique.
1. Yahweh is said to be the creator of all other members of the heavenly host. In order to comprehend this argument, we must establish
that the Hebrew Bible at times uses the phrase heavenly host of actual
animate beings. The following verses in Deuteronomy are relevant:
2 If there is found among you, within any of your towns
which the Lord your God is giving you, a man or woman
who does what is evil in the sight of the Lord your God, in
transgressing his covenant, 3 who has gone and served other
gods (<ĕlōhîm) and bowed down (yišta˙û) before them, the sun
or the moon or any of the host of heaven (ßĕbā< haššāmayim),
which I have forbidden . . . (Deuteronomy 17:2–3)
They turned to the service of other gods (<ĕlōhîm) and
worshiped (yišta˙û) them, gods (<ĕlōhîm) whom they had not
59. Bickmore, “Of Simplicity, Oversimplification, and Monotheism,” 258.
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experienced and whom He [God] had not allotted60 to them.
(Deuteronomy 29:25)
It is clear that Deuteronomy 17:2–3 and 29:25 refer to the events
described in Deuteronomy 4:19–20 and 32:8–9, when, in conjunction with the Babel incident, the Most High apportioned the nations
among the sons of God and punitively ordained that they be the gods
of those nations, necessitating they return to the true God through
his nation of priests—Israel.61 These are the <ĕlōhîm being judged in
Psalm 82.
As many scholars have demonstrated, we are dealing with more
than idols here. If Deuteronomy 4:19–20 and 32:8–9 refer to idols
and not to the divine beings represented by idols, then we have God
judging inanimate objects for badly administering the affairs of the
nations. And it would hardly make sense for Yahweh to sentence
pieces of wood and stone to die like mortals. And since Yahweh is the
60. The Hebrew word translated “allotted” is ˙ālaq and serves to link this text with
Deuteronomy 4:19–20; 32:8–9, which have Yahweh “allotting” (˙ālaq) the nations and the
gods / host of heaven to each other and taking Israel as his own “allotment” (˙ēleq).
61. Reading “sons of God” with LXX and Qumran in 32:8. As I noted in a 2001 article, there are no good text-critical reasons to read bĕnê yiśrā<ēl with MT at the end of
verse eight (Heiser, “Deuteronomy 32:8 and the Sons of God,” 52–74 [esp. pp. 52–59]). The
words  בני אלare not an option for what was behind the Septuagint reading, as demonstrated by the Qumran support for the Hebrew text underlying the unrevised Septuagint.
Manuscript 4QDtq has spaces for additional letters following the  לof its [ ] בני אלוהים.
Second, 4QDtj clearly reads בני אלוהים. See Sanders, Provenance of Deuteronomy 32, 156;
Emanuel Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 269;
Tigay, Deuteronomy, 514–18; Patrick W. Skehan, “A Fragment of the ‘Song of Moses’
(Deut. 32) from Qumran,” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 136
(1954) 12–15; Julie Ann Duncan, “A Critical Edition of Deuteronomy Manuscripts from
Qumran, Cave IV: 4QDtb, 4QDte, 4QDth, 4QDtj, 4QDt k, 4QDtl” (PhD diss., Harvard
University, 1989); Eugene Ulrich et al., eds., Qumran Cave 4 IX: Deuteronomy, Joshua,
Judges, Kings (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 75–79. Not only is the reading of MT text critically inferior, but its content results in logical problems. As Tigay notes, “This reading
raises a number of difficulties. Why would God base the number of nations on the number of Israelites? . . . Why would He have based the division on their number at the time
they went to Egypt, an event not mentioned in the poem? In addition, verse 9, which
states that God’s portion was Israel, implies a contrast: Israel was God’s share while the
other peoples were somebody else’s share, but verse 8 fails to note whose share they were”
(Tigay, Deuteronomy, 302).
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creator of the heavenly host (see below), if they are idols, then Yahweh
is an idol maker.
I am not arguing that the Hebrew Bible always means real divine
beings when using the vocabulary of the heavenly host. While the Old
Testament at times has biblical figures referring to idols as “gods”62—
something inevitable given the behavior of the Gentile nations—it is
not coherent to argue that the Old Testament writer always (or even
mostly) meant “idols” when writing of plural <ĕlōhîm or the “host of
heaven.”
It is also unwarranted to argue that all the heavenly host terminology can only mean the chunks of rock and balls of gas in the cosmos.63
It was commonly believed in the ancient world (Israelites included)
that the heavenly bodies were either animate beings or were inhabited
or controlled by animate beings.64 Hence in scripture there is overlap
with respect to just who or what is referred to by the terms sun, moon,
stars, and heavenly host. However, an overlap is not an erasure of one
element of the conception.
It is clear from the above passages in Deuteronomy that the sun,
moon, and stars are explicitly referred to as “other gods” (<ĕlōhîm
<ă˙ērîm), not as idols. This is also clear from passages like Job 38:4–7,
where the sons of God (bĕnê <ĕlōhîm) are referred to as stars (kô¬ĕ∫ê
∫ōqer). The classic divine council passage, 1 Kings 22, also utilizes the
heavenly host terminology for what are clearly divine beings:
19 And he [Micaiah] said, “Therefore hear the word of
the Lord: I saw the Lord sitting on his throne, and all the
host of heaven (ßĕbā< haššāmayim) standing beside him on his
right hand and on his left. 20 and the Lord said, ‘Who will
entice Ahab, that he may go up and fall at Ramoth-gilead?’
And one said one thing, and another said another. 21 Then a
62. For example, 1 Kings 14:9. Such statements need to be balanced with others, such
as 2 Kings 19:18.
63. This is not to suggest that this terminology always points to divine beings.
64. Fabrizio Lelli, “Stars,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible, 809–15;
Ida Zatelli, “Astrology and the Worship of the Stars in the Bible,” ZAW 103 (1991): 86–99;
Luis I. J. Stadelmann, The Hebrew Conception of the World: A Philological and Literary
Study (Rome: Pontifical Institute, 1970).
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spirit (hārûa˙) came forward and stood before the Lord, saying, ‘I will entice him.’ 22 And the Lord said to him, ‘By what
means?’ And he said, ‘I will go out, and will be a lying spirit in
the mouth of all his prophets.’ And he said, ‘You are to entice
him, and you shall succeed; go out and do so.’ 23 Now therefore behold, the Lord has put a lying spirit in the mouth of all
these your prophets; the Lord has declared disaster for you.”
(1 Kings 22:19–23 ESV)
The point here is that Yahweh is not holding council with physical
chunks of stone and balls of gas.
All of this is important for noting passages like Nehemiah 9:6 and
Psalm 148:1–5:
6 You are Yahweh, you alone. You have made heaven,
the heaven of heavens, and all their host (kol-ßĕbā<ām), the
earth and all that is upon it, the seas and all that is in them;
and you preserve all of them; and the host of heaven (ßĕbā<
haššāmayim) worships you. (Nehemiah 9:6)
1 Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord from the heavens;
praise him in the heights!65 2 Praise him, all his angels;
praise him, all his hosts (kol-ßĕbā<āw)! 3 Praise him, sun
and moon, praise him, all you shining stars (kol-kô¬ĕ∫ê <ôr)!
4 Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the
heavens! 5 Let them praise the name of the Lord! For he commanded and they were created. (Psalm 148:1–5)
Notice that in Nehemiah 9:6, Yahweh alone is the creator. None of the
other gods have creative power, marking Yahweh as distinct. The parallelism in Psalm 148 makes clear the conceptual overlap in that it has
the heavenly hosts—sun, moon, and stars—worshipping and praising
Yahweh, their creator.
65. The phrase in the heights has divine council overtones. See Norman C. Habel,
“He Who Stretches Out the Heavens,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 34 (1972): 417–18; and
Korpel, Rift in the Clouds, 376–82.
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2. Yahweh was considered preexistent to all gods. As such, contrary
to Latter-day Saint beliefs, he had no parents. The text of Isaiah 43:10–
12 is straightforward in this regard:
“You are my witnesses,” declares Yahweh, “and my servants whom I have chosen, that you may know, and believe
me, and understand that I am he. Before me no god (<ēl) was
formed, and after me, there shall not be [any].”
It is most coherent to consider <ēl generic, and so the writer is telling us that no god was created prior to Yahweh. It would be awkward
for <ēl to be a proper name here since Yahweh received El epithets, but
the point would still be interesting: there was no creator god (El was
the Creator god) before Yahweh (i.e., he is the only god who can claim
this power).
It should be noted that verse 10 does not contradict the clear statements elsewhere in scripture that Yahweh created the divine members
of the heavenly host. The verse does not deny that Yahweh created any
<ĕlōhîm. Rather, it asserts there will be no such god as Yahweh to follow. If the objects of creation were what was intended to be negated,
we would expect a plural form of hyh, not the singular yihyeh, or some
other negated plural construction.
3. Yahweh has the power to strip the other <ĕlōhîm of their
immortality.
6 I said, “you are gods (<ĕlōhîm), sons of the Most High
(>elyôn), all of you”. 7 Therefore you shall die as humankind,
and you shall fall as one of the princes. (Psalm 82:6–7)
If Yahweh did not have superior power, how could he do this? If
Yahweh is not ontologically distinct and unique, whence does this
superior power derive? If Mormons postulate that the power derives
from superior status or authority, how was such status or authority
obtained? Who gave it—another ontologically parallel god?
4. Yahweh is referred to as hā<ĕlōhîm in comparative statements,
while no other god or group of gods is ever spoken of in such a manner.
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Incomparability statements point to Yahweh’s ontological distinctiveness. Consider the passages below:
You have been shown, in order to know that Yahweh, he
is the god (par excellence; hā<ĕlōhîm). Beside him there is no
other. (Deuteronomy 4:35)
As Bruce Waltke and Michael O’Connor note (quoting Muraoka),
“this construction has ‘selective-exclusive’ force . . . the subject / focus
is singled out and contrasted with other possible or actual alternatives.”66 This use is especially striking in 1 Kings 18:21, where Elijah
challenges Baal and his worshippers by saying, “‘If Yahweh is the
(true) God (hā<ĕlōhîm), follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.’ And
the people did not answer him a word.”
Know therefore today, and lay it to your heart, that Yahweh,
he is the God (par excellence; hā<ĕlōhîm) in heaven above and
on the earth beneath; there is no other. (Deuteronomy 4:39)
For Yahweh your God, he is God of gods and Lord of
lords, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God (hā<ēl),
who is not partial and takes no bribe. (Deuteronomy 10:17)
That all the peoples of the earth may know that Yahweh is the
God (par excellence; hā<ĕlōhîm); there is no other. (1 Kings 8:60)
Who is like you, Yahweh, among the gods (bā<ēlîm)? (Exodus 15:11)
For who in the clouds can be compared to Yahweh? Who
is like Yahweh among the sons of God (bĕnê <ēlîm)? (Psalm
89:6; Hebrew, v. 7)
Latter-day Saints simply cannot have it both ways. If these denial
statements do not rule out the reality of other <ĕlōhîm, as they obviously cannot in view of Psalm 82 and other passages, then it cannot
be coherently denied that that points to Yahweh’s uniqueness. In
66. Bruce K. Waltke and Michael P. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew
Syntax (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 297.

256 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

short, the statements have to mean something, and if it is argued that
the something is authority, we are back to asking from whence such
authority was given or taken.
I would also add that the use of hā<ĕlōhîm in incomparability statements demonstrates that the earlier claim that “even when [<ĕlōhîm]
refers to a single divine person, it implies plurality” is nonsensical. Bringing that statement to some of the verses above illustrates the point:
“You have been shown, in order to know that Yahweh, he is the collective (hā<ĕlōhîm). Beside him [it would have to be ‘them’ but we have
the third-person singular personal pronoun here] there is no other”
(Deuteronomy 4:35). How is it coherent to say that “beside the collective there is / are no other”? If all humans and beings on the spiritual
plane are <ĕlōhîm, what’s the counterpart of the comparison?
5. The other gods are commanded to worship Yahweh.
1 Ascribe to Yahweh, O sons of God (bĕnê <ēlîm); ascribe
to Yahweh glory and strength! 2 Ascribe to Yahweh the glory
of his name; worship Yahweh in the splendor of holiness!
(Psalm 29:1–2)
You are Yahweh, you alone. You have made heaven,
the heaven of heavens, and all their host (kol-ßĕbā<ām), the
earth and all that is upon it, the seas and all that is in them;
and you preserve all of them; and the host of heaven (ßĕbā<
haššāmayim) worships you. (Nehemiah 9:6)
1 Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord from the heavens; praise him in the heights! 2 Praise him, all his angels;
praise him, all his hosts (kol-ßĕbā<āw)! 3 Praise him, sun
and moon, praise him, all you shining stars (kol-kô¬ĕ∫ê <ôr)!
4 Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the
heavens! 5 Let them praise the name of the Lord! For he commanded and they were created. (Psalm 148:1–5)
7 worship him, all you gods (<ĕlōhîm) . . . 9 For you, Yahweh, are most high (>elyôn) over all the earth; you are exalted
far above all gods (<ĕlōhîm). (Psalm 97:7, 9)
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My point here is that if Yahweh is not ontologically different from
the other <ĕlōhîm, then why does he merit worship? On what basis
was it decided that he is worthy of worship and the others are not? An
appeal to Yahweh’s deliverance (e.g., the Reed Sea) as though Yahweh
just did something for Israel that some other god could have pulled off
is pointless since the text judges such deliverances to be indicators of
Yahweh’s matchless power.
These five considerations are powerful testimony to Yahweh’s
distinctiveness, especially given the exclusivity with which they are
articulated in the text. Yahweh shares these attributes and this status
with no other <ĕlōhîm. Israel’s “Yahweh-uniqueness” theology, then,
remained intact in this divine council structure since the second power
in heaven was also Yahweh. The Angel, the Word, and the Glory-Man
are visible representations of the coregent Yahweh, that slot which was
occupied by “the Most High Son” in Ugaritic terminology. In a patriarchal model of the council this would be the “firstborn”—the one
who is to inherit the status of the patriarch or who functions as the
patriarch if need be. In a royal house model, this would be the elect
son, the scion, who often functioned as king in other places as though
he was the king—and under such conditions, he was the king. This
“unique Son” (there was only one) occupying the second slot may also
be said to be Yahweh’s chief agent (mal<ā¬), distinct from all other
divine sons and agents (mal<ā¬îm).
There are other hypostasized agents of Yahweh, such as the Name,
the hidden Glory (in the cloud), and Wisdom, but these figures are
never “seen” and never “appear” as a human form. My godhead within
the council idea must include them in some way, and so I parse their
status with the above coregent figures as follows. In the Hebrew Bible
we have: (1) Yahweh the Father; (2) the visible (and at times corporeal) essence of Yahweh the Father in human form; and (3) the visible
essence of Yahweh the Father that is not in human form. The Angel,
the Word, and the Glory-Man all appear in human form. The Name,
for example, does not. Rather, the Name can be linked to the non
humanoid cloud that fills the temple (the place Yahweh put his Name).
The same is true of the hidden Glory. While the Glory could appear in
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human form (the Glory-Man), the Glory was more frequently veiled
in the cloud. Wisdom is cast as female and cocreator in the Hebrew
Bible (Proverbs 8:22–31) because of grammatical gender, but Wisdom is never seen by anyone, as far as the text informs us. Wisdom is
also never interchanged with any of the other hypostatized figures of
Yahweh.
None of these figures is explicitly linked to the Spirit of God, as far
as I have been able to determine. The Name is said to be “in” the Angel,
and so there is some similarity to the Spirit’s role elsewhere. The Spirit
is also interchanged with the God of Israel on occasion.67 The data
lead me to believe that the various coregent figures cannot neatly be
categorized as “Son” and “Spirit,” to use the terminology frequently
found in the New Testament. The role of the coregent slot (the COO)
was filled by “other Yahweh” figures in whatever way Yahweh chose
to appear. Yahweh the Father (the CEO) functioned as High Sovereign
over everything. To return to Ugarit as an analogy, the “Son” aspect of
the coregent slot derives from the use of the metaphor of the patriarchal house and royal household. Baal’s roles of warrior, administrator,
temple occupant, prince, and vizier were carried out by various manifestations of Yahweh’s essence. These manifestations were detectable
by the human senses and often included the simultaneous presence of
Yahweh the Father, and so they are not mere “modes.” As a result, I
would not say that Israelite religion had a Trinity in the way we typically articulate the Godhead. I would say that the notion of a godhead
is part of Israelite religion, and this idea becomes clearer in the progress of revelation.
Topic 4: The “Species-Uniqueness” of the Son / Coregent, Jesus, and
the Quotation of Psalm 82 in John 10 (items A8, B8)
Significantly, the New Testament writers link all these coregent
figures with Jesus. Jesus is the Word (John 1:1), the incarnated Glory
(John 1:14; 17:5, 24), and Wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:24; cf. Luke 11:49–
67. See, for example, Isaiah 63:8–10, comparing the context and verb lemmas in verse
10 with Psalm 78:40.
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51 and Matthew 23:34–36). He was given / bears the Name (John 17:6–
12; Revelation 19:12–16) and was thought to be the delivering Angel
(Jude 5; cf. Exodus 23:20–23; Judges 2:1–5).68 Jesus was also the “Cloud
Rider,” a deity title / description of Baal at Ugarit attributed only to
Yahweh in the Hebrew Bible, the lone exception being the son of man
in Daniel 7.
Such identifications would mean that Jesus is in the Israelite Godhead. Second Temple Jewish texts abound with speculation as to the
identity of the second power. Jewish writers of that time argued for
exalted angels (Michael, Gabriel) and certain Old Testament figures
(Moses, Abraham, Adam) in the coregent slot. What made Christianity distinct was the claim that the second power had become a human
being, vulnerable to death, and that this human being had walked
among them in recent days and had suffered crucifixion at the hands
of the Jewish leaders and Roman authorities.
All of what we have discussed in this paper to this point was part
of the Jewish thought of the Second Temple period, as my own dissertation and the copious scholarly literature on these subjects have
established.69 By the time of Jesus’s ministry,70 Jewish writers committed to monotheism, even upon pain of death, could accept that
68. There is a text-critical issue in Jude 5. The scholarly information on the coregent
linkages to Jesus is copious. See for example Charles A. Gieschen, Angelomorphic Christology: Antecedents and Early Evidence (Leiden: Brill, 1998); Gieschen, “Baptismal Praxis
in the Book of Revelation,” www.iwu.edu/~religion/ejcm/Gieschen.htm (accessed 24
April 2007); Jarl E. Fossum, The Image of the Invisible God: Essays on the Influence of
Jewish Mysticism on Early Christology (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995); Darrell D. Hannah, Michael and Christ: Michael Traditions and Angel Christology in Early
Christianity (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999); Ben Witherington III, Jesus the Sage: The
Pilgrimage of Wisdom (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1994); Aqila H. I. Lee, From
Messiah to Preexistent Son: Jesus’ Self-Consciousness and Early Christian Exegesis of
Messianic Psalms (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005); Daniel Boyarin, “The Gospel of the
Memra: Jewish Binitarianism and the Prologue to John,” Harvard Theological Review
94/3 (2001): 243–84.
69. See the sources in note 64.
70. After the second century and on into the rabbinic era, these ideas became heretical
to Jewish teachers and writers. The “standardization” of the Masoretic text and rejection
of the LXX occurred at the same time (not coincidentally in my view). See Alan F. Segal,
Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and Gnosticism (Leiden:
Brill, 1977); Daniel Boyarin, “Two Powers in Heaven; Or, the Making of a Heresy,” in The
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there was a council of <ĕlōhîm in Psalm 82 (cf. the Qumran data) and
that there was a second power in heaven who “was Yahweh but wasn’t
Yahweh the Father.” Again, I am not saying that Judaism had a Trinity. I am only saying that the necessary concepts and categories were
in place. The idea that the traditional Christian articulation derives
from Greek philosophy is untrue.71 The key conceptual elements are
certifiably Israelite.
This background is important for interpreting the significance of
Jesus’s quotation of Psalm 82:6 in John 10:34–35. I have never come
across the view I have of this issue in print, and so it seems best to give
the full context of Jesus’s quotation in order to clarify my thoughts:
22 And it was at Jerusalem the feast of the dedication, and
it was winter. 23 And Jesus walked in the temple in Solomon’s
porch. 24 Then came the Jews round about him, and said to
him, “How long are you going to make us doubt? If you are
the Christ, tell us plainly.” 25 Jesus answered them, “I told
you, and you believed not: the works that I do in my Father’s
name, they bear witness of me. 26 But you believe not, because
you are not of my sheep, as I said to you. 27 My sheep hear my
voice, and I know them, and they follow me: 28 And I give to
them eternal life; and they shall never perish, neither shall
anyone pluck them out of my hand. 29 My Father, who gave
them to me, is greater than all; and no one is able to pluck
Idea of Biblical Interpretation: Essays in Honor of James L. Kugel, ed. Hindy Najman and
Judith H. Newman (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 331–70.
71. Interestingly, species-uniqueness is the basis for God’s distinction from the other
gods in later Jewish writers. For example, 2 (Slavonic Apocalypse of) Enoch (J) 2:2 affirms
that, while other gods are feckless, they exist and are temporary: “And do not turn away
from the Lord, and do not worship vain gods, gods who did not create the heaven and
the earth or any other created thing; for they will perish, and so will those who worship
them.” The same book later has God inform Enoch that “There is no adviser and no successor to my creation. I am self-eternal and not made by hands” (33:4). Sibylline Oracles
confess that “God is alone, unique, and supreme” since he is “self-generated [and] unbegotten.” Yet in the same text one reads that “if gods beget and yet remain immortal there
would have been more gods born than men.” See John J. Collins, “Sibylline Oracles,” in
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. Charlesworth (New York: Doubleday,
1983), 1:470–71 (the citations are from fragments 1:17; 2:1; 3:3).
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them out of my Father’s hand. 30 I and my Father are one.”
31 Then the Jews took up stones again to stone him. 32 Jesus
answered them, “Many good works have I shown you from
my Father; for which of those works do you stone me?” 33 The
Jews answered him, saying, “For a good work we would not
stone you; but for blasphemy; and because that you, being a
man, make yourself God.” (John 10:22–33)
The quotation of Psalm 82:6 follows:
34 Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your law:
‘I said, you are gods?’ 35 If he [God] called them gods, to
whom the word of God came, and the scripture cannot be
broken; 36 do you say of him whom the Father has sanc
tified and sent into the world, ‘You blaspheme!’ because I
said, I am the Son of God? 37 If I do not the works of my
Father, believe me not. 38 But if I do, though you don’t believe
me, believe the works: that you may know, and believe, that
the Father is in me, and I in him.” 39 Therefore they sought
again to take him: but he escaped out of their hand, 40 And
went away again beyond Jordan into the place where John at
first baptized; and there he abode. 41 And many resorted unto
him, and said, John did no miracle: but all things that John
spake of this man were true. 42 And many believed on him
there. (John 10:34–42)
Here is what we can glean without interpretive disagreement:
1. Jesus prefaced his quotation by asserting that he and the
Father were one (John 10:30).
2. This claim was regarded as blasphemy in that Jesus was making himself out to be God (John 10:33).
3. In defense of his assertion, Jesus quoted Psalm 82:6. That is, to
establish his claim to be God, Jesus went to Psalm 82:6.
4. He follows the quotation with the statement that the Father
was in him, and he was in the Father.
The standard view of this quotation is that Jesus was endorsing
the human <ĕlōhîm view and thereby arguing, “I have every right to
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call myself divine—you guys can do it as well on the basis of Psalm
82:6.” The problem, of course, is that this amounts to Jesus saying “you
mere mortals can call yourself gods, so I can, too.” If this is a defense
of his own deity, it is a weak one.
Although Latter-day Saints agree with me that the <ĕlōhîm in
Psalm 82:6 are in fact divine beings, they prefer the human <ĕlōhîm
view for Jesus’s use of Psalm 82:6.72 Recall that Latter-day Saints argue
that humans are the children of God, who is embodied, based on their
understanding of the image of God.73 If Jesus is in fact not claiming
to be ontologically different than the Jews who were assailing him, the
Mormon position is bolstered. This might strike evangelicals as odd,
given Jesus’s claim that he and the Father were one (John 10:30), but
Latter-day Saints insist that Jesus was claiming to be a god, not the
Father, citing the absence of the definite article before θεόν in verse
33: “you, being a man, make yourself God” (σὺ ανθρωποσ ων ποιει̃σ
72. With respect to the disconnect between the psalm’s original meaning and Jesus’s
understanding of it, Mormon scholarship rescues Jesus from being in error by appealing
to material in the Book of Abraham that resolves the tension (see the discussion in Peterson, “‘Ye Are Gods,’” 541–42). Latter-day Saint scholars reason that the human <ĕlōhîm
view is supportive of their doctrinal affirmation that humans are <ĕlōhîm. This idea is
based on the Mormon understanding of the image of God, and so it would be unfair to
say that Mormon theology desperately needs Jesus’s endorsement of the human <ĕlōhîm
view. It certainly helps, though.
73. The reasoning is that since we are created in God’s image and likeness, that must
mean we are divine, like him, and he is embodied, like us. Latter-day Saints seek to draw
support for this understanding from certain passages that refer to human beings as
<ĕlōhîm or as God’s children (for example, Moses is spoken of as <ĕlōhîm in Exodus 4:16;
7:1, and the nation of Israel is referred to as Yahweh’s “son” in Exodus 4:23; Hosea 11:1).
The trajectories on which this doctrine is built, supposedly bolstered by Barker’s work,
are flawed. Mormon writer Brant Gardner notes: “When Margaret Barker describes
the nature of the heavenly council, she also notes the key that resolves our problems in
understanding Nephi and the subsequent Nephite theology. ‘There are those called sons
of El Elyon, sons of El or Elohim, all clearly heavenly beings, and there are those called
sons of Yahweh or the Holy One who are human’” (citing Margaret Barker, The Great
Angel: A Study of Israel’s Second God [Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1992], 5
[4]). Barker’s argument proceeds on the assumption that when the Hebrew Bible refers to
sons of an El-derivative deity (El, Elyon, Elohim), those sons are heavenly beings. When
the text speaks of Yahweh or the “Holy One” having sons, those sons are human beings.
Barker’s “crucial distinction” (p. 4) is incorrect since she misses Hosea 1:10, where “sons
of the living God (El)” are clearly human beings. The Mormon material I have read has
not caught the error and proceeds to make apologetic points on a flawed assumption.
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σεαυτὸν θεόν). That Jesus was claiming to be a god would be acceptable for Latter-day Saints since we are all gods by virtue of being created in God’s image. But if Jesus held that the Father had ontological
superiority, that is another story.
I propose, however, that the <ĕlōhîm of Psalm 82 were not human
and that Jesus was in fact asserting his own unique ontological oneness with the Father. Before defending that thesis, let me first address
the notion that John 10:33 has Jesus only claiming to be a god. A syntactical search of the Greek New Testament reveals that the identical
construction found in John 10:33 occurs elsewhere in contexts referring specifically to God the Father.74
The absence of the article, therefore, does not prove the Mormon
interpretation. The absence of the article may point to indefiniteness
when the subject complement is the lemma θεόσ (especially when it is
plural), but it can also point to a specific, definite entity. Building an
interpretation on this argument is a poor strategy.
Returning now to the quotation, the human <ĕlōhîm view derives
from two assumptions brought to the text: (1) that it is required by the
impossibility of there being other <ĕlōhîm because of Judeo-Christian
monotheism, and (2) that the phrase to whom the word of God came
refers to the Jews who received the law at Sinai—that is, the Pharisees’
forefathers. This paper has already dispensed with the first assumption, so we will move to the latter.
I would suggest that what first needs to be done is to comes to
terms with what is meant by “the word of God” and who it is that
receives that word in Psalm 82:6–7:
74. The search is accomplished via the OpenText.org syntactically tagged Greek New
Testament database in the Libronix platform developed by Logos Bible Software, Bellingham, Washington. The search query asks for all clauses where the predicator of the clause
can be any finite verbs except εἰμί where the subject complement is the lexeme θεόσ
with no definite article present. Any clause component can intervene between these two
elements. Other than John 10:33, the following hits are yielded by the query: Acts 5:29;
Galatians 4:8, 9; 1 Thessalonians 1:9; 4:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:8; Titus 3:8; Hebrews 9:14. It
is incoherent within the immediate and broader context of the book in which each hit
occurs to translate θεόσ as “a god.”
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6 I said, “you are gods, sons of the Most High, all of you.”
7 Therefore you shall die as humans do, and you shall fall as
one of the princes.
The speaker (“I”) in the passage is the God of Israel, the God
who is standing in the council in Psalm 82:1 among the <ĕlōhîm. God
announces that the <ĕlōhîm of the council are his sons, but because of
their corruption (vv. 2–5), they will lose their immortality. I believe
that Jesus was referring to this utterance when he quoted the psalm,
not the Jewish nation receiving the law at Sinai or the revelation that
would become the Old Testament. To illustrate the difference in the
views:
Table 4. Interpretations of the Word of God
Common Interpretation /
Jesus’s strategy assumes
<ĕlōhîm are human
The “word of God that came” = revelation from God at Sinai, or the entire OT

My view /
Jesus’s strategy assumes
<ĕlōhîm are divine
The “word of God that came” = the
utterance itself in Psalm 82:6 – the
pronouncement from God

“to whom the word of God came” = the “to whom the word of God came” = the
Jews at Sinai, or the Jews generally
<ĕlōhîm of the divine council in 82:1
Result: the Jews are the “sons of the
Most High” and <ĕlōhîm so Jesus can
call himself an <ĕlōhîm as well.

Result: The Jews are not <ĕlōhîm, and
Jesus reminds his enemies that their
scriptures say there are other <ĕlōhîm
who are divine sons.

Nowhere in Psalm 82 do we have any hint of the Mosaic law, Sinai,
a Jewish nation, or the canonical revelation given to the Jews. Every
element in the commonly held view must be inserted into the passage. My view is that Jesus, who just said he and the Father were one,
is quoting Psalm 82:6 in defense of his divine nature, reminding his
Jewish audience that there were in fact other <ĕlōhîm besides the God
of Israel, and those <ĕlōhîm were his sons. Because he calls himself the
son of God in the next breath, this at the very least puts him in the
class of the sons of the Most High of Psalm 82:6—divine <ĕlōhîm.
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If this were all that was written by John in his Gospel about the
divine Sonship of Jesus, there would at best be a stalemate with Latterday Saint scholars about the ontological nature of Jesus. He would be
one of the <ĕlōhîm; seen one, seen them all. But we all know that is not
the sum total of what John says about Jesus’s Sonship. I would suggest
that the statement of John 10:36 be viewed in tandem with Jesus’s own
declaration in John’s Gospel that he was the μονογενήσ Son. It is well
established, of course, that this term does not derive from μόνοσ +
γεννάω (“only begotten”), but from μόνοσ + γένοσ (“only kind; one
of a kind; unique”).75 As Fitzmyer points out:
That unique is the actual meaning of μονογενήσ can be
seen in Heb 11:17, where it is used of Isaac, whom Abraham
was ready to sacrifice, even though God had promised Abraham abundant descendants. The word here means only (son)
of his kind, i.e., the only son of the promise (Gen 21:12). Abraham in fact had already begotten Ishmael through Hagar
(Gen 16:3f.; 17:22–25) and later had six other sons by Keturah
(Gen 25:1).76
We are left then with a situation: How can Jesus be the unique son
of God and yet there be abundant testimony to many heavenly sons of
God in the Hebrew Bible? The answer is straightforward—this Son is
one with the Father. He is utterly unique. Jesus is the coregent <ĕlōhîm,
and no other <ĕlōhîm can say that. Putting all the Johannine discourse
together and taking the quotation in context of Jesus’s claim to oneness with the Father makes this a powerful witness to the fact that
Jesus was of the same essence as the Father. The Jewish authorities got
the message, too. One wonders why, if the Mormon view is correct—
that Jesus was just claiming to be one of many species-equal <ĕlōhîm
because of the divine image—the Jews charged him with blasphemy.
75. Horst Balz and Gerhard Schneider, eds., Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, trans. John W. Medendorp (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990), 2:440.
76. Balz and Schneider, Exegetical Dictionary, 2:440, emphasis is Fitzmyer’s.
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Conclusion
I am under no delusion that this paper will persuade Latter-day
Saints to abandon or adjust their viewpoint. I also expect that many
evangelicals will balk at embracing my arguments. Ironically, both
sides may take solace in mutually disagreeing with me. That would be
fine. What is more important in my mind is to clearly articulate the
text and to contextualize the Hebrew Bible on its own terms. I leave
the Spirit to work in each heart as he sees fit.

“Ye Really Are Gods”: A Response to
Michael Heiser concerning the LDS Use
of Psalm 82 and the Gospel of John
David E. Bokovoy

Review of Michael S. Heiser. “You’ve Seen One Elohim, You’ve Seen Them All? A Critique
of Mormonism’s Apologetic Use of Psalm 82,” presented at the 58th annual meeting
of the Evangelical Theological Society in Washington DC on 16 November 2006, now
appearing in this number of the FARMS Review, pages 221–66.

F

ew topics prove more intriguing to Latter-day Saints than the biblical view of the divine council. Toward the end of his ministry,
the Prophet Joseph Smith devoted considerable attention to this controversial subject. For Joseph, the issue of the council of Gods was no
mere piece of theological trivia. In a discussion concerning his views
regarding the council, the Prophet once taught that when Latterday Saints “begin to learn this way, we begin to learn the only true
God, and what kind of a being we have got to worship.” Since the
nineteenth century, Joseph Smith’s views regarding a divine council
of celestial deities have provided the focus of considerable criticism
for many Bible-believing Christians. Yet biblical scholars, however
unwittingly, have in recent years followed the Prophet’s lead in devoting substantial consideration to the role of the divine council in the
Hebrew Bible.
Recent textual and archaeological discoveries have convinced
scholars of the fundamental position held by the heavenly council of
deities within Israelite theology. “The council of God in the Hebrew
	. Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, comp. Joseph Fielding Smith (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1976), 349–50.
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Bible is no novelty,” writes biblical scholar Martti Nissinen. “The occurrences are well known.” As prominent Near Eastern archaeologist
William Dever has explained, this view has affected the scholarly perception concerning the development of Israelite monotheism:
A generation ago, when I was a graduate student, biblical
scholars were nearly unanimous in thinking that monotheism had been predominant in ancient Israelite religion from
the beginning—not just as an “ideal,” but as the reality. Today
all that has changed. Virtually all mainstream scholars (and
even a few conservatives) acknowledge that true monotheism emerged only in the period of the exile in Babylon in the
6th century b.c., as the canon of the Hebrew Bible was taking
shape. . . .
I have suggested, along with most scholars, that the emergence of monotheism—of exclusive Yahwism—was largely a
response to the tragic experience of the exile.
To date, the most exhaustive study of the biblical view of the divine
council by a Latter-day Saint is Daniel C. Peterson’s “ ‘Ye Are Gods’:
Psalm 82 and John 10 as Witnesses to the Divine Nature of Humankind.” Peterson provides an impressive analysis of LDS theology and
Jesus’s use of Psalm 82 in the Gospel of John. For Peterson, the Latterday Saint doctrine regarding the divine nature of humanity provides
a strong interpretive crux for understanding Jesus’s use of the council
text: “God has taken his place in the divine council; in the midst of
the gods he holds judgment” (Psalm 82:1 New Revised Standard Ver	. Martti Nissinen, “Prophets and the Divine Council,” in Kein Land für sich allein:
Studien zum Kulturkontakt in Kanaan, Israel/Palästina und Ebirnari für Manfred Weippert
zum 65. Geburtstag (Vandenhoeck: Universitätsverlag Freiburg Schweiz, 2002), 4.
	. William G. Dever, Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient
Israel (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 294–95, 297.
	. Daniel C. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods’: Psalm 82 and John 10 as Witnesses to the
Divine Nature of Humankind,” in The Disciple as Scholar: Essays on Scripture and the
Ancient World in Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W.
Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), 471–594. See David E. Bokovoy, “Heavenly Councils in the Old Testament and Modern Revelation,” Religious Educator (forthcoming).
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sion, NRSV). Recently, however, Peterson’s essay has drawn the attention of Michael Heiser, an evangelical Bible scholar who specializes
in the Israelite view concerning the divine council. In his critique of
Peterson, Heiser takes exception to his analysis of Psalm 82. As a specialist in biblical council imagery, Heiser attempts to correct what he
perceives as “certain flaws in the LDS understanding and use of Psalm
82” (p. 222 above). Heiser raises several important issues worthy of
careful consideration. The following essay is not an exhaustive treatment of or response to the issues raised in Heiser’s critique. Instead, it
will provide a general response to Heiser’s claims, particularly those
claims that apply both to LDS thought and to Psalm 82.
An LDS View of the Divine Council
In his response to the LDS interpretation of Psalm 82, Heiser correctly notes that Latter-day Saints have a keen interest in the biblical
view of the divine council. During his ministry, the Prophet Joseph
Smith provided important doctrinal insights regarding the heavenly
assembly. Although his ideas seemed somewhat revolutionary for
many Christians in the nineteenth century, modern biblical scholars today, as Heiser himself observes, recognize that divine councils
of deities fulfilled a vital role in biblical theology. During the April
conference of the church in 1844, Joseph Smith testified concerning
the importance of the heavenly council organized before the creation
of the earth. Concerning “the beginning,” Joseph declared that “the
head of the Gods called a council of the Gods; and they came together
and concocted a plan to create the world and people it.”
In his journal entry for 11 June 1843, Franklin D. Richards provided an account of the Prophet’s teaching that “the order and ordinances of the kingdom were instituted by the priesthood in the council
of heaven before the world was.” Elder Richards later records Joseph’s
	. Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 349.
	. The Words of Joseph Smith: The Contemporary Accounts of the Nauvoo Discourses
of the Prophet Joseph, ed. Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1980), 215, capitalization and spelling somewhat standardized in
such quotations.
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testimony that “all blessings that were ordained for man by the council of heaven were on conditions of obedience to the law thereof.”
The Book of Abraham refers to “the intelligences that were organized
before the world was” (Abraham 3:22). In this council setting, God
“stood among those that were spirits, and he saw that they were good”
(Abraham 3:23). According to the Prophet, “every man who has a calling to minister to the inhabitants of the world was ordained to that
very purpose in the grand council of heaven.” Though the concept
may seem odd to some Christians, these teachings are not completely
absent in the Bible.
The notion of God assigning members of his council to assume
important positions of administrative responsibility appears in its earliest form in Deuteronomy 32:8: “When the Most High apportioned
the nations, when he divided humankind, he fixed the boundaries of
the peoples according to the number of the gods” (Deuteronomy 32:8
NRSV). For Latter-day Saints, who at least in part associate the council with humanity, a seemingly parallel notion appears in the council
story featured in the Book of Abraham:
And God saw these souls that they were good, and he stood
in the midst of them, and he said: These I will make my rulers;
for he stood among those that were spirits, and he saw that they
were good; and he said unto me: Abraham, thou art one of them;
thou wast chosen before thou wast born. (Abraham 3:23)
Peterson argues that in Abraham 3:22–23 “we have God standing in
the midst of premortal spirits who are appointed to be rulers, in a scene
that is really a textbook instance of the motif of the divine assembly.
These are premortal human beings. Can they truly be called ‘gods’ in
any sense? . . . Yes, they can.” For Peterson, many of the gods described
in biblical council texts are in fact human beings.
Peterson’s position is grounded in LDS theology. Following the
council scene described in Abraham 3, the Book of Abraham contin	. Words of Joseph Smith, 232.
	. Words of Joseph Smith, 367.
	. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 541–42.
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ues with a description of the Gods’ involvement in creation: “And then
the Lord said: Let us go down. And they went down at the beginning,
and they, that is the Gods, organized and formed the heavens and the
earth” (Abraham 4:1). In his teachings, Joseph Smith appears to provide an interpretive key concerning the identity of these deities:
[An] everlasting covenant was made between three personages before the organization of this earth, and relates to
their dispensation of things to men on the earth; these personages, according to Abraham’s record, are called God the
first, the Creator; God the second, the Redeemer; and God the
third, the witness or Testator.10
Other LDS commentators have suggested additional possibilities.
Joseph Fielding Smith taught that
it is true that Adam helped to form this earth. He labored
with our Savior Jesus Christ. I have a strong view or conviction that there were others also who assisted them. Perhaps
Noah and Enoch; and why not Joseph Smith, and those who
were appointed to be rulers before the earth was formed? We
know that Jesus our Savior was a Spirit when this great work
was done. He did all of these mighty works before he tabernacled in the flesh.11
Bruce R. McConkie expressed a similar view: “Christ and Mary,
Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, and a host of mighty men and
equally glorious women comprised that group of ‘the noble and great
ones,’ to whom the Lord Jesus said: ‘We will go down, for there is space
there, and we will take of these materials, and we will make an earth
whereon these may dwell’ (Abraham 3:22–24).”12 Since the expression
we will go down is followed in the Book of Abraham with the statement
“they, that is the Gods, organized and formed the heavens and the
10. Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 190.
11. Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1999),
1:74–75.
12. Bruce R. McConkie, “Eve and the Fall,” in Woman (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1979), 59, emphasis deleted.
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earth” (Abraham 4:1), it appears that Elder McConkie believed that
these Gods from the heavenly council included premortal humans.
To some extent, therefore, the title god is appropriately applied to the
premortal sons and daughters of Heavenly Father.
Joseph Smith’s view of the divine council suggests that this assembly of deities served a vital administrative role in God’s plan of happiness. A journal entry recorded by William Clayton in 1845 provides
evidence for the Prophet’s teachings regarding this doctrine:
It has been a doctrine taught by this church that we were in
the Grand Council amongst the Gods when the organization
of this world was contemplated and that the laws of government were all made and sanctioned by all present and all the
ordinances and ceremonies decreed upon.13
Significantly, the Book of Abraham specifically notes that God “stood in
the midst of” these souls (Abraham 3:23). This reference to God standing amongst divine beings in a heavenly council setting finds important
parallels with biblical tradition, including Psalm 82:1, which refers to
God standing in the council and passing judgment.
From an analysis of the legal material in the Hebrew Bible, it
appears that in a traditional judicial setting, judges sat while plaintiffs stood.14 This important distinction provides a significant clue for
interpreting Moses as judge in Exodus 18:13–14:
And it came to pass on the morrow, that Moses sat to judge
the people: and the people stood by Moses from the morning
unto the evening. And when Moses’ father in law saw all that
he did to the people, he said, What is this thing thou doest to
the people? why sittest thou thyself alone, and all the people
stand by thee from morning unto even?15
13. Words of Joseph Smith, 84 n. 10.
14. Hans J. Boecker, Redeformen des Rechtslebens im Alten Testament (Neukirchen:
Neukirchener Verlag, 1964), 85–86.
15. For additional examples of the practice of sitting for judgment, see Judges 4:5;
Joel 3:12; Psalm 122:5; Proverbs 20:8; Daniel 7:9–10.
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Biblical scholar Simon Parker has shown that the distinction
between sitting and standing in judicial settings also operates in the biblical view of the divine council.16 These nuances were not unique to the
West Semitic world. In Mesopotamia, “anybody who happened along
and had a mind to could ‘stand’—that is, participate—in the pu∆rum
[i.e., assembly].”17 As Assyriologist Thorkild Jacobsen explained, the
Akkadian words “uzuzzu, ‘to stand,’ and yašābu, ‘to sit,’ are technical
terms for participating in the pu∆rum.”18 From a Near Eastern perspective, these observations shed considerable light on passages such as Isaiah 3:13 where Jehovah “stands up to plead a cause, He rises to champion
peoples” (Jewish Study Bible, JSB).
Peterson’s analysis of Psalm 82 suggests that the text reflects the
council story depicted in the Book of Abraham. The fact that Psalm
82:1 specifically states that “God stands in the divine council” sustains
Peterson’s thesis. Peterson writes:
We need not take Psalm 82’s portrayal of judgment and
condemnation within the divine council as literally accurate, as
representing an actual historical event (although, obviously, it
might), any more than we are obliged to take as literally true the
depiction of Satan in Job 1–2, freely coming and going within
the heavenly court and even placing wagers with God.19
With its traditional council imagery, Psalm 82 has intrigued biblical
scholars such as Parker, who argued that the text originally described
Yahweh’s rise to supremacy in the assembly.20 Parker, in part, based his
assessment on the fact that Psalm 82 appears as a section of the Elohistic collection wherein the editor(s) reveal a strong propensity toward
replacing divine names such as Yahweh with Elohim.
16. See, for example, 1 Kings 22:19, 21; Job 1:6; 2:1; Daniel 7:9–10; see also Simon B.
Parker, “The Beginning of the Reign of God—Psalm 82 as Myth and Liturgy,” Revue
Biblique 102/4 (1995): 537.
17. Thorkild Jacobsen, “Primitive Democracy in Ancient Mesopotamia,” Journal of
Near Eastern Studies 2/3 (1943): 164.
18. See Jacobsen, “Primitive Democracy,” 164 n. 24.
19. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 536.
20. Parker, “Beginning of the Reign of God,” 537.
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Parker argued that verses one and five in Psalm 82 served as narrative introductions to Yahweh’s council address delivered before his
father Elyon, the head of the council. In his analysis, Parker convincingly illustrates that Yahweh would have originally appeared in Psalm
82 as merely one of the assembled participants of deities. “Having
thought that the members of the council were all gods (and therefore
just—and immortal), Yahweh now recognizes that, being incorrigibly unjust, they will perish like mortals, fall like some human potentate.”21 Parker’s analysis of Psalm 82 works well with Peterson’s claim
that the text reflects the story of the grand council from the Books of
Abraham and Moses.
In an important part of his critique concerning these issues,
Heiser argues against the theory endorsed by biblical scholars such as
Parker and Mark S. Smith that, in its earliest stages, Israelite religion
originally perceived Yahweh as a son of El. “In terms of an evaluation
of the separateness of El and Yahweh,” writes Heiser, “Latter-day Saint
scholars have too blithely accepted the positions of Smith, Parker, and
Barker. All is not nearly as tidy as they propose” (p. 234). Heiser, for
example, maintains that rather than a separate divine father, the Elyon
or “God Most High” presented in Deuteronomy 32:8–9 is none other
than Yahweh himself. In this proposal, Heiser’s view stands in direct
contrast to Mark Smith, who argues that “early on, Yahweh is understood as Israel’s god in distinction to El. Deuteronomy 32:8–9 casts
Yahweh in the role of one of the sons of El, here called >elyôn. . . . This
passage presents an order in which each deity received its own nation.
Israel was the nation that Yahweh received.”22
The present form of Deuteronomy seems to support Heiser’s argument. Rather than a separate deity, Elyon and Yahweh might appear
as a single reference to the head God of the council. In addition to the
divine allotment depicted in Deuteronomy 32:8, the idea of a series of
minor deities that Yahweh had assigned to govern the various nations
appears in Deuteronomy 4:19–20. These verses, which discuss the
21. Parker, “Beginning of the Reign of God,” 539–40.
22. Mark S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient
Israel (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 32.
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allotment of the host of heaven to the nations of the world, parallel
both the vocabulary and the ideology witnessed in 32:8–9. In Deuteronomy 32:9, the author uses the same root hlk featured in 4:20—albeit
as a noun. Deuteronomy 4:19–20 specifically identifies Yahweh as the
deity who gave each council deity his allotment:
And when you look up to the sky and behold the sun and the
moon and the stars, the whole heavenly host, you must not be
lured into bowing down to them or serving them. These the
Lord your God allotted to other peoples everywhere under
heaven; but you the Lord took and brought out of Egypt, that
iron blast furnace, to be His very own people, as is now the
case. (Deuteronomy 4:19–20 Jewish Publication Society, JPS)23
Based upon this evidence, Heiser’s assessment of the view featured in the current form of Deuteronomy may be correct; however,
Heiser ultimately fails to address important evidence recognized by
many contemporary biblical scholars that suggests that Israelite theology did in fact evolve in a manner consistent with the basic claims
of Parker and Smith.24 For example, David Noel Freedman maintains
that the combination “Yahweh Elohim” or “Lord God” found in the
early chapters of Genesis probably derives from an earlier sentence
name given the God of Israel, namely “Yahweh El” or “God creates.”25
In a related assessment, Mark Smith has argued:
The original god of Israel was El. This reconstruction may
be inferred from two pieces of information. First, the name
23. The Jewish Publication Society edition appears in Adele Berlin and Marc Z. Brettler,
eds., The Jewish Study Bible: Tanakh Translation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
24. Of course, the fact that Deuteronomy 4 simply reflects the language of Deuteronomy 32 does not automatically mean that both texts derive from the same author. The
author of Deuteronomy 4 may have simply created his passages concerning Yahweh to
intentionally reflect the language and ideology in Deuteronomy 32 in order to present
Yahweh as the chief council deity. This very real possibility should be considered by
Heiser in further research; for an introduction to theological changes reflected throughout the book of Deuteronomy, see especially Bernard M. Levinson, Deuteronomy and the
Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).
25. David Noel Freedman, “The Name of the God of Moses,” Journal of Biblical Literature 79/3 (1960): 156.
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of Israel is not a Yahwistic name with the divine element of
Yahweh, but an El name, with the element, <ēl. This fact would
suggest that El was the original chief god of the group named
Israel. Second, Genesis 49:24–25 presents a series of El epithets separate from the mention of Yahweh in verse 18.26
A detailed response to all the evidence amassed by scholars who
view a theological evolution in the Hebrew Bible was beyond the
scope of Heiser’s essay. However, notwithstanding the probability that
Heiser is correct in linking Elyon with Yahweh in Deuteronomy, this
claim does not negate the likelihood that, in ancient Israel, Yahweh
was originally a son of Elyon:
In the present form of the biblical text, the term [>Elyôn]
is understood to be an epithet for Yahweh, the God of Israel.
It is possible, however, as some have argued, that the epithet
may conceal a reference to a separate deity, possibly an older
god with whom Yahweh came to be identified.27
LDS scholars have good reason to accept the historical views of scholars such as Parker and Smith.
Psalm 82 as the Grand Council
Though helpful to his analysis, ultimately Peterson’s claims are
not dependent upon the legitimacy of a Parker / Smith historical interpretation. Peterson’s argument for interpreting Psalm 82 as a reflection of the grand council story featured in modern revelation finds
support in Near Eastern tradition. In the ancient Near East, stories of
the divine council typically begin with a crisis in which the head God
calls together the gods of the council to resolve the dilemma. During
the council, a series of proposals are offered. Finally, a “savior” steps
forward, offering his services to the council. This savior then receives
26. Smith, Early History of God, 32.
27. Eric E. Elnes and Patrick D. Miller, “Elyon,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons
in the Bible, ed. Karel van der Toorn, Bob Becking, and Pieter W. van der Horst (Leiden:
Brill, 1995), 560.
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a commission to perform his redemptive role.28 This common Near
Eastern pattern is seen, for example, in the Mesopotamian story of
divine kingship known as Enuma Elish.29 In this Babylonian myth,
the head god of the pantheon calls together the gods in a council to
resolve a dilemma created by the goddess Tiamat. Following a series
of proposals, Marduk, the chief god of Babylon, receives a commission
as savior. Marduk agrees to perform the role of savior on the condition that his father, Ea, the head god of the council, grant Marduk all
power and glory. The same pattern appears in the Assyrian myth of
Anzu. However, in this version, the god Ninurta agrees to serve as
council savior while allowing his father to retain his position within
the council.
Like Enuma Elish and Psalm 82, many of the council stories from
the ancient Near East portray stories of cosmic revolt in which judgment is rendered against divine beings. This pattern is familiar to
Latter-day Saints through the council story provided in the Books of
Moses and Abraham (Moses 4:1–4 and Abraham 3:22–28). Although
sometimes obscured, the same pattern is reflected in council traditions featured in the Hebrew Bible. The story of council crisis, for
example, appears in the Isaiah Apocalypse:
On that day [Yahweh] will punish
the host of heaven in heaven,
and on earth the kings of the earth. (Isaiah 24:21 NRSV)
Similar language emerges in Isaiah 27:1:
On that day [Yahweh]
with his cruel and great and strong sword
will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent. (NRSV)
28. This summary is based upon the pattern identified by Simon B. Parker, “Council,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons, 391–98; for a consideration of the divine council stories within the Bible as “type scenes,” see David M. Fleming, “The Divine Council
as Type Scene in the Hebrew Bible” (PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1989).
29. For an English translation of Enuma Elish, see Stephanie Dalley, Myths from
Mesopotamia: Creation, the Flood, Gilgamesh, and Others (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1989), 228–77.
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For Latter-day Saints, these traditions preserved in texts such as Enuma
Elish, the book of Isaiah, and Psalm 82 provide a type of retelling—
albeit sometimes hidden—of the primordial events concerning the
grand council described in modern revelation.
In the ancient Near East, members of the divine council often
appear to receive a type of reprimand suggestive of the punishment
given Lucifer in LDS scripture.
Because that Satan rebelled against me, and sought to destroy
the agency of man, which I, the Lord God, had given him,
and also, that I should give unto him mine own power; by the
power of mine Only Begotten, I caused that he should be cast
down; And he became Satan, yea, even the devil, the father of
all lies, to deceive and to blind men, and to lead them captive
at his will, even as many as would not hearken unto my voice.
(Moses 4:3–4)
With the words, “Here am I, send me,” Latter-day Saints believe
Jesus Christ stepped forward in the council crisis and volunteered to
save humanity from the challenges associated with mortal probation
(Abraham 3:27). According to the council story depicted in the Book
of Abraham, Lucifer “was angry, and kept not his first estate; and, at
that day, many followed after him” (Abraham 3:28). In his analysis,
Peterson does well to draw attention to the fact that Isaiah’s reference to “Lucifer, son of the morning” in Isaiah 14:12 “draws us again
into the astronomical imagery often connected with the divine assembly.”30 In his own studies, Heiser has convincingly argued for a similar
position:
Ugaritic regularly refers to heavenly beings as p∆r kkbm
(the “congregation of the stars”), language corresponding with
“( כוכבי בקרmorning stars”; in parallelism with the “sons of
God” in Job 38:7) and ( כוכבי אלthe “stars of God”; Isa. 14:13).
Aside from the context of these references, each of which
clearly points to personal beings, not astronomical phenom30. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 533.
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ena, it is significant that in the entire ancient near eastern literary record, El is never identified with a heavenly body. Thus
“the stars of El” points to created beings with divine status.31
For Latter-day Saints, recent archaeological and textual discoveries
like those referred to by Heiser are especially intriguing. However, as
Peterson argues in the quotation provided above (p. 273), Latter-day
Saints do not need the Bible to express a precise parallel with modern
revelation in order to find support for LDS theology.
The fact that texts such as Psalm 82 somewhat parallel Latter-day
Saint teachings is sufficient to argue that a more exact version of the
grand council story such as is witnessed in modern revelation may
have existed in antiquity. However, notwithstanding his basic agreement with Peterson concerning the fundamental role assumed by the
council of deities in the Hebrew Bible, Heiser ultimately departs from
Peterson’s analysis of Psalm 82, suggesting that the biblical view of
the council contains eight fundamental points that conflict with LDS
theology.
Heiser’s Sixteen Points
Heiser provides a list of sixteen arguments outlining his position
regarding Psalm 82 and the divine council. He divides these into eight
points “with which many evangelicals would probably disagree and
with which many Latter-day Saints would likely agree,” followed by
eight points “with which many Latter-day Saints would probably disagree and with which many evangelicals would likely agree” (pp. 222–
24). Heiser’s perspectives regarding Psalm 82 are clearly sound. They
include such issues as the inadequacy of the term monotheism as a
reference to Israelite theology and the biblical use of the word elohim
as a literal reference to gods rather than human judges. While Heiser
is certainly correct in suggesting that his first eight views would prove
problematic for many evangelicals, but not for most Mormons, Heiser’s
list of eight statements on Psalm 82 that he assumes many Latter-day
31. Michael S. Heiser, “Deuteronomy 32:8 and the Sons of God,” 15; for an electronic
version, see thedivinecouncil.com/DT32BibSac.pdf (accessed 8 February 2007).
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Saints would disagree with indicates a basic lack of exposure to Latterday Saint thought.
Heiser is well versed in biblical studies. His work has contributed important insights toward a scholarly view of the essential role
assumed by the divine council in Old Testament theology, but he is
not a Latter-day Saint. However, Heiser does not consider in his critique the possibility that most Latter-day Saints, including Peterson,
do not believe that the biblical view of the council mirrors precisely
what Latter-day Saints accept through modern revelation. Joseph
Smith’s revelations proclaim our day as the dispensation of the fulness of times “according to that which was ordained in the midst of
the Council of the Eternal God of all other gods before this world was”
(D&C 121:32). For Latter-day Saints, this final dispensation represents
the time decreed by God and his council in which “those things which
never have been revealed from the foundation of the world, but have
been kept hid from the wise and prudent, shall be revealed unto babes
and sucklings in this, the dispensation of the fulness of times” (D&C
128:18). Therefore, Latter-day Saint scholars acknowledge that an LDS
understanding of the council does not precisely mirror the perspectives manifested in the Bible. That having been said, most Latter-day
Saints certainly accept the view advocated by Peterson that the biblical perspective of the heavenly council of deities is in greater harmony with LDS belief than with any other contemporary Christian
tradition. A recognition that the Bible, though not flawless, is inspired
of God allows Latter-day Saints to comfortably engage the views put
forth by biblical scholars such as Heiser, even when those observations prove threatening to our evangelical counterparts.
If certain biblical authors, for example, did in fact believe, as
Heiser seems to correctly suggest, that Yahweh was “not ‘birthed’
into existence by the ‘olden gods’ described in Ugaritic texts” (p. 223),
Latter-day Saints would have no problem simply accepting the observation as a biblical view. Similarly, even though Heiser assumes that
many Mormons would disagree with his opinion that the Bible pre
sents Yahweh, the God of Israel, as “ontologically unique” (p. 223), in
reality many Latter-day Saints recognize that this is precisely the case.

Heiser, Mormonism’s Use of Psalm 82 (Bokovoy) • 281

Even within LDS theology, God the Father stands out as ontologically
unique inasmuch as he created the spirits of all humanity. Modern
revelation describes God with the words “from eternity to eternity He
is the same, and His years never fail” (D&C 76:4).
Yahweh’s Ontological Uniqueness
In addition to the evidence Heiser presents for what he calls Yahweh’s ontological uniqueness, the name Yahweh itself appears vocalized in the Hebrew Bible as a finite Hiphil verb form. The vocalization
of YHWH as “Yahweh” carries a specific nuance, since “Hebrew grammars traditionally represent the Hiphil stem as the causative of the Qal
stem.”32 Frank Moore Cross explains that “the accumulated evidence
. . . strongly supports the view that the name Yahweh is a causative
imperfect of the Canaanite-Proto-Hebrew verb hwy, ‘to be.’ ”33 Therefore, the divine name Yahweh, according to this view, literally means
“He who causes to be” or even “He who procreates.” One of the interesting points to consider concerning the biblical title Yahweh Sabaoth
or “Lord of Hosts” is that typically in Hebrew, proper names do not
appear bound to a genitive noun—that is, “John of Hosts” or “Mary of
Earth,” etc.34 Since a proper name cannot traditionally function as a
bound form in a construct chain, Cross interprets the King James title
“Lord of Hosts” as “ ‘he creates the (divine) hosts.’ ”35 If correct, this
view would lend support to Heiser’s argument that “Yahweh is said
32. Bruce K. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 433.
33. Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge: Harvard Uni
versity Press, 1973), 65.
34. “A proper noun cannot, as a rule, be followed by a genitive.” Paul Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, trans. and rev. T. Muraoka (Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto
Biblico, 2000), 2:481. Admittedly, however, textual evidence shows that the rule need not
apply to divine names; see J. A. Emerton, “New Light on Israelite Religion: The Implications of the Inscriptions from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud,” Zeitschrift für die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 94 (1982): 12–13; and especially John H. Choi, “Resheph and YHWH ÍĔBĀ<ÔT,”
Vetus Testamentum 54 (2004): 17–28. I offer this assessment of the title Yahweh Sabaoth,
which reflects the views of scholars such as David Noel Freedman and Frank Moore
Cross as merely an intriguing possibility.
35. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, 65, emphasis added.
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to be the creator of all other members of the heavenly host” (p. 250).
Heiser incorrectly assumes that this apparent biblical teaching concerning Yahweh’s uniqueness among the gods is not inconsistent with
LDS theology.
Though Latter-day Saints view God the Father and Jesus Christ
as two separate divine beings, for the Saints, the biblical titles associated with these deities are clearly interchangeable. Latter-day Saints
have no problem, therefore, in associating God the Father with the
title Yahweh—that is, “He who causes to be” or even “He who procreates.” The 1916 official declaration presented by the First Presidency of
the church states “God the Eternal Father, whom we designate by the
exalted name-title Elohim, is the literal Parent of our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ, and of the spirits of the human race.”36 Clearly, however,
the First Presidency’s move toward designating God the Father as Elohim and Jesus the Son as Jehovah was primarily a move by church
leaders to create uniformity in Latter-day Saint expression. In a recent
Ensign article, Keith Meservy observed that “in at least three Old Testament passages it appears that Lord [i.e., Jehovah] applies to Heavenly Father, not Jesus Christ: Ps. 110:1; Ps. 2:7; Isa. 53:10.”37 No doubt,
for many Latter-day Saints, this estimate offered by Meservy could
be greatly augmented. LDS teachings, therefore, do not preclude the
ontological uniqueness of God the Father that Heiser witnesses in the
Hebrew Bible.
Yahweh as a Being “Species-Unique”
Certainly, Heiser is justified in suggesting that the gods of the
divine council appear inferior to Israel’s deity. He uses this correct
observation, however, to build an argument that Israel’s God was
therefore somehow “species-unique” (p. 250). In his discussion concerning the biblical evidence for Yahweh being “species-unique,”
Heiser bases his interpretation on five points of evidence: (1) “Yahweh
36. “The Father and the Son: A Doctrinal Exposition by the First Presidency and the
Twelve,” as cited in Messages of the First Presidency of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints, ed. James R. Clark (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1971), 5:26, emphasis added.
37. Keith H. Meservy, “Lord = Jehovah,” Ensign, June 2002, 29 n. 3.
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is said to be the creator of all other members of the heavenly host”;
(2) “Yahweh was considered pre-existent to all gods”; (3) Yahweh has
the power to strip the other elohim of their immortality; (4) Yahweh
alone is referred to in the Bible as ha-elohim; and (5) “the other gods
are commanded to worship Yahweh” (see pp. 250–57). Though each
of Heiser’s five points of evidence do, in fact, appear in the Bible, contrary to Heiser’s suggestion none of these observations establishes
Yahweh as being “species-unique.” In the Bible, Yahweh is the God of
gods, but the biblical gods were still biblical gods. As Paul Sanders has
explained, according to the Deuteronomic vision, “the [Sons of God
described in Deuteronomy 32:8] are relatively independent; they have
their own dominions, like YHWH.”38
Notwithstanding his acceptance of the importance of the divine
council of deities in biblical theology, Heiser’s critique suffers, in part,
through his effort to define Israel’s deity as a being “species-unique”
(p. 250). He is correct in drawing attention to the fact that biblical
authors viewed their deity as exceptionally powerful in the council.
“For the Lord your God is God of gods,” proclaims Deuteronomy 10:17,
“and Lord of lords.” Unfortunately, however, in identifying Yahweh as
a being “species-unique,” Heiser forces the biblical view of deities into
an image somewhat consistent with radical monotheism.39 Contrary
to Heiser’s suggestion, the creative act in and of itself does not set the
creator apart as an exclusive species. The same point also applies to
the issue Heiser raises concerning primogeniture. In other words, a
man, for instance, may exist before both his children and his siblings,
and though preeminence may render the person “unique” on some
levels, prior existence would not, in this or in any other case, render
a being as “species-unique.” True, the Bible speaks of gods separate
from Israel’s primary deity as elohim a˙erim—that is, “other gods”
(see Exodus 20:3; 23:13; Deuteronomy 5:7; 6:14, etc.). However as Yair
Hoffman has observed, “A survey of the use of a˙erim [“other”] shows
38. Paul Sanders, The Provenance of Deuteronomy 32 (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 370.
39. The term radical monotheism refers to the theological position that only one
divine being exists in the universe. The expression was popularized by Tikva FrymerKensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses: Women, Culture, and the Biblical Transformation
of Pagan Myth (New York: Free Press, 1992), 154.
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that when used attributively with regard to garments, days, messengers and objects, it clearly has a relative meaning: something different, yet of the same kind.”40 Therefore, “there is no reason to assume
that in the phrase elohim a˙erim the attribute has a more distinctive
meaning.”41 When all is said and done, the biblical deities, like Yahweh himself, were still gods.
In addition, contrary to Heiser’s assertion, the simple fact that Elohim possesses the power to strip the other deities of their immortality
in Psalm 82 does not indicate that these gods are of a different species than Elohim. According to the Psalmist’s view, Elohim is simply
more powerful than the other gods. Analogies from the ancient Near
East illustrate the problematic nature of Heiser’s claim. In the Babylonian story Enuma Elish, for instance, the primordial mother goddess,
Tiamat, created the god Qingu as chief deity over Tiamat’s military
forces. As a result of his actions taken against the divine council, the
deities of the assembly “bound [Qingu] and held him in front of Ea,
[and they] imposed the penalty on him and cut off his blood.”42 The
fact that, in Enuma Elish, the council could strip Qingu of his immortality did not mean that the god Qingu was somehow of a different or
lesser divine species. In the Sumerian myth of Enlil and Ninlil, Enlil
(one of the “great gods” of Mesopotamia) is brought to trial for having
raped the goddess Ninlil.43 As Enlil returned to the city of Nippur, he
was arrested by the assembly while walking through the temple court.
The trial commenced immediately. In the myth, the council presented the verdict that “the sex offender Enlil will leave the town.”44
Accordingly, the myth reports that Enlil left Nippur, headed toward
the netherworld. In his assessment of the story, Jacobsen points out
40. Yair Hoffman, “The Conception of ‘Other Gods’ in Deuteronomistic Literature,”
in Concepts of the Other in Near Eastern Religions, ed. Ilai Alon, Ithamar Gruenwald, and
Itamar Singer (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 107, emphasis added.
41. Hoffman, “Conception of Other Gods,” 107.
42. As cited in Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia, 261.
43. For a summary of the myth, see Gwendolyn Leick, A Dictionary of Ancient Near
Eastern Mythology (London: Routledge, 1998), 47–48; for a translation, see Thorkild
Jacobsen, The Harps That Once . . . : Sumerian Poetry in Translation (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1987), 167–80.
44. Jacobsen, Harps, 174.
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that Enlil’s descent to Hades may indicate that the high god in Mesopotamian mythology was originally sentenced to death.45 As noted
by James Ackerman in his dissertation concerning Psalm 82, these
types of judgment scenes in which the council determines that gods
will die like mortals carry important implications for interpreting the
cultural background for the biblical text.46 Contrary to Heiser’s interpretation, none of these stories indicate that the dying gods were of a
different species or order than the gods who issued the sentence.
Near Eastern traditions often place considerable emphasis on the
dying-god motif.47 In no sense, however, are these dying gods—even
when resurrected—somehow depicted as a lesser species. Heiser’s confusion concerning the implications of a biblical statement that God
issued a judgment of death to the deities of the divine council illustrates the fundamental need for biblical scholars to pursue Assyriology in connection with their efforts to interpret the Hebrew Bible.
Also contrary to Heiser’s suggestion, the punishment meted out
to usurpers in Near Eastern council stories never indicates that the
criminals derived from some sort of exceptional species. The story
of Athtar from ancient Canaan, for instance, presents the tradition
of Athtar’s descent to the underworld following the deity’s ascension
to the throne of Baal. The details involved in Athtar’s story contain
important thematic elements depicted in ancient Near Eastern stories
of cosmic revolt. Athtar seems to share some semblance with Baal’s
mortal enemy Mot or “Death” into whom Baal himself descends.
Hence, Hugh Page notes that Athtar’s “descent to the underworld
. . . implies that on some level Athtar has placed himself in proximity to or relationship with the only god that Baal proves incapable
45. Thorkild Jacobsen, “An Ancient Mesopotamian Trial for Homicide,” in Toward
the Image of Tammuz and Other Essays on Mesopotamian History and Culture, ed. William L. Moran (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970), 207; first published in
Studia Biblica et Orientalia, vol. 3 of Analecta Biblica et Orientalia XII (Rome: Pontificio
Istituto Biblico, 1959), 130–50.
46. See James S. Ackerman, “An Exegetical Study of Psalm 82” (PhD diss., Harvard
University, 1966), 186–93.
47. For a recent survey of the issue, which includes a survey of previous assessments,
see Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, The Riddle of Resurrection: “Dying and Rising Gods” in the
Ancient Near East (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 2001).
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of defeating.”48 Athtar’s assumption of the throne of Baal, followed
by his descent to the underworld, indicates that this portion of the
Baal cycle from ancient Canaan fits the general category of the cosmic
revolt genre witnessed in texts such as Abraham 3 and Psalm 82:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Kindly El the Compassionate answers:
“One so small cannot race
with Baal cannot handle the lance
with Dagan’s son when they test one another.”
Lady Athirat of the Sea answers:
“Let us enthrone Athtar the Strong,
Let Athtar the Strong be king.”
Then Athtar the Strong
ascended the summit of Sapan
He sat upon the throne of Mightiest Baal
His feet would not reach its footstool
His head would not reach its top.
Athtar the Strong answered:
“I cannot rule on the summit of Sapan.”
Athtar the Strong descended
He descended from the throne of Mightiest Baal
And he ruled over the underworld, god of all of it.
drew in barrels,
drew in jars. (KTU 1.6:49–67, translation)

The fact that Athtar, the Strong, experienced a type of “death” in which
he “ruled over the underworld” following his descent from Baal’s
throne does not suggest that Athtar was a “being species-unique” from
the other deities, any more than Inanna or Ishtar, the Mesopotamian
goddesses who experienced a type of death in the underworld, were of
a different species than the gods Ea, Enki, Marduk, and so forth.
48. Hugh R. Page Jr., The Myth of Cosmic Rebellion: A Study of Its Reflexes in Ugaritic
and Biblical Literature (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 92; Page’s views concerning the Athtar myth
have been criticized by Gregorio del Olmo Lete, “In Search of the Canaanite Lucifer,”
Aula Orientalis 19 (2001): 125–32.
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Still, in his efforts to present Yahweh as a being species-unique,
Heiser correctly draws attention to the other gods of the council who
are commanded to worship Yahweh. In his analysis, he focuses upon
the call given to the gods in Psalm 29:1–2: “Ascribe to Yahweh, O sons of
God; ascribe to Yahweh glory and strength! Ascribe to Yahweh the glory
of his name; worship Yahweh in the splendor of holiness!” (as quoted
on p. 256). While Heiser’s observations certainly illustrate that biblical
authors viewed their deity as unique—that is, exceptional—throughout
Near Eastern tradition lesser gods regularly appear in a position in
which they offer praise, service, and devotion, to the higher gods of the
council. Richard J. Clifford explains that in the Phoenician view of the
assembly “as elsewhere in the ancient Near East, the assemblies are pictured as subordinate to individual gods, although the assembly’s consent seems necessary for important decisions.”49 Simply because ancient
texts—including the Bible—depict the members of the assemblies as
“subordinate to individual gods,” this in no way implies that the higher
deities somehow belonged to a separate species. Ancient Near Eastern
texts such as Mursili’s Hymn and Prayer to the Sun-goddess of Arinna
(CTH 376.A) establish the fact that Near Eastern peoples believed that
gods of the same species paid homage to higher deities in a way comparable to the biblical view:
You, O Sun-goddess of Arinna, are honored goddess. Your
name is honored among names, and your divinity is honored
among gods. Furthermore, among the gods you are the most
honored and the greatest. There is no other god more honored
or greater than you. You are the lord . . . of just judgment. You
control the kingship of heaven and earth.50
Holding the position “most honored” among the gods did not establish Arinna as species-unique. Arinna was simply the god before
whom, from the author’s perspective, the other gods would regularly
49. Richard J. Clifford, “Phoenician Religion,” Bulletin of the American Schools of
Oriental Research 279 (1990): 57.
50. As cited in Itamar Singer, Hittite Prayers (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2002), 51.
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“fall down.”51 For the ancients, the Near Eastern view of the divine
court clearly reflected or were expressed in terms of earthly reality.
Therefore, just as the high king before whom other humans paid homage was still a human being, so the god to whom other deities paid
homage was still a god, matching in species. For biblical authors, Yahweh stood at the head of the hierarchy in Israelite thought. Yahweh
was unique as the God of gods, but he was not unique in his divinity.
From a biblical perspective, Yahweh even shared this divinity with
humanity.
Humans as Theomorphic Beings
In his discussion concerning the biblical view regarding theomorphic humans, Peterson draws attention to Paul’s New Testament sermon presented in Acts 17:28–29:
For in him we live, and move, and have our being; as
certain also of your own poets have said, For we are also his
offspring.
Forasmuch then as we are the offspring of God, we ought
not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or
stone, graven by art and man’s device.
Peterson, in part, argues for a biblical connection between God and
humanity based on the fact that “the word rendered ‘offspring’ by the
King James translators is the Greek genos, which is cognate with the
Latin genus and means ‘family’ or ‘race,’ or ‘kind,’ or, even, and most
especially interesting, . . . ‘descendants of a common ancestor.’ ”52 For
Latter-day Saints, human beings are literally the offspring of God and
therefore, intrinsically theomorphic. Part of the strength of Peterson’s
essay lies in his recognition that, like Latter-day Saints, biblical authors
regularly blur the distinction between humanity and divine beings.53
Not only does Peterson draw attention to the prophetic interaction
with the council as support for his thesis, but he also places consider51. Singer, Hittite Prayers, 51.
52. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 542–43.
53. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 509.
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able emphasis upon the deified dead in the Hebrew Bible and the early
Christian teaching regarding deification.54 Heiser, notwithstanding
Peterson’s evidence, rejects the idea that a genus equation of God and
humankind appears in the Bible.
For his criticisms of Peterson’s views, Heiser places considerable
weight on the notion that “the concept of the image of God does not
advance the idea that there is a genus equation of God and humankind or that God was once a man” (p. 224). On some levels, Heiser’s
point concerning the word tzelem, or “image,” in Genesis 1:26–27
is correct. Concerning this controversial term, Marc Z. Brettler has
recently explained:
The word tzelem (“image”) elsewhere always refers to a
physical representation. For example, the Book of Ezekiel
uses tzelem when it refers to “men sculptured upon the walls,
figures of Chaldeans drawn in vermilion” (23:14) or when it
accuses Israel of fornicating with “phallic images” (16:17). The
word often refers to idols (e.g., Num. 33:52; Ezek. 7:20; Amos
5:26; 2 Chron. 23:17). It always signifies a concrete entity
rather than an abstract one. This is not surprising since the
Bible (in contrast to most medieval philosophical traditions,
both Jewish and Christian) often depicts God in corporeal
terms.55
Genesis 1:26–27 suggests that God’s physical likeness is similar to
humanity’s, but Heiser is correct that the statement does not indicate
that biblical authors viewed humans as gods or that God himself was
once a human. However, many other texts from the Bible do present a
theomorphic view of humanity. Peterson therefore is precisely correct
in stating that “the Latter-day Saint understanding that humans are of
the same genus or species as God is thus clearly biblical.”56
54. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 509–28.
55. Marc Z. Brettler, How to Read the Bible (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
2005), 43–44, Hebrew word deleted.
56. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 547.
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Adam as a Divine Council Member
In addition to associating humanity with the tzelem of God, the
Bible describes the first man as a deified member of the divine council.
In the Eden story the Lord took advantage of the wet, claylike soil and
“formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of life; and man became a living soul” (Genesis 2:7). In an
important study concerning this imagery, Walter Brueggemann has
shown that a biblical connection exists between being raised from the
dust and enthronement.57 “To be taken ‘from the dust’ means to be
elevated from obscurity to royal office and to return to dust means to
be deprived of that office and returned to obscurity.”58 Imagery such
as that witnessed in 1 Kings 16:2 supports Brueggemann’s interpretation: “Forasmuch as I [God] exalted thee [Jehu] out of the dust, and
made thee prince over my people Israel . . .” (1 Kings 16:2). Hence, the
notion of the God raising man “from the dust of the earth” in Genesis
2:7 in part suggests that Yahweh begins his creative activity by forming a divine king. According to Genesis 2:15, this divine king through
a type of imitatio dei would continue to perform the work of Yahweh
who “planted” the garden: “And the Lord God took the man, and put
him into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it.” In a similar fashion, Mesopotamian kings such as Hammurapi glorified their
efforts through the use of creation and agricultural imagery:
I encircled [the wall] with a swamp. I dug the Euphrates
as far as Sippar (and) made it reach a prosperous quay.
I, Hammu-rāpi, who builds up the land, . . . caused Sippar
and Babylon to dwell in peaceful abodes, forever. . . . What
from [primordial days] no one among the kings had done, I
did in a grand fashion for the god Šamaš, my lord.59
57. Walter Brueggemann, “From Dust to Kingship,” Zeitschrift für die Alttestament
liche Wissenschaft 84/1 (1972): 1–18.
58. Brueggemann, “From Dust to Kingship,” 2.
59. Douglas Frayne, Old Babylonian Period (2003–1595 BC) (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1990), 348–49.
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The view presented in the Babylonian inscription on the wall
of Sippar reflects the common Near Eastern assumption featured in
Genesis 2 of a God / king participating in the act of creation from “primordial days” through structure.60 As a king, Hammurapi assumed
the same role filled by deities who created the universe by giving order
to preexistent chaos. In its depiction of Adam as the primordial gardener, the Bible relies upon similar imagery.
Man’s status as the archetypal gardener / king in Genesis 2–3 contains important parallels with Mesopotamian kingship theory.61 Several examples of Mesopotamian iconography feature a depiction of the
tree (or plant) of life over which the king and priests appear pouring
libations. In assessing the connection between Mesopotamian kings
and gardeners, Geo Widengren cites these statements from the Tammuz text R IV 27 No. I:
A tamarisk which in the garden has no water to drink,
Whose foliage on the plant sends forth no twig.
A plant which they water no more in its pot,
Whose roots are torn away.
A herb which is in the garden has no water to drink . . .
Among the flowers of the garden he sleeps,
Among the flowers of the garden he is thrown.
According to Widengren, “the Tree of Life is watered by the king,
who pours out over it the Water of Life which he has in his possession.
The Tree of Life constantly needs the Water of Life near which it is
growing in the garden of paradise.”62 The connection between king
and gardener was widely attested throughout ancient Mesopotamia.
60. In his translation, Frayne renders the Akkadian word ßi-a-tim as “the past.” The
inscription, however, clearly relies on creation imagery, and I have therefore interpreted
ßiatim as “primordial days” in accordance with the information provided in Jeremy Black,
Andrew George, and Nicholas Postgate, A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 2000), 337.
61. See Geo Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life in Ancient Near Eastern Religion (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitets Årsskrift, 1951).
62. Widengren, King and the Tree of Life, 15.
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This portrayal of kingship appears in the birth legend of Sargon,
wherein the monarch declares:
Akki, the waterscooper, placed me as his gardener.
When I was a gardener Ishtar was in love with me.
The kingship I exercised during x + 5 years.
These lines from the tale of Sargon, the gardener whom the goddess Ishtar
loved, seem to provide an especially significant parallel with the biblical
view presented in the story of Eden. In the words of Nicholas Wyatt: “the
man in his garden is a symbolic allusion to the king in his sanctuary.”63
One of the important connections between humanity’s enthronement in the garden and later biblical traditions includes the anointing
of an Israelite king in 1 Kings 1:28–40 at the Gihon Spring; a river
named Gihon was one of the four rivers that flowed out of Eden and
round the land of Cush (Genesis 2:13). Significantly, the only other
explicit reference to the Garden of Eden in the Hebrew Bible appears
in a context that addresses the link between kingship and divinity (see
Ezekiel 28:2–13).64
Concerning the attestation of biblical rituals that may preserve
actual religious rites wherein Israelite kings assumed divinity, Wyatt
argues that
the rituals which transform the status of the earthly king,
removing him from “merely human” status to that of a sacral
figure, to be couched in the form of a narrative about a god,
carries with it the hint that the king himself is to be seen as
transformed into a god. . . . The enthronement of the king is
thus his apotheosis.65
63. Nicholas Wyatt, “Interpreting the Creation and Fall Story in Genesis 2–3,” Zeit
schrift für die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 93/1 (1981): 15.
64. John van Seters has argued, according to the Documentary Hypothesis, that the
story of divine kingship in J derives from Babylonian influences and is therefore late
postexilic. If P is in part a reaction to the J account, then it is difficult to accept van
Seters’s dating; see John van Seters, “The Creation of Man and the Creation of the King,”
Zeitschrift für die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 101/3 (1989): 333–41.
65. Nicholas Wyatt, “Degrees of Divinity: Some Mythical and Ritual Aspects of West
Semitic Kingship,” Ugarit-Forschungen 31 (1999): 857.
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In his exploration of biblical deification, Wyatt refers to Psalm 19:8–10
as a possible ritual text transforming the king into a divine being:
The teaching of Yahweh is perfect,
restoring the breast.
The testimony of Yahweh is certain,
making wise the head.
The precepts of Yahweh are upright,
rejoicing the heart.
The commandment of Yahweh is pure,
making bright the eyes.
The speech of Yahweh is ritually pure,
standing for ever.
The judgments of Yahweh are truth,
They are righteous all together,
more desirable than gold,
than much pure gold,
more sweet than honey,
or the refined comb.
Your servant is indeed illumined by them,
and in their observance is there great gain.
Concerning this possible reference to ritual anointing, Wyatt argues:
It is true that there is no narrative statement about unction here: oil is not even mentioned. But only thus can the
successive blessings on various parts of the king’s body be
explained. For comparison we should consider the unction of
priests, in Exod. 29:4–9, 19–21, 40:12–5 and Lev. 8:10–2, 22–4,
where various parts of the priest’s body are anointed with oil
and blood, undoubtedly with some liturgical commentary on
the action, such is now narrated in these passages, providing
a suitable performative utterance.66
If correct, Wyatt’s assessment of Israelite deification proves important
for an analysis of Adam as divine king in the book of Genesis.
66. Wyatt, “Degrees of Divinity,” 874–75.
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In Genesis chapter 2, God’s initial creative act must be the creation
of man, for, as a divine king raised “from the dust,” man was specifically formed to assist deity in the creation process. God appears as a
gardener who causes to grow “every tree that is pleasant to the sight,
and good for food” (Genesis 2:9).67 The account declares that the Lord
placed the man in the garden to “dress” and “keep” his newly created
oasis (Genesis 2:15). As a gardener, the Lord plants Eden; as a gardener,
the Lord mixes the soil to form both man and beast. As a gardener, the
Lord creates man in his image to perform the work of a God. Following his creation, man assumes the role of divine gardener.
From an ancient Near Eastern perspective, the view of Adam as
divine gardener suggests that biblical authors viewed humanity as
an earthly extension of the divine council. According to the Eden
account, man was immortal (Genesis 2:17); man had received from
deity the sacred “breath of life” (Genesis 2:7); man had been commissioned to perform the work of a god—that is, to till and tend the
divine garden. Therefore, as an immortal gardener, man was already
“like the gods” prior to partaking of the forbidden fruit.
In Mesopotamian myths, for example, the work of gardening was
assigned to lesser members of the divine council. Hence, the story of
Atrahasis opens with the following portrayal:
When gods were man,
They did forced labor, they bore drudgery.
Great indeed was the drudgery of the gods,
The forced labor was heavy, the misery too much:
The seven(?) great Anunna-gods were burdening
The Igigi-gods with forced labor.68
Like the account in Genesis, the lesser gods of the divine council in
Atrahasis were gardeners who did the laborious task of caring for the
canals, trees, and waterways that sustained the higher gods of the
67. For additional examples of Yahweh portrayed in the role of gardener, see Numbers 24:6; Psalm 104:16; Isaiah 44:14.
68. Altrahasis II.39 1–6, translation in Benjamin R. Foster, Before the Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 1993), 1:159.
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assembly. Hence, Adam, as an immortal being, clearly reflects the
position of the Igigi in Mesopotamian thought. The questions presented to Job by Eliphaz regarding the primal human seem to share
this notion:
Are you the firstborn of the human race?
Were you brought forth before the hills?
Have you listened in the council of God? (Job 15:7–8 NRSV)
As Dexter Callender has observed concerning these questions,
“The allusion to the primal human in Job does not give us explicit
details concerning his incorporation into the sacred world. It is clear,
however, that the idea is present in the reference that the primal human
‘listened’ in the council of God.”69 As a member of God’s council, man
held a stewardship to “dress” and “keep” the deity’s garden (Genesis
2:15). According to the Genesis account, when the man and woman
eat from the tree of knowledge, God expels the humans from Eden
and assigns the cherubim, other traditional members of the divine
council, to “keep” the garden (Genesis 3:24). This move may suggest
that in biblical thought “keeping” the garden is a task reserved for
members of the divine host. As an immortal subordinate assigned an
important council task, man, however, eventually appears in the Genesis account as a being very much like the council deities mentioned
in Psalm 82 who receive the decree of death:
I have said, Ye are gods; and all of you are children of the
most High.
But ye shall die like men, and fall like one of the princes.
(Psalm 82:6–7)
But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou
shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die. (Genesis 2:17)
69. Dexter E. Callender Jr., Adam in Myth and History: Ancient Israelite Perspectives
on the Primal Human (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000), 212, emphasis deleted.
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Humanity and the Sons of God
Genesis chapter 2 portrays the first man as an earthly extension of
the divine council, and Genesis chapter 6 presents a theomorphic view
of humanity through the story of the “Sons of God.” In his critique,
Heiser draws attention to the fact that “it is well known among Semitists and scholars of the Hebrew Bible” that the biblical phrase Sons of
God has “certifiable linguistic counterparts in Ugaritic texts referring
to a council of gods under El and that the meaning of [this phrase] in
the Hebrew Bible points to divine beings” (p. 226). As is the case with
other Semitic languages, the word “son” or ben in Hebrew can denote
a “fellow of a group, class[, or] guild.”70 Therefore, the “Sons of God” in
the Old Testament refers to the lesser gods of the divine council. These
are the beings who, according to the description provided in Job 38:7,
“sang together” and “shouted for joy” when God created the world.
Since their discovery in 1928, the religious texts of ancient Ugarit have
made biblical scholars increasingly aware of the original meaning of
the designation “Sons of God” as a title for the members of the divine
council. The expression appears, for example, in reference to the deities addressed by the Canaanite god Baal in KTU 1.4 iii: 13–14:
Valiant Baal re[plie]d;
the Charioteer of the Clouds responded:
“The Beloved came up and insulted me;
he arose and spat upon me
in the midst of the ass[emb]ly of the sons of El [bn ilm].”71
In the Bible, the first reference to these members of God’s council
appears in Genesis 6:
The sons of God saw that [the daughters of humans] were
fair; and they took wives for themselves of all that they chose
. . . the Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also
70. Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of
the Old Testament (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 1:138.
71. For an English translation, see Nicholas Wyatt, Religious Texts from Ugarit: The
Words of Ilimilku and His Colleagues (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield, 1998), 95–96.
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afterward—when the sons of God went in to the daughters of
humans, who bore children to them. These were the heroes
that were of old, warriors of renown. (Genesis 6:2–4 NRSV)
Genesis 6:2–4 illustrates that, from an Israelite perspective, the
gods of the council were sexual beings, just as they were throughout
the ancient Near East. In Genesis 6, Yahweh reacts to the “wickedness” of his council members with anger and destruction (vv. 5–7).
Significantly for Latter-day Saints, Joseph Smith creates a direct link
between humanity and the council designation “sons of God” through
the Prophet’s addition to the story preserved in Genesis 6:
And also, after that they had heard him, they came up
before him, saying: Behold, we are the sons of God; have we
not taken unto ourselves the daughters of men? And are we
not eating and drinking, and marrying and giving in marriage? And our wives bear unto us children, and the same are
mighty men, which are like unto men of old, men of great
renown. And they hearkened not unto the words of Noah.
(Moses 8:21)
While the Prophet’s revision directly associates the title “sons of
God” with humanity, the biblical version presents an Israelite folktale
in which gods from the heavenly council participate in sexual relations with human beings. Since according to the myth, the sexual
union between humanity and the members of the divine council specifically results in the production of offspring, this folktale provides
strong evidence supporting the claim that Israelites traditionally
believed that a direct “species” link existed between humanity and the
gods. With its reference to human / divine sex and warriors of great
renown, the council story featured in Genesis 6 may have influenced
the development of the Samson story from the book of Judges. Like
the story presented in Genesis 6, Samson’s birth narrative may preserve an ancient Israelite traditional belief that humans could produce
physical offspring with the gods.
In the book of Judges, the story of Samson begins with an account
in which “the angel of the Lord appeared” to Samson’s barren mother
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(Judges 13:3–6). In his critique, Heiser draws attention to the fact that
the word angel or mal<āk in the Bible is “a purely functional term and
not a species term” (p. 241). Therefore, this heavenly messenger in
Judges 13 is not an angel in the traditional way interpreted by Western
readers, but rather a divine messenger sent from the heavenly realm.
It is only after this “man of God” ascended to heaven in a fiery flame
that Manoah recognized that he had seen a god (Judges 13:22). In his
analysis of the account, Brettler states that
when Manoah’s wife speaks to her husband, she notes (v. 6),
“The man of God has come to me”; . . . the idiom [“come to”]
is also used in clear sexual contexts, so this may also be translated: “The man of God slept with me.” Through this double
entendre put in the mouth of the clever wife of Manoah, a
double entendre that her dim-witted husband is too stupid to
understand, the audience is told of the true father of the “boy
to be born.”72
Brettler’s reading—which is also given by biblical scholars Adele
Reinhartz and Susan Ackerman—is sustained by comparing Judges
13 to other biblical stories concerning barren women.73 For example,
in 1 Samuel, Hannah conceives after offering her prayer, albeit specifically following the statement, Elkanah knew his wife Hannah and
the Lord remembered her (1 Samuel 1:19 JPS). Accordingly, Brettler
argues that “the parentage of the child [Samson] explains his superhuman abilities.”74 With his incredible strength, Samson is very much
like “the heroes that were of old, warriors of renown” depicted in Genesis 6:4 NRSV. If this reading of the Samson story is correct, Judges 13
provides further evidence supporting the Israelite view of an intimate
link between humanity and the members of the heavenly assembly.
72. Marc Z. Brettler, The Book of Judges (London: Routledge, 2002), 45.
73. See Adele Reinhartz, “Samson’s Mother: An Unnamed Protagonist,” Journal for
the Study of the Old Testament 55 (September 1992): 25–37 ; repr. in A Feminist Companion to Judges, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 157–70;
and Susan Ackerman, Warrior, Dancer, Seductress, Queen: Women in Judges and Biblical
Israel (New York: Doubleday, 1998).
74. Brettler, Book of Judges, 46.
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Capable of producing offspring with members of the divine council,
humanity was—as the Psalmist proclaims—only a little less than the
gods (Psalm 8:5).
Prophets as Divine Council Members
Among the issues that sustain Peterson’s claim that Old Testament authors viewed humans as theomorphic are biblical references
to prophetic interaction with the council. Due to the administrative
role assumed by the council, the Old Testament frequently depicts
biblical prophets interacting with the council and receiving commissions from God to function as his representatives.75 Peterson does
well, therefore, to draw attention to this phenomenon in his analysis,
since the fact that prophets functioned as part of the council strongly
supports Peterson’s claim that “a blurring of the distinction between
mortal human beings and angels, [and] between mortal human
beings and gods” appears in biblical and other ancient references to
the council.76 The book of Amos declares that “God will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret [sôd] unto his servants the prophets”
(Amos 3:7). Though translated as “secret” in the King James Version
of the Bible, the noun sôd, in this instance, refers to God’s divine
council.77 “Generally speaking, the word sôd, translated both ‘council’ and ‘counsel,’ is used in the Hebrew Bible to refer to a group or to
that which transpires within a given group. When used to signify a
group, it is used with reference both to humankind (e.g., Ezek 13:9)
and to the divine realm (e.g., Ps 89:8).”78 Jeremiah referred to a true
prophet as one who had participated in God’s sôd through the acts of
seeing and hearing (Jeremiah 23:18). By participating in the council,
75. See, for example, Edwin C. Kingsbury, “The Prophets and the Council of Yahweh,” Journal of Biblical Literature 83/3 (1964): 279–86; Martti Nissinen, “Prophets and
the Divine Council,” in Kein Land für sich allein, 4–19.
76. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 509.
77. For an introduction to this Old Testament tradition in relationship to the Book
of Mormon, see John W. Welch, “The Calling of a Prophet,” in The Book of Mormon: First
Nephi, the Doctrinal Foundation, ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate Jr. (Provo, UT:
BYU Religious Studies Center, 1988), 35–54.
78. Callender, Adam in Myth and History, 144.
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prophets become mal<ākim or “angels.” Literally a mal<āk was one
who was sent—that is, a messenger. In many Old Testament passages,
divine messengers appear indistinguishable from human beings (see
especially Genesis 19:1–22; 32:24–31; Judges 13:3–23). The use of the
term mal<āk for both human and divine messengers “results in some
passages where it is unclear which of the two is intended if no further
details are provided.”79 Therefore, in becoming members of God’s
council who see and hear as they stand in the assembly, Old Testament prophets were sent as messengers and mediators for the council (see Jeremiah 23:18).80 This biblical tradition features important
Near Eastern counterparts: “It is typical for gods in the ancient Near
East,” notes Samuel A. Meier, “to have at their disposal specific, lowerranking deities who do their bidding in running errands and relaying
messages.”81 In the Bible, prophets serve as these “lower-ranking deities.” This point is not lost in Peterson’s analysis. “Hebrew tradition,”
he writes, “could make human beings serving in the role of prophets
the equivalent, at least temporarily, of Canaanite gods.”82 As Peterson
notes, an important description of this commission occurs in Isaiah
chapter 6.
In his story of prophetic commission, Isaiah described the members of God’s council as seraphim who praised the “Lord of hosts”
seated upon the heavenly throne (Isaiah 6:1–3). Through a purificatory ritual, Isaiah became a member of this heavenly council and
therefore responded to God’s question, “whom shall I send, and who
will go for us?” with the statement, “here am I; send me” (v. 8).83 In
the ancient Near East, mouth-cleansing rituals like the one featured in
Isaiah’s story held considerable significance. In Mesopotamian ritual
prayers, for example, mouth purification symbolized total and complete purity. Biblical scholar Moshe Weinfeld drew attention to the
79. Samuel A. Meier, “Angel I,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons, 87.
80. See David E. Bokovoy and John A. Tvedtnes, Testaments: Links between the Book
of Mormon and the Hebrew Bible (Tooele, UT: Heritage, 2003), 30–35.
81. Samuel A. Meier, “Angel of Yahweh,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons, 96.
82. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 505.
83. See Victor Hurowitz, “Isaiah’s Impure Lips and Their Purification in Light of
Akkadian Sources,” Hebrew Union College Annual 60 (1989): 54.
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analogy between Isaiah’s experience and the mis-pi ritual performed
in “An Old Babylonian Prayer of the Divination Priest” first published
in 1968 by A. Goetze: “O Šamaš, I am placing in my mouth pure cedar
(resin). . . . I wiped (akpur) my mouth with . . . cedar (resin). . . . Being
(now) clean, to the assembly of the gods I shall draw near.”84
Concerning this relationship between Isaiah 6 and this Babylonian text, Weinfeld explained: “Like Isaiah, whose mouth has to be
purged in order that he may participate in the divine council, the
Babylonian prophet also declares that having cleansed his mouth he
is ready to draw near to the divine assembly.”85 Through the mouthcleansing ritual, Isaiah had become a divine member of the heavenly
council. Studies have shown that in its presentation of the theomorphic prophet, the entire chapter draws upon ideas traditionally associated with Mesopotamian idolatry and deification.86 As Victor Huro
witz has noted:
A large portion of the [Mesopotamian] sources . . . raise[s]
the possibility that the washing of the mouth . . . has independent significance as a characteristic granting or symbolizing
special divine or quasi-divine status to the person or object so
designated. The pure mouth enables the person or object to
stand before the gods or to enter the divine realm, or symbolizes a divine status.87
The pattern witnessed in Isaiah 6 reflects the general trend for council
stories in the ancient Near East witnessed in texts like Enuma Elish
and Abraham 3.88 For Latter-day Saints, Isaiah’s story, therefore, provides an impressive type of Jesus Christ, who volunteered in the premortal council to serve as the Savior of the world with the declaration
84. Moshe Weinfeld, “Ancient Near Eastern Patterns in Prophetic Literature,” Vetus
Testamentum 27/2 (1977): 180–81.
85. Weinfeld, “Ancient Near Eastern Patterns,” 180–81.
86. See, for example, Gregory Y. Glazov, The Bridling of the Tongue and the Opening
of the Mouth in Biblical Prophecy (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 111–63.
87. Hurowitz, “Isaiah’s Impure Lips,” 54.
88. See David E. Bokovoy, “The Calling of Isaiah,” in Covenants, Prophecies, and
Hymns of the Old Testament (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2001), 128–39.
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“here am I, send me” (Abraham 3:27). With his divine status, Isaiah
could respond to the question God directed toward his council, “who
will go for us,” with the response “here am I, send me.”
The story of prophetic commission presented in Isaiah 6 illustrates
the biblical view that the council was—at least in part—comprised
of divine human beings. “The members of this sôƒ [council] around
Yahweh,” explains Heinz-Josef Fabry, “are kept clearly on the terminological periphery, and finally their designation as qedoshim [“holy
beings”] even opens up the possibility that human beings belong to
this sôƒ (cf. Job 15:8; Ps. 89:8[7], though this involves primarily the
prophets (1 K. 22:19–22; Isa. 6; 40:1–8; Jer. 23:18,22; Am. 3:7).”89 In
reality, Psalm 25 professes that any righteous being could receive this
distinction: “The secret [sôƒ] of the Lord is with them that fear him;
and he will shew them his covenant” (Psalm 25:14).90
For Latter-day Saints, the Old Testament perspective that prophets became members of the divine council also appears in modern
revelation. Doctrine and Covenants 107:19, for example, reflects this
Old Testament notion of becoming a member of God’s heavenly council. This revelation refers to the blessings given to those who enter into
the highest priesthood order as the “privilege of receiving the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven . . . [having] the heavens opened unto
them, to commune with the general assembly and church of the Firstborn, and to enjoy the communion and presence of God the Father,
and Jesus the mediator of the new covenant.” According to modern
89. Heinz-Josef Fabry, “sôƒ,” in The Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament,
ed. G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-Josef Fabry (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 10:174, Hebrew transliteration simplified.
90. Given the propensity within biblical tradition to view prophets as members of
the divine council, Latter-day Saints may wish to interpret the story of Lehi’s encounter with the heavenly host as a prophetic call narrative in which the Book of Mormon
prophet becomes a member of the heavenly host. Following his interaction with the council mediator who in proper council protocol “stood before” him, Lehi could perform the
very same act identified with the “numberless concourses of angels” (1 Nephi 1:8). Based
upon an analogy with Old Testament traditions, in verse 14, Lehi had become one of these
angels or messengers praising God (see 1 Nephi 1:14). In what may represent a deliberate
attempt to highlight the analogy, Nephi returns in his narrative to the same verb that first
described the action of the council: “and after this manner was the language of my father
in the praising of his God” (1 Nephi 1:15).
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revelation, the Saints of God have an opportunity to become permanent participatory members of the heavenly assembly. The connection
is made clear through the discussion in Doctrine and Covenants 76
concerning those who inherit a terrestrial glory: “Last of all, these all
are they who will not be gathered with the saints, to be caught up
unto the church of the Firstborn, and received into the cloud” (D&C
76:102). From these statements, it appears that two levels of council
membership exist—an initial level in which premortal beings referred
to as “Gods” participate in the assembly, and a second, higher, level
in which mortals such as Isaiah prove themselves worthy for both an
exalted status and permanent membership.
From a biblical perspective, the word saint that appears in Doctrine and Covenants 76:102 describing those who receive a celestial
glory carries a connotation that reflects the Israelite view that (divine)
humans comprise members of the divine council: As Simon Parker
explains:
“Saints” or “holy ones” translates the Hebrew qedoshim: the
masculine plural of the adjective qadosh “holy.” . . . Qedoshim
[Saints or holy ones] refers to the gods as a collectivity that is
widely attested throughout the ancient Near East under other
names (Sons of the gods, council, etc.).91
In the Old Testament, “saints” is a title given to the deities of the divine
council: “Who among the gods is like the Lord,” declares the Psalmist,
“a God feared in the council [sôƒ] of the saints [qedoshim], great and
awesome above all that are around him” (Psalm 89:6–7; Hebrew, vv. 7–
8).92 The same mutability between the human and divine world appears
in Jewish literature from the time of Christ. The Dead Sea Scrolls, for
example, contain several references to the use of qedoshim for heavenly
beings. “There is, then, a fluid boundary between the heavenly holy ones
and the earthly community, at least in some of the Scrolls.”93
91. Simon B. Parker, “Saints,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons, 1355–56, Hebrew
transliteration simplified.
92. Author’s translation from the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia.
93. John J. Collins, “Saints of the Most High,” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons,
1360.

304 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

Jesus’s Use of Psalm 82
As Peterson suggests, these observations prove essential for an
analysis of Jesus’s use of Psalm 82 in John 10. As heirs to the traditions
of biblical Israel, Jewish factions at the time of Christ featured a strong
religious propensity toward blurring the demarcation between human
and divine. In his study, Peterson effectively illustrates this fact through
his analysis of deification in Second Temple Judaism and early Christianity. This religious continuity between biblical Israel and JudeoChristian sects provides the basis for Peterson’s thesis concerning Jesus’s
use of Psalm 82 in John 10: “The Latter-day Saint claim that God and
humankind are akin seems a promising basis upon which to resolve the
apparent disagreement between the reference of Psalm 82:6 to heavenly
gods and the reference of John 10:34 to mortal human beings.”94
Given the fact that the Hebrew Bible clearly presents humans as
divine beings who can—as attested through the examples of Adam,
the deified dead, and biblical prophets—function as official members
of God’s council, Peterson’s argument carries considerable weight. If
Latter-day Saint theology is correct in its assertion that some members
of the council were punished for their rebellion prior to the creation
of the world, then Jesus may very well have interpreted Psalm 82 as a
reflection of this event. In reality, Peterson’s interpretation receives
very little challenge from Heiser’s critique. “By the time of Jesus’s ministry,” writes Heiser, “Jewish writers committed to monotheism, even
upon pain of death, could accept that there was a council of [elohim]
in Psalm 82 (cf. the Qumran data) and that there was a second power
in heaven who ‘was Yahweh but wasn’t Yahweh the Father’ ” (p. 260).
Accordingly, Heiser argues that “the [elohim] of Psalm 82 were not
human and that Jesus was in fact asserting his own unique ontological
oneness with the Father” (p. 263). In his assessment, Heiser maintains
that Jesus’s statement “to whom the word of God came” refers to the
elohim or gods of the divine council who as a result of their rebellion
would die like mortals. Heiser’s critique, therefore, assumes that in
citing Psalm 82, Jesus “reminds his enemies that their scriptures say
94. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 553.
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there are other [elohim] who are divine sons” (p. 264). This claim, however, does little to refute Peterson’s basic argument: “it does not seem
that Jesus’ citation of a metaphorical use of the term god, as applied
to human beings, would go very far toward justifying his ascription
to himself of literal divinity.”95 For both Peterson and Heiser, Jesus’s
response relies upon a literal rendering of elohim as gods. The difference between the two studies lies in Heiser’s confusion concerning Yahweh as a being species-unique and humanity functioning as
divine members of the assembly.
Deification at the Time of Christ
Heiser’s interpretations of Jesus’s use of Psalm 82 may on some
levels be correct. Nonetheless, his reading would not negate the fact
that the Bible presents human beings as members of God’s council.
Heiser goes to considerable lengths to illustrate that, in contrast to
Peterson’s observation that Jesus’s enemies literally accuse Jesus of
making himself “a god,”96 the Greek phrase in John 10 can serve as
an accusation that Jesus was making himself out to be God. However, given the possible validity of Heiser’s own argument that Jesus
intended his response to remind his accusers that their sacred texts
state that other gods exist, it seems that Peterson’s suggestion—by
Heiser’s own premise—is, in fact, a stronger interpretation. In accepting Heiser’s basic argument, it appears that in addition to reminding
his enemies that Psalm 82 refers to other elohim who are divine sons,
Jesus in all likelihood drew upon the well-established tradition that
humans are gods in formulating his calculated response.
Influenced by the strong biblical precedence for interpreting humanity as intrinsically theomorphic, the Jewish community at Qumran held the theological stance that the members of their religious society functioned as participants of the divine council. “The members
of the [Qumran] community were ipso facto companions to the hosts
of heaven,” writes John J. Collins, “and so living an angelic life, even
95. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 480.
96. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 472–73.
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on earth.”97 In what appears to many scholars as a statement expressed
by an exalted human being, a fragment from the War Scroll (4Q491 11)
declares: “I am counted among the gods and my dwelling is in the holy
congregation.”98 With statements such as these circulating throughout
first-century Judaism, no wonder Jesus could invoke the words “Ye are
gods” in defense of his own divinity. In reality, expressions concerning
the biblical and early Jewish belief regarding the connection between
humanity and the council (many of which are explored in greater detail
in Peterson’s essay) provide an important backdrop for understanding
Jesus’s use of Psalm 82. Given the persistence of the biblical view regarding theomorphic humans witnessed in a variety of texts from the
Dead Sea Scrolls, readers should take seriously the proposal that Jesus
defended his own divinity by drawing attention to the divinity of others: “Is it not written in your law, I said, Ye are gods?” (John 10:34).
For a Jewish audience familiar with the expressions articulated in the
writings from Qumran, Psalm 82 was a text that could be specifically
linked with ideas concerning the exaltation of humanity. In the text
11Q Melchizedek, Melchizedek appears as the deity who passes judgment against the gods in Psalm 82:
And the day [of atonem]ent is the end of the tenth jubilee in
which atonement will be made for all the sons of [God] and
for the men of the lot of Melchizedek. [And on the heights]
he will decla[re in their] favour according to their lots; for it
is the time of the «year of grace» for Melchizedek, to exa[lt in
the tri]al the holy ones of God through the rule of judgment,
as is written about him in the songs of David, who said: Ps
97. John J. Collins, “Powers in Heaven: God, Gods, and Angels in the Dead Sea
Scrolls,” in Religion in the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. John J. Collins and Robert A. Kugler
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 23–24.
98. As translated in Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated: The
Qumran Texts in English, trans. Wilfred G. E. Watson (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 118; for an
analysis of the issue, see Morton Smith, “Ascent to the Heavens and Deification in 4QMa,”
in Archaeology and History in the Dead Sea Scrolls: The New York University Conference
in Memory of Yigael Yadin, ed. Lawrence H. Schiffman (Sheffield: JSOT, 1990), 181–99.
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82:1 «Elohim will stand up in the assem[bly of God,] in the
midst of the gods he judges».99
Since the text refers to “the sons of God” and the “men of the lot
of Melchizedek,” interpreters should take seriously the possibility that
this Dead Sea Scroll passage refers to an exalted human Melchizedek—
after the order of 4Q491 11—responsible for the judgment invoked in
Psalm 82. At minimum, 11Q Melchizedek provides strong evidence
for an early Jewish trend toward linking Psalm 82 with human beings.
Even John Collins (who contrary to this proposal suggests that there is
no indication that the Melchizedek of the Melchizedek Scroll was ever
a mortal man) states:
In the view of the midrash, the Most High God is El. Elohim
is a lesser deity, an angel, if you prefer. But the striking thing
about this passage is that the term Elohim, which is usually
understood to refer to the Most High in the biblical psalm,
now refers to a lesser heavenly being. There are at least two
divine powers in heaven, even if one of them is clearly subordinate to the other.100
A survey of a Jewish midrashic use of Psalm 82 demonstrates that
the connection between humanity and Psalm 82 more than likely
attested in 11Q Melchizedek, is, in fact, well established in early Jewish
texts. This midrashic approach to Psalm 82, which links Israel with the
gods of the council, carries important implications for understanding
John 10.
Scholars have observed that Jewish traditions regarding the children of Israel at Mount Sinai provide a clear conceptual background
for interpreting Jesus’s use of Psalm 82 in John’s Gospel:
If it were possible to do away with the Angel of Death I would.
But the decree has long ago been decreed. R. Jose says: It was
upon this condition that the Israelites stood up before mount
99. As translated in García Martínez, Dead Sea Scrolls Translated, 140, brackets in
original.
100. Collins, “Powers in Heaven: God, Gods, and Angels,” 19.
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Sinai, on the condition that the Angel of Death should have no
power over them. For it is said: “I said: Ye are godlike beings,”
etc. (Ps. 82:6). But you corrupted your conduct. “Surely ye
shall die like men” [Ps. 82:7].101
This use of Psalm 82:6–7 in the second-century midrash illustrates one
of the ways Jewish theologians reinterpreted this biblical text. When
at Mount Sinai Israel “stood before the Lord,” the Israelites became the
elohim or “gods” mentioned in Psalm 82. The identification of Israel as
gods appears in a variety of early Jewish texts:
You stood at Mount Sinai and said, All that the Lord hath spoken will we do, and obey (Exod. 24:7), (whereupon) “I said:
Ye are godlike beings” (Ps. 82:6); but when you said to the
(golden) calf, This is thy god, O Israel (Exod. 32:4), I said to
you, “Nevertheless, ye shall die like men (Ps. 82:7).102
As Jerome H. Neyrey has observed concerning this tradition:
The basic lines of the midrashic understanding of Ps 82:6–7,
then, are clear. When Israel at Sinai received God’s Torah and
obeyed, this led to genuine holiness, which resulted in deathlessness; hence, Israel could be called god because deathless.
But when disobedient and sinful, Israel deserved the wages of
sin, that is, death; hence, Israel could be called man.103
According to Neyrey, Jesus’s reference to gods as those to whom the
word of God came presupposes the use of Psalm 82 as a reference to
Israel at Sinai in Jewish midrash. This interpretation, well justified
in Jewish tradition, directly associates the elohim of Psalm 82 with
humanity.
101. Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Tractate Ba˙odesh 9, trans. Jacob Lauterbach (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1933), 2:271–72.
102. Sifre: A Tannaitic Commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy, Piska, 320, trans.
Reuven Hammer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 329.
103. Jerome H. Neyrey, S.J., “ ‘I Said: You Are Gods’: Psalm 82:6 and John 10,” Journal
of Biblical Literature 108/4 (1989): 656.
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In his critique, Heiser effectively illustrates that, in their original
context, the elohim referred to in Psalm 82 were not human judges.
However, he overstates the evidence when he argues that “if there was
a campaign to allegedly correct ancient texts and their polytheistic
views, the postexilic Jewish community either did not get the message
or ignored it” (p. 231). With its push toward radical monotheism, Second Temple Judaism was clearly struggling with the references to multiple deities in texts such as Psalm 82. Heiser’s claim fails to address
the changes that even he acknowledges to have occurred in texts such
as Deuteronomy 32 where, “almost certainly, the unintelligible reading of the [Masoretic Text] represents a ‘correction’ of the original text
(whereby God presides over other gods) to make it conform to the
later standard of pure monotheism: There are no other gods!”104 This
religious conundrum is also apparent in the later Aramaic revisions of
divine council passages including Psalm 82.
In contrast to the biblical version of Psalm 82, which, as Heiser
shows, refers to God standing in the midst of literal deities, the Targum for Psalm 82 reads:
1. A psalm by Asaph. As for God, his Shekinah dwells in
the assembly of the righteous who are mighty in the Law; he
judges among the judges of truth.
2. How long, O you wicked, will you judge falsely, and show
partiality to the wicked? For ever.
3. Judge the poor and the orphan; vindicate the afflicted and
the poor.
4. Rescue the poor and weak; deliver them from the hands
of the wicked.
5. They do not know how to do good, nor do they understand the Law; they walk about in darkness; therefore the feet
of the bases of the earth are shaken.
6. I said, “You are reckoned as like the angels, and like the
angels of the height, all of you;
104. Bernard M. Levinson, “Deuteronomy,” in The Jewish Study Bible, ed. Adele Berlin
and Marc Z. Brettler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 441.
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7. but you shall surely die like the sons of men, and fall like
one of the princes.”
8. Arise, O Lord, judge all the inhabitants of the earth, for
you shall take possession of all the nations.105
This Aramaic revision of Psalm 82 stripped the Hebrew psalm
of its original henotheistic ideology.106 Instead of presenting God as
holding council with the other deities of the universe, the Targum
substitutes the Aramaic word dayyanin (“judges”) for the Hebrew
word elohim (“gods”). Based upon the judicial setting for Psalm 82,
the authors of the Targum presumably felt comfortable with this textual switch because of their misreading of the Covenant Collection in
Exodus which, as Heiser’s critique illustrates, uses the Hebrew word
elohim in a judicial context (Exodus 21:6). As Peterson notes, however,
“Exodus 21:6 and 22:8–9 provide very weak support (if indeed, they
provide any support at all) for the notion that <elohim can ever denote
merely human judges.”107 Subsequent studies concerning these biblical passages have only sustained Peterson’s position. David P. Wright
has recently shown that, like the rest of the Covenant Collection,
Exodus 21:6 ultimately derives from the Babylonian Laws of Hammurabi.108 Therefore, the expression <el ha-elohim in Exodus 21:6
and 22:7 directly reflects the Akkadian phrase mahar ilim (§23, §120,
§266). This connection strongly suggests that the laws in the Covenant
Collection that feature the phrase <el ha-elohim use the term elohim as
a reflection of the Akkadian word ilim, both of which literally mean
“God.” In their interpretation of these passages, however, the Aramaic
revisers specifically switched the Hebrew word elohim for the Aramaic term dayyanim:
105. David M. Stec, trans., The Targum of Psalms (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press,
2004), 160, emphasis removed.
106. The term henotheism refers to a philosophy that professes worship of a single
deity while acknowledging the existence of other gods; for a consideration of ancient
“monotheism,” see Paula Fredriksen, “Gods and the One God: In Antiquity, All Monotheists Were Polytheists,” Bible Review 19/1 (2003): 12, 49.
107. Peterson, “ ‘Ye Are Gods,’ ” 479, Hebrew transliteration simplified.
108. See David P. Wright, “The Laws of Hammurabi as a Source for the Covenant Collection (Exodus 20:23–23:19),” Maarav 10 (2003): 11–87.
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his master will bring him to the judges, and he will bring him
to the door or to the doorposts; and his master will pierce his
ear with an awl, and he will be a slave to him, enslaved forever.
(Targum Neofiti on Exodus 21:6)109
This later Jewish interpretation of the Covenant Collection allowed
readers of Psalm 82 to interpret the biblical text, which presents God’s
judgment over the deities of the council, as a passage in which God
renders judgment against human beings. The same theological move
to purely “humanize” the divine council appears in Neofiti’s revision
of Genesis 6:2, which changes the Hebrew title “sons of God” into the
Aramaic expression “sons of the judges”:
And the sons of the judges saw that the daughters of the sons of
man were beautiful in appearance and they took wives for themselves from among whomsoever they chose. (Genesis 6:2)110
These Aramaic texts therefore provide important evidence for the
historical transition toward radical monotheism in later Judaism. The
henotheistic ideology endorsed by Israelite authors eventually proved
unacceptable to later religious interpreters who viewed the Bible as
an authoritative religious collection. As illustrated in the Targumim,
later Jewish interpreters often found creative ways to rework henotheistic texts into agreement with their radical monotheistic stance. No
doubt, the precedent for viewing humanity as an earthly extension of
the divine council in Israelite tradition facilitated these efforts. Elohim could easily be reinterpreted to represent human beings in such
a climate. Ultimately, however, these changes had a long-lasting effect
upon the way biblical references to the divine council would subsequently be interpreted.
Second Temple Judaism was clearly struggling to reconcile its
move toward monotheism with its henotheistic past. Hence, the anger
109. The same switch however, appears in Pseudo-Jonathan, Onkelos, and Neofiti
Exodus 22:7, 8, 27. For an English translation of Neofiti, see Martin McNamara, trans.,
Targum Neofiti 1: Exodus and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: Exodus (Collegeville, MN:
Liturgical Press, 1994), 91.
110. For an English translation of the Targum, see McNamara, Targum Neofiti 1, 71.
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expressed by Jesus’s enemies regarding his claim for divinity in John
10 may have in part been influenced by this religious paradox. In contrast to certain Jewish sects in the first century, the Samaritans, for
example, appear to have held fast to a view concerning the prophet
Moses’s deification:
Moses is for the Samaritans the Taheb, “Restorer,” the expected
Messiah-like eschatological figure who will bring about a golden
age and will pray for the guilty and save them. It is among the
Samaritans alone that the title “man of God” receives prominence as applied to Moses; and indeed, the Samaritan depiction
of Moses is highly reminiscent of the New Testament’s description of Jesus as the first begotten being, materialized from
his pre-existent bodiless state. Moses is a second God, God’s
vice-regent upon earth (Memar Marqah 1.2), whose very name
includes the title <Elohim, “God” (Memar Marqah 1.2).111
Not all Palestinian religious sects in the first century were as
comfortable with deification as the Samaritans and the community at
Qumran. The Jewish historian Josephus, for example, appears to have
intentionally tried to disassociate Moses from this tradition:
In the very passages (3.317, 320) where Josephus refers to
Moses as inspiring and ranking higher than his own nature,
he is careful to refer to him as a man. Moreover, he is careful
to omit God’s statements that Moses was to be to Aaron as
God (Exod 4:16), and that God was making him as God to
Pharaoh (Exod 7:1). He is careful to dispel the view held by
some (3.95–96) that when Moses tarried on Mount Sinai for
forty days, it was because he had been taken back to divinity.
If he refers to Moses as a “man of God” (3.180), it is not to
assert Moses’ divinity but rather to refute those enemies of
the Jews who had charged them with slighting the divinity
whom they themselves professed to venerate (3.179).112
111. Louis H. Feldman, “Josephus’ Portrait of Moses,” Jewish Quarterly Review 82/3–4
(1992): 326 n. 91.
112. Feldman, “Josephus’ Portrait of Moses,” 323–24, Greek translations omitted.
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In this intense religious climate, Jesus’s defense of his own divinity
using a divine council text, which, as illustrated, could in some circles
be linked with human beings, met with obvious controversy.
Conclusion
The biblical view of the divine council of deities has assumed a
fundamental role in biblical scholarship. Textual and archaeological
discoveries made in recent years carry important implications for the
way Bible-believing Christians understand their own theology in relation to Israelite beliefs. As Latter-day Saints, we owe a debt of gratitude
to Michael Heiser for his important contributions in furthering this
important discussion. Even in his critique of the LDS use of Psalm 82
and John 10, Heiser raises important issues worthy of careful consideration. Ultimately, no matter which opinions regarding these texts
hold sway, clearly the Latter-day Saint position regarding humanity
and the divine council of deities is much more biblical-like than many
have supposed.

Israel’s Divine Council, Mormonism,
and Evangelicalism: Clarifying the Issues
and Directions for Future Study
Michael S. Heiser

I

wish to thank Daniel C. Peterson, editor of the FARMS Review, both
for his gracious offer to publish my critique of Mormonism’s use of
Psalm 82 and for the opportunity to briefly reply to David E. Bokovoy’s
response to my essay. I found Bokovoy’s response to my work stimulating and helpful, and I hope to share some of the insights that occurred
to me as I read his essay. I will also offer a few comments of clarification.
I will follow the order of his section headings so readers who have read
both essays can easily follow the discussion. Page number references are
to Bokovoy’s paper, immediately preceding this one.
“An LDS View of the Council” (pp. 269–76)
In his discussion of the LDS understanding of Psalm 82, Bokovoy
highlights the language of Psalm 82, noting that “from an analysis of
the legal material in the Hebrew Bible, it appears that in a traditional
judicial setting, judges sat while plaintiffs stood” (p. 272). This “standing” language is deemed significant, for it is part of the argument to distinguish Yahweh from his father-God, Elyon, who is head of the council. He then quotes the work of the late Simon B. Parker on this issue, as
well as Isaiah 3:13, which has Yahweh standing to plead a cause.
This view is common among scholars of Israelite religion, but in
my judgment it fails in a number of regards. In my essay, which was
originally a paper read in a thirty-minute time slot at a conference,
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I said little about this issue. It receives a good deal of attention in
my dissertation. I summarized that material in another article published in October 2006. Readers can reference that article at no cost,
so I will not reproduce the analysis and arguments here. A couple of
observations are noteworthy. First, Psalm 82:1 does not say Yahweh is
standing. Rather, it says Elohim is standing. Scholars theorize that the
text once said Yahweh (this is in the so-called Elohistic psalter), which
may be the case. However, there is no textual evidence for that conclusion. The idea rests solely on a hypothetical postulate. Second, Bokovoy never addressed an important issue in his discussion of the Psalm
82 scene: If Yahweh is standing as the plaintiff and not the judge (who
is presumed to be Elyon in his view), then why is it that we do not see
Elyon judging in Psalm 82:8? Instead of Elyon pronouncing judgment,
the psalmist asks for Elohim to arise and judge—the same word used
in 82:1 of the God who is standing. If we allow Bokovoy’s apparent
thesis—that of the name Yahweh being changed to Elohim in 82:1 due
to some motive of the Elohist, then we need to have Elohim in Psalm
82:8 replacing Yahweh as well. This would mean that Yahweh is both
the plaintiff who stands and the judge who judges—which defeats the
notion of a separation of Yahweh and Elyon in this passage. Again,
this is not the only problem with this common understanding, but
these points are sufficient here.
Later in this section, Bokovoy makes the point that I did not
address the issue of the separation and combination of the names Yahweh and Elohim that occurs in the early chapters of Genesis. He is correct. This issue was well outside the scope and purpose of my essay, so
I never introduced it into the discussion (as Bokovoy acknowledges).
Bokovoy quotes David Noel Freedman, who opines that Israel’s initial
God was El and that Yahweh is not an El name (it has no “el” element
in the name). This is taken as proof that El and Yahweh were separate
in Israelite religion.
	. Michael S. Heiser, “Are Yahweh and El Distinct Deities in Deut. 32:8–9 and Psalm
82?” HIPHIL 3 (2006); online journal, posted 3 October 2006; pdf available at www.see
-j.net/Default.aspx?tabid=77 (accessed 9 April 2007).
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This issue is a complex one and, I think, a bit of a red herring on
the part of critical scholarship. If we take the Pentateuch at face value,
we have a slave people in Egypt who, at best, are somewhat faithful
in orally transmitting the stories of the appearance of El (the God of
their fathers) to their patriarchal ancestors. Moses comes along and
receives the revelation at Sinai that this same God’s name is Yahweh.
Yahweh, as Bokovoy points out, may mean “He who procreates” or
“He who causes to be” (p. 281). Moses then informs the people that
the two deities are one and the same and writes as much in the Pentateuch. Israel can be called after El’s name (cf. the El element in “Israel”)
since that is perfectly appropriate. They were named after their God’s
self-revelation by that name. What else would we or they expect? El
subsequently reveals himself as Yahweh when the people are delivered
from Egypt, and their god does not change their name again—instead
he changes his own name (or reveals another name) to signify the act
of his creation of a nation from a motley group of slaves.
My point is that there is no reason to conclude from the text that
we are dealing here with two separate deities. That idea has arisen
in tandem with critical views of Pentateuchal authorship and more
knowledge of Israelite religion in its wider milieu. If one accepts any
form of Mosaic authorship, it can easily be argued that Moses wrote
certain statements about El and Yahweh being the same deity, and
later scribes further inserted that idea into Pentateuchal material that
he did not write. Of course uneducated (slave) Israelites could have
been confused or even believed outright that El and Yahweh were distinct. That is not the question, though. Our goal is not (or should not
be) to psychologize the biblical writer or the Israelites in general. We
can only know the what (the text as it is), not the why (the reason for
its final form). Certain scholars attempt to do the latter all the time,
but all such attempts are only guesses, not an assessment of the text.
	. Like Bokovoy, I favor this view of the divine name’s meaning. However, Bokovoy
should perhaps exercise more caution in advancing it in print, for few scholars accept it
on the grounds that no comparable hiphil of the verb hyh / hwh has been found in extrabiblical material. Scholars are therefore predisposed to conclude the idea is wrong since
they lack comparative evidence. I am not of the opinion that we need a Semitic parallel
for an idea to be coherent, but other scholars will reject this thesis out of hand.
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Too much of scholarship, in my judgment, focuses on trying to identify the why when this is impossible. We can certainly entertain the
why and enjoy the process, but to make conclusions that guide our
understanding of the text and the people who produced it is not a
sound exegetical method. The fact of redaction in this regard does not
prove that we have two separate deities. Even if one rejects all notions
of Mosaic authorship, it can cogently be argued that the literary artists who created the Pentateuch did so to tell the above story. To insist
that their story must reflect a distinction in gods is to psychologize the
authors. We know the what—we have the text and can see what was
done to convey the El = Yahweh idea (they are merged in the earliest
biblical material, like Deuteronomy 32). To go beyond that is to try to
exegete their psyche, which cannot be done.
One final note in this regard. We would have far less affinity for
separating El and Yahweh if we did not approach the text with a preconceived notion that Israelite religion evolved from polytheism to
monotheism. This modern misguided hermeneutic was the focus of
much of my dissertation work. Since I do not accept the idea and the
contrived definitions and data used to support it, I feel no tension in
dismissing its elements. I can only wonder (out loud) what we would
think of El and Yahweh were we not to proceed from this starting
point. Younger scholars in most cases do not, since the academy has
sold its soul to the idea and thereby filters all evidence through the
grid that it has itself erected over the text.
“Yahweh as a Being Species-Unique” (pp. 282–88)
Bokovoy takes issue with my argument that the ability to strip
other gods of their immortality does not denote species-uniqueness
(pp. 284–85). He quotes Paul Sanders on Deuteronomy 32:8, where
Sanders comments that the verse conveys the idea that the sons of
God “are relatively independent” and “have their own dominions, like
YHWH.” The implication is that a higher god (Elyon), separate from
Yahweh, gave Yahweh and his other sons their dominion—so they are
	. Paul Sanders, The Provenance of Deuteronomy 32 (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 370.
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essentially equal. Again, this argument has fatal flaws, and those flaws
are addressed in my HIPHIL article cited earlier. Two short comments
will therefore suffice.
First, the morphology and grammar of Deuteronomy 32:8 make it
clear that the nations were assigned to the gods (and Sanders agrees).
This is a passive idea (the greater being gives to the lesser). Notice in
Deuteronomy 32:8–9 that the text does not actually describe Yahweh
being given a portion—the statement is simply declarative (“for Yahweh’s portion is Israel; Jacob is his allotted inheritance”). The “allotted
inheritance” could be construed as passive (as Bokovoy contends) or
it could be a simple statement of reality. How can we know which it
is? Very simply—by noticing the language of Deuteronomy 4:19–20,
a passage everyone in the field takes as explicitly parallel to Deuteronomy 32:8. There Yahweh “takes” ( )לקחhis inheritance. It is not given
to him—he takes it in power. And if he takes it, then it makes far more
sense to say there is none over him. He is the dispenser of the other
allotments. This leads to the second point. The fact that other gods
have their own dominion does not make them species-equal to Yahweh, especially when their allotments were bestowed while Yahweh’s
was taken. This understanding is supported by noticing the two prior
verses of Deuteronomy 32 (vv. 6–7), where no less than five El epithets
are attributed to Yahweh. It is abundantly clear that Yahweh is not
a subordinate in this passage. He is Elyon. And if he is not the high
“taker” of his own portion, by what authority does he call Abraham
after the nations were divided at Babel? This is consistently portrayed
in the Bible as a sovereign act.
A true highlight of Bokovoy’s response (as found in the paragraph spanning pages 284–85) clarifies that a fundamental difference
between my understanding of Yahweh’s ontological uniqueness and
the LDS position he articulates has to do with our difference of opinion on creation ex nihilo and a dualistic versus monistic view of creation. I hold to dualism with respect to the creation—a strict distinction between the Creator and everything else that is. Incidentally, that
view does not require seeing Genesis 1:1–3 as creation ex nihilo (I tend
toward the view that Genesis 1:1–3 describes a refashioning of already
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extant material). It does require, though, that the material of Genesis
1:1–3 had been created (at some point) out of nothing. The LDS position rejects creation ex nihilo in favor of monism (no initial creation),
so that everything is, in some sense, on an equal “created playing
field”—at least according to the reviews of that idea that I have seen
on the FARMS Web site. This is a place where we clearly disagree and
where future dialogue needs to occur. The LDS material I have read
on the FARMS site appeals to string theory, for example, as a modern way to lend coherence to a monistic view. String theory, despite
its currency, has suffered in recent months at the hands of skeptical
physicists, and so this area is ripe for discussion. The two sides of
this issue will invariably affect how each side views the question of
ultimate ontology.
I take issue with Bokovoy’s handling of the Athtar episode in the
Ugaritic material (pp. 285–86), only because he takes it to indicate a
sort of ontological equity between El and Athtar (at least as I read
him). I would refer Bokovoy and readers to my article on this episode
and defer further comment here, except to say I found it particularly
odd that he interpreted Athtar’s relinquishing of the throne as a “type
of death.” Perhaps “typology” was in Bokovoy’s line of thought.
“Humans as Theomorphic Beings” (pp. 288–89)
This section was outside the scope of my paper, and so I said almost
nothing in its regard. I have a very different view of the so-called image
of God from Bokovoy—and from most evangelicals, I should add. My
understanding of this also affects how I would evaluate Bokovoy’s section “Humanity and the Sons of God” (see pp. 296–99). Articulating
my position and describing where I would differ with Bokovoy would
take a lengthy paper, so I leave the issue, suggesting that we can have
	. I refer here to books like Peter Woit, Not Even Wrong: The Failure of String Theory
and the Search for Unity in Physical Law (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2006); and Lee
Smolin, The Trouble with Physics: The Rise of String Theory, the Fall of a Science, and What
Comes Next (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2006).
	. Michael S. Heiser, “The Mythological Provenance of Isa. XIV 12–15: A Reconsideration of the Ugaritic Material,” Vetus Testamentum 51/3 (2001): 354–69.
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the same sort of engagement in the future specifically on this matter.
That said, I very much enjoyed Bokovoy’s articulation of Adam as a
divine council member (pp. 290–95). I hold that position as well, and
Bokovoy provided some new grist for that mill with his articulation in
this section. It was well done.
“Prophets as Divine Council Members” (pp. 299–305)
This section was also well done, but I think it could be improved
with respect to both our thinking. Specifically, I have not thought very
much about how the “prophet in the divine council” motif works with
respect to Job. I suspect that both Bokovoy and I would define prophet
rather broadly, and so this opens up several divine council research
avenues in Job, such as council mediators for human beings. Bokovoy
cites Job 15:7–8 in this regard, but not Job 5:1 (“to which of the holy
ones will you turn?”). There is also the issue of how God views his host
in terms of their loyalty or fallibility (Job 4:18; 15:15). These areas are,
in my experience, very underdeveloped in divine council research.
Much of the rest of Bokovoy’s response focuses on Jesus’s use of
Psalm 82 in John 10. I spent a few pages of my paper on this issue but
am currently working on a more detailed exposition. In significant
ways, our disagreement, and hence my interaction on the exegesis of
John 10:34, will utilize my view of the divine image and not Bokovoy’s. As such, a response in this rejoinder is not possible. As a way of
illustrating what I mean, Bokovoy’s statement that “Jesus in all likelihood drew upon the well-established tradition that humans are gods
in formulating his calculated response” (p. 305) is only as coherent as
the idea that Israelites understood Genesis 1:26 as putting forth the
notion that they were gods—which in turn gets us into the meaning
of “the image.” Likewise deserving of discussion is Bokovoy’s notion
that the angelic priesthood at Qumran means that the Qumranites
thought they were gods. The fact that the Qumran population were,
through calendar and liturgy, mimicking what they believed to be
going on in heaven (“as in heaven, so on earth”) does not compel the
conclusion that they thought they were gods. Bokovoy no doubt is
familiar with the “glory of Adam” material in this regard and would
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naturally interpret that material and other Qumran texts in light of
his understanding of Genesis 1:26.
Bokovoy discusses Deuteronomy 32 once again (p. 309), this time
in regard to the textual changes that verses 8–9 underwent, as evidenced by the variations between MT, LXX, and Qumran readings.
He claims that I fail to address the changes and that this somehow
amounts to my overlooking how these changes evince an evolution
in Israelite religion from polytheism to monotheism. He is quite mistaken here. On one hand, I did not take the time to address this. My
paper was not a thesis or any sort of attempt to cover all the issues.
I could not even say that about my dissertation! Bokovoy’s assumptions lead him to this rebuttal, though. He assumes that the changes to
Deuteronomy 32:8–9 occurred during the Second Temple period, that
time when the “final redaction” of the Hebrew Bible was presumably
occurring. That Bokovoy would say that Second Temple Judaism “was
clearly struggling to reconcile its move toward monotheism” (p. 311)
demonstrates he is operating from that presupposition. He is not alone
here. However, I reject that view (and he could not have known that).
I ask Bokovoy to produce a single piece of evidence for the changes
occurring during that time—as opposed to later, during the second
century ad when “textual standardization” was occurring. The short
answer is that, while everyone assumes this was a Second Temple era
change, there is no proof for it. We have the Qumran readings, but
we do not have Qumran material for the MT readings. All we have
is the MT reading witnessed in MT texts after Qumran. It is quite
possible—and I would argue highly likely—that the Qumran reading
was changed much later during the rabbinic attempt to deny divine
plurality (specifically, the second power in heaven). At Qumran alone
there are over 180 references to plural elohim, many of them in divine
council contexts. This does not speak of a struggle toward monotheism—intolerant monotheism would surface much later, in specific
response to the claims of Christians. Again, Bokovoy’s criticisms are
misplaced, but for reasons he could not foresee.
	. I recommend to Bokovoy and readers the important work by Alan F. Segal, Two
Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and Gnosticism (Leiden:
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Concluding Remarks
Once again let me express gratitude to the Maxwell Institute and
Bokovoy. The divine council is central to a correct understanding of
biblical theology, though few have recognized that fact. We do the
Bible a hermeneutical disservice when we insist on doing exegesis in
light of Augustine, the papacy, Calvin, Luther, or more modern articu
lators of tradition, as opposed to its original, ancient milieu. I am glad
to see more scholars are taking an interest in this crucial topic. The
interaction on Israel’s divine council needs to continue.

Brill, 1977). Segal establishes that Judaism embraced two powers in heaven (two “good”
powers—not one good and another evil) until the second century ad.

Turning Away

Jacob D. Rawlins

Review of Tad R. Callister. The Inevitable Apostasy and the Promised Restoration. Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 2006. xiv + 484 pp., with appendixes and index. $23.95.
Review of Alexander B. Morrison. Turning from Truth: A New Look at the Great Apostasy.
Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2005. x + 191 pp., with appendix, bibliography, and index.
$19.95.

F

rom the time of Joseph Smith’s first vision, the concepts of general
apostasy and divine restoration have been central to the Latterday Saint movement. In the Prophet’s account of his vision, he records
that after he asked which church he should join, “I was answered that
I must join none of them, for they were all wrong; and the Personage
who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in
his sight; that those professors were all corrupt; that: ‘they draw near
to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach for
doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but
they deny the power thereof’ ” (Joseph Smith—History 1:19). Later,
through visitations from the angel Moroni and through the translation of the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith’s role in the promised restoration became clear.
Although the idea of a falling away from the teachings of
Christ in the early days of the Christian church has been taught in
Protestant congregations for centuries, in no other church is it as
absolutely vital as it is to the existence of the Church of Jesus Christ
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of Latter-day Saints. Only through a general apostasy, with all of the
ramifications—the loss of priesthood authority, the end of prophecy
and revelation, and the alteration or suppression of vital ordinances
and doctrines—would a restoration through the Prophet Joseph
Smith be necessary. The origin of the church rests on the idea that
the true gospel of Jesus Christ needed to be returned to the earth, not
through reform of existing doctrines, but through a total restoration
given through divine revelation.
Given its importance in the doctrine of the church, the idea of the
general apostasy (or the great apostasy) has been studied by many of
the leading Latter-day Saint scholars through the years. In 2005 and
2006, four books were published on the apostasy by Latter-day Saint
authors: Early Christians in Disarray: Contemporary LDS Perspectives
on the Christian Apostasy, edited by Noel B. Reynolds; Where Have
All the Prophets Gone? by Scott R. Petersen; Turning from Truth: A
New Look at the Great Apostasy, by Alexander B. Morrison; and The
Inevitable Apostasy and the Promised Restoration, by Tad R. Callister.
Each of the four books deals generally with the same events: the Old
Testament and New Testament prophecies of the apostasy; the deaths
of the apostles and the formation of the early Christian church; the
loss of doctrines, authority, and ordinances; the long Dark Ages; and
the restoration through the Prophet Joseph Smith. Each of the books,
however, takes a different approach to the central events of the apostasy and restoration. Alison Coutts reviews the books by Reynolds
and Petersen, and I review the books by Morrison and Callister.
Turning from Truth: A New Look at the Great Apostasy
Of the four recent books on the apostasy, Alexander B. Morrison’s
Turning from Truth: A New Look at the Great Apostasy is clearly the
	. For detailed treatments of Latter-day Saint studies of the apostasy, see Eric R.
Dursteler, “Inheriting the ‘Great Apostasy’: The Evolution of Latter-day Saint Views on
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance,” in Early Christians in Disarray: Contemporary
LDS Perspectives on the Christian Apostasy, ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, UT: FARMS
and BYU Press, 2005), 29–65, and Ryan G. Christensen’s appendix, “Bibliographical
Note on Latter-day Saint Writings on the Apostasy,” in the same volume, 371–85.
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most accessible overview of Latter-day Saint teachings on the topic.
Morrison, an emeritus member of the church’s First Quorum of the
Seventy and a well-respected author of several books, has an eloquent,
yet simple, writing style that draws the reader into his analysis of the
events of the apostasy and restoration. He combines the traditional
Latter-day Saint teachings on the apostasy with the latest research on
the topic to provide a seamless picture of one of the foundational doctrines of the church.
In his introduction, Morrison reviews the importance of the
apostasy in Latter-day Saint thought. He also reviews traditional
approaches to the apostasy, which generally used the so-called Dark
Ages as evidence of the absence of the truth, and compares those
approaches to more modern efforts to examine the causes and effects
of the Christian apostasy. He also clarifies that in Latter-day Saint
thought, although the great apostasy is central to Joseph Smith’s
restoration, the process is part of an ongoing dispensational cycle of
apostasy and restoration, not only for the general church but also for
each individual. Morrison writes, “Although the subject of this book
deals with the general apostasy of the early church soon after Jesus’
death and resurrection, these words of advice from wise priesthood
bearers are worthy of note. Institutional apostasy always starts with
individual apostasy” (p. 13).
Morrison then takes a chronological approach to the apostasy,
beginning with the context and social setting of the early Christians
and proceeding through the process of turning away from the true
church of Christ. He examines the most important reasons for the
apostasy, including the loss of priesthood authority, corruption of
the scriptures, persecution and martyrdom, the councils and creeds
of the early church, and later corruptions and heresies. Although his
is the shortest of the four recently published books on the apostasy,
Morrison does not give a superficial treatment of these topics. His
book, however, is an overview intended for the general Latter-day
Saint reader and is not an in-depth scholarly analysis.
The book concludes with a list of nine facts that Morrison believes
are the most important ideas to take from a study of the apostasy:
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1. An institutional apostasy occurred. (p. 163)
2.	We do not have many of the details of what happened to the
early church and probably never will know them. (p. 164)
3. The damage was done early. (p. 165)
4.	Much of the damage resulted from mutiny, from internal dissent and contention. (p. 165)
5. Persecution played a role. (p. 165)
6.	Something must have gone terribly wrong with the procedure
for transferring divine power and authority. (p. 166)
7.	Though institutional apostasy will not occur again, as we have
been promised, individual apostasy remains as easy as ever.
(p. 168)
8. The victors write the histories. (p. 171)
9. The heavens have again been opened. (p. 171)
Although he does not include a chapter on the restoration, Mor
rison provides additional insights, context, and evidence from the
Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the statements
and writings of modern prophets and apostles throughout the book.
These restoration sources, combined with many references to early
Christian writings and academic studies, reinforce the central theme
of the book, that the restoration and the apostasy are inextricably
linked, both in prophecy and in history. In God’s plan, neither the
apostasy nor the restoration could exist without the other.
Morrison’s Turning from Truth is an excellent book for any person
seeking an introduction to the principles of apostasy and restoration.
The Inevitable Apostasy and the Promised Restoration
Not all questions are of equal import. Some are amusing; some lead to the discovery of trivial insights; others open
doors to significant discoveries in fields such as science, history, and music; and yet others are of such a deep and soulsearching nature that, if explored, they not only inform us, but
they change us. One such question has been asked with recurring frequency in modern Christianity: “What happened to
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Christ’s Church?” The purpose of this book is to assist those
who earnestly seek an answer to that inquiry.
So Tad R. Callister begins the introduction to his volume on the
apostasy and the restoration, The Inevitable Apostasy and the Promised
Restoration. The question of what happened to Christ’s church is central to any discussion of the apostasy, as has been mentioned in this
essay and in the other three books on the apostasy being reviewed.
In his book, Callister approaches the apostasy in much the same way
as Alexander Morrison: that the falling away of the early church of
Christ was an inevitable step toward the restoration and the final
dispensation.
Callister’s book, the longest of the four books, goes into great detail
on each of the arguments for the apostasy and restoration. He has obviously worked through a great amount of literature to bring together
some of the best Latter-day Saint, early Christian, and Protestant
writings on the events of the apostasy. His strength lies in compiling
the information and presenting it in a form that is accessible to the
lay reader. That strength, however, also leads to the book’s greatest
weakness. With several other works on the apostasy available, including the other three reviewed in this number of the FARMS Review, as
well as older treatments by Hugh Nibley, Bruce R. McConkie, Joseph
Fielding Smith, B. H. Roberts, and James E. Talmage, Callister’s book
pales in comparison, both in the scope and depth of the research and
in the accessibility of the book as a whole.
That is not to say, however, that Callister’s book is not an important addition to the library of works on the apostasy. A person who
approaches this book to learn for the first time about the early church,
its falling away, and the restoration will find all the essential details
and will come away enlightened and informed. For those who have
read some of the other books on the topic, however, the information,
quotations, and arguments in the book will sound familiar, albeit presented in Callister’s engaging style.
	. Tad R. Callister, The Inevitable Apostasy and the Promised Restoration (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 2006), xi.
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Callister begins his book with a brief discussion of the early Chris
tian church, with its organization, practices, and divinely inspired
leadership. This is followed by an equally brief overview of the two
most commonly cited causes of the apostasy: external persecution and
internal dissension and unrighteousness. Although these first chapters are short, they provide the basis for the bulk of the book, and their
themes are repeated throughout.
With the foundation in place, Callister turns to his main argument: that the history of Christianity is rife with evidences of the
apostasy (see pp. 56–57). Although he breaks each point into several
subpoints, Callister defines thirteen evidences of the apostasy:
1. The loss of the apostles and revelation
2. The testimony of the scriptures
3. The Bible ends
4. The loss of miracles and gifts of the spirit
5. The Dark Ages
6.	Many teachings were perverted, others lost, and new ones
invented
7.	Many ordinances were perverted, others lost, and new ones
invented
8. The mode of prayer was changed
9. The scriptures were removed from the lay members
10. Wickedness within the church hierarchy
11. The decline of moral standards and loss of church discipline
12. The ongoing church no longer bore Christ’s name
13. The priesthood was lost
Each piece of evidence is then given its own chapter (chapters 9–21
respectively), wherein Callister examines the differences among
the scriptures, the early Christian church, medieval and modern
Christianity, and modern revelation in the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. His discussion is especially helpful in the chapters
on the sixth and seventh evidences (how teachings and ordinances
were perverted, lost, and invented), where he goes into great detail on
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the origin and scriptural foundation of many of the unique doctrines
and practices of the modern Church of Jesus Christ.
After Callister discusses the evidences of the apostasy and gives
a brief summation, he turns his attention to the restoration of the
church. In this area, he provides much greater detail than most other
books on the apostasy (with the recent publication by Scott Petersen
being a notable exception). Other books include the restoration as
almost an afterthought, or as a concluding chapter. Some do not
address the restoration separately at all. Callister, on the other hand,
devotes several chapters to God’s preparation of the earth, beginning
with the Renaissance and the Reformation and continuing through
the American Revolution and the founding of the United States, and
the final restoration of the gospel of Jesus Christ through the Prophet
Joseph Smith. By including these chapters, Callister shows the overall
arc of the story: the church fell, but it was restored; the true teachings
of Christ were lost or changed, but they were revealed again by heavenly messengers to the boy prophet; the ordinances were changed and
the priesthood taken from the earth, but they, too, have been restored
in their fulness. In essence, the closing chapters of Callister’s book
finish answering the question he posed in the introduction, “What
happened to Christ’s Church?”: It is here on earth, it has been restored,
and it operates in the same way as the original church that Jesus Christ
established when he walked on the earth.
Conclusion
Understanding the apostasy of the early Christian church is vital
to comprehending the need for the restoration of the gospel through
the Prophet Joseph Smith. The books by Alexander Morrison and Tad
Callister convincingly lead readers toward that understanding.

Disarray Revisited

Alison V. P. Coutts

Review of Noel B. Reynolds, ed. Early Christians in Disarray: Contemporary LDS Perspec
tives on the Christian Apostasy. Provo, UT: FARMS and BYU Press, 2005. x + 397 pp., with
appendixes, citation and subject indexes. $29.95.
Review of Scott R. Petersen. Where Have All the Prophets Gone? Springville, UT: CFI, 2005.
xi + 399 pp., with appendix, bibliography, and index. $34.99.

“The idea that Christ’s church no longer existed was central to
Joseph Smith’s prophetic claims, and as such was among the
earliest of the doctrines established in this dispensation.”

A

lthough churches of the Reformation recognized that an apostasy had taken place in the early Christian church, the first vision
gave Joseph concrete evidence that it had taken place—something he
had not contemplated, saying “at this time it had never entered into
my heart that all [churches] were wrong.” Early in the twentieth century B. H. Roberts, James E. Talmage, and Joseph Fielding Smith published extensive commentary on the apostasy. But since then, apart

	. Ryan G. Christensen, “Bibliographical Note on Latter-day Saint Writings on the
Apostasy,” in Early Christians in Disarray: Contemporary LDS Perspectives on the Christian
Apostasy, ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, UT: FARMS and BYU Press, 2005), 371.
	. Milton V. Backman Jr., Joseph Smith’s First Vision: The First Vision in Its Historical
Context (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1971), 163.
	. B. H. Roberts, Outlines of Ecclesiastical History, 3rd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret
News, 1902); James E. Talmage, The Great Apostasy: Considered in the Light of Scriptural
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from articles by Hugh Nibley and others, it would be fair to say that no
book-length treatment of the apostasy has been published. Until 2005.
In 2005, three books appeared that dealt with various aspects of the
apostasy, and in 2006 a further volume appeared on the shelves. This
review examines two of those four publications, all of which seek to
answer the questions: “Why was there an apostasy? How did it come
about? What does it mean? What is the significance of new discoveries on the study of the apostasy?” The other two books are treated by
Jacob Rawlins.
Early Christians in Disarray
In 2001 an informal faculty reading group at Brigham Young
University started meeting to discuss early Christian texts. Out of
those early meetings grew a conference and a volume, Early Christians
in Disarray, that explores the apostasy in the light of new discoveries
in early Christian texts. In his introduction, editor Noel B. Reynolds
sets out his purpose: “This volume is designed to support and encourage further systematic research on [the apostasy]. It is not designed
to be a comprehensive or final treatment of any of these issues. The
goals of the authors and editor will be achieved if Latter-day Saints
find its contents helpful for understanding this important topic and if
it provokes some of them to pursue these and related questions with
further research.”
In Early Christians Eric Dursteler examines the roots of the conceptions of the Christian apostasy accepted in the Latter-day Saint community over the last century. Surveying the literature from John Taylor
to B. H. Roberts, James E. Talmage, and Joseph Fielding Smith, up to
present-day Apostles M. Russell Ballard and Dallin H. Oaks, Dursteler
details LDS thinking on the apostasy. He also brings in comments
from many noted historians, including Jakob Burckhardt and John
and Secular History (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1909); Joseph Fielding Smith, The
Progress of Man (Salt Lake City: Genealogical Society of Utah, 1936).
	. Noel B. Reynolds, “Introduction: What Went Wrong for the Early Christians?” in
Early Christians, 26.
	. Reynolds, “Introduction,” 7.
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Addington Symonds, to make the case that, although Roberts, Talmage,
and Smith could not have been aware of the important studies by these
historians, nevertheless they were “influenced by Enlightenment and
Romantic historians and trends” in their attempt to “to flesh out their
understanding of the historical continuum of the apostasy.”
In accord with the theme of the book, Richard Bennett and Amber
Seidel maintain that the idea of apostasy did not originate in the nineteenth century since “for centuries, churches of the Reformation had
been teaching that an apostasy had long ago occurred in the Christian
world.” Given this parameter, they survey the wide range of early
Mormon preaching and missionary publications to “show that Joseph
Smith’s sense of an apostasy from the true Christian faith was ratified in the first vision; . . . [and] that this understanding changed and
developed during the early years of his prophetic training.” Citing
accounts from both England and America, Bennett and Seidel describe
the tenor of the religious revival of the time. But, importantly, they
demonstrate that Joseph’s experience in the grove of trees was one
comprising forgiveness, atonement, and religious instruction. Bennett
and Seidel also “examine how the doctrine of the apostasy was understood and taught by both leaders and missionaries within the first
four years of the organization of the Church of Christ in 1830.”10 As
Joseph and Oliver’s understanding grew through the process of translating the Book of Mormon and the Bible and through revelation,
their understanding
of a loss of truth had deepened to a sense of a great and global
apostasy, that gross darkness blanketed the entire world and
that the world lay in sin and captivity, that religious corruption had contaminated much of Christian communication
and standards of behavior, that there had been a subtraction
	. Eric R. Dursteler, “Inheriting the ‘Great Apostasy’: The Evolution of Latter-day
Saint Views on the Middle Ages and the Renaissance,” in Early Christians, 45.
	. Dursteler, “Inheriting the ‘Great Apostasy,’ ” 47.
	. Richard E. Bennett and Amber J. Seidel, “ ‘A World in Darkness’: Early Latter-day
Saint Understanding of the Apostasy, 1830–1834,” in Early Christians, 73.
	. Bennett and Seidel, “ ‘World in Darkness,’ ” 68.
10. Bennett and Seidel, “ ‘World in Darkness,’ ” 68.
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of priesthood legitimacy and authority, that the apostasy
extended to the diminution and scattering of God’s ancient
covenant people Israel, and finally, if a less developed doctrine, that modern nations and governments acted without
authority.11
This prevailing view characterizes the teaching of the brethren in the
early years of the church.
With the introductory caveat that “Whatever is taught about the
apostasy should be checked against the four standard works,”12 John
Welch examines selected restoration scriptures as a means of reconstructing key elements of the prophetic views of the apostasy, providing a guide to our own further research on this topic. He finds in
Doctrine and Covenants 64:8 frequently overlooked evidence that the
Christian apostasy may have occurred quite early because of unresolved conflicts between the disciples. His detailed analysis of 1 Nephi
13 shows that Jewish persecution of the disciples would contribute to
their demise: “This revelation to Nephi draws attention of historians
to the tensions and persecutions against Christians, not by Romans
but by Jews, that occurred in the first three decades of Christianity.”13
Welch then turns his principal attention to the parable of the wheat
and tares in Doctrine and Covenants 86 as a prophecy of the apostasy.
Examining this parable with the added insight from the KJV and the
JST version of Matthew 13 both in chart form and with a detailed
analysis, Welch concludes that in the original parable as reported in
Doctrine and Covenants 86, “Jesus clearly anticipated that a public
apostasy would surely come. He made it clear that the apostasy would
affect the entire field or world. . . . But at the same time, there was
hope. At the appropriate time, harvesters would come with instructions and authorizations from the Master of the field, allowing the
works of the last days to go forth.”14
11. Bennett and Seidel, “ ‘World in Darkness,’ ” 81.
12. John W. Welch, “Modern Revelation: A Guide to Research about the Apostasy,”
in Early Christians, 101.
13. Welch, “Modern Revelation,” 105.
14. Welch, “Modern Revelation,” 130.
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James Faulconer discusses what the New Testament writers thought
about the apostasy and what was meant by the term apostasy and related
terminology during New Testament times. He uses the Septuagint
because it “gives us a good look at how pre-Christian Jews as well as those
of the early Christian era understood the Old Testament.”15 Faulconer
concludes that apostasy “covers a range of things, including leaving the
faith because of persecution, creating division in the body of the church,
. . . losing faith because one continues to sin in various ways, teaching
false doctrine, blaspheming, and denying the Holy Ghost, all of which
can be summed up in the phrase ‘turning against God’ or ‘departing
from God’ as in Hebrews 3:12.”16 Most specifically, apostasy—at least
for the writers of the New Testament and their contemporaries—was
the rejection of temple and priesthood.
In his usual well-footnoted style, John Gee documents the evidence that many plain and precious things were taken away from the
scriptures, as Nephi had foreseen (1 Nephi 13:26). While a great deal
of scholarly attention has been focused in recent decades on the ways
in which the New Testament writings were affected by theological
politics in the third and fourth centuries as the Christian canon gradually took shape, Gee focuses on the second century to document the
extensive changing of the inspired writings that was already in process. He surveys the writings of Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Irenaeus,
and Clement of Alexandria, to name but a few, concluding that “there
were a variety of accusations of corrupting scripture made against
every party, including the sect that eventually became the ‘orthodox’
or ‘Catholic’ one.”17 Looking at methods of and possible motivations
for corruption, Gee finally remarks, “the books that were considered
scripture, and some of the content of those books, changed from the
beginning to the end of the [second] century.”18
15. James E. Faulconer, “The Concept of Apostasy in the New Testament,” in Early
Christians, 135.
16. Faulconer, “Concept of Apostasy,” 136.
17. John Gee, “The Corruption of Scripture in Early Christianity,” in Early Chris
tians, 172.
18. Gee, “Corruption,” 193.
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With such intriguing subheadings as “Philosophy as a Tool
of Self-Defense” and “Philosophy as the Handmaid of Theology,”
Daniel Graham and James Siebach address the widespread misunderstanding that the apostasy was caused by the incorporation of
Hellenistic (Greek) thought into the Christian church. Rehearsing
the history of Christian converts from the largely unlearned early
apostles, they note that “by the mid-second century some Christians
began to see it as their duty not to wait in silence for the sword of
persecution to fall, but to stand up and defend the faith in public
forums. Justin Martyr had studied in several philosophical schools
before converting to Christianity. Recognizing similarities between
the teachings of the philosophers and the doctrines of Christianity,
he determined to use his education to defend the faith against false
charges.”19 Their conclusion after surveying the teachings of Clement
and Origen is that “Clement and Origen see Greek learning as providing genuine insights but not as constituting a body of truth independent of the scriptures and revelation. We should learn what the
world has to teach us of worldly knowledge but depend on revelation
for our understanding of God and his ways.”20 Graham and Siebach
see the hellenization of Christianity as a result of the apostasy and
not its cause.
Joseph Smith’s teaching that God has a body contradicts the
teachings of all Christian churches today. David L. Paulsen demonstrates that this was not new doctrine: “Joseph testified that his
view was a restoration of the biblical and primitive Judeo-Christian
understanding of God, an understanding that was lost because of a
‘falling away’—an apostasy—from the truths once held by the earliest Christians.”21 Citing works from notable modern historians such
as Adolf von Harnack and J. N. D. Kelly on the early church fathers,
19. Daniel W. Graham and James L. Siebach, “The Introduction of Philosophy into
Early Christianity,” in Early Christians, 207.
20. Graham and Siebach, “Introduction of Philosophy,” 218.
21. See Donald Q. Cannon, Larry E. Dahl, and John W. Welch, “The Restoration
of Major Doctrines through Joseph Smith: The Godhead, Mankind, and the Creation,”
Ensign, January 1989, 27–33, cited in David L. Paulsen, “Divine Embodiment: The Earliest
Christian Understanding of God,” in Early Christians, 240–41.
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reviewing the writings of the early church fathers themselves, and
drawing from Jewish traditions, Paulsen shows that, in the first
and second Christian centuries, both Jews and Christians generally
believed that God was embodied.
As part of an ongoing interest in covenant, Noel Reynolds examines the second-century transformation of covenant-based ordinances
into Christian sacraments as a principal cause of the apostasy and
thereby illuminates Nephi’s statement that many of the covenants
were taken away (1 Nephi 13:26). Reynolds points out that one would
expect covenants to be part of the early church, “When we look
closely at the writings of the earliest Christians, we might naturally
ask, ‘Where have all the covenants gone?’ Though the writings of this
period occasionally allude to covenants and even occasionally feature
them, there is nowhere evidence that the concept of ordinances based
in covenants is either central or pervasive.”22 In this final chapter of a
fascinating and comprehensive book, Reynolds looks at the demise of
the covenant and the alternatives sought to fill its absence. His conclusion is a fitting one for a book on apostasy:
The centrality of the Christian’s covenant to repent of sin and
obey God’s commands had already been marginalized, and
the traditional ordinances had lost their covenantal basis,
being redefined as sacraments by which God’s grace could be
transmitted to a recipient through the mediation of a priest.
The subsequent shift to a theology that found truth in nature
through reason ensured that the original covenantal understandings of the Christian’s relationship to the Father could
never be recovered, though their echoes would reverberate
hauntingly down through the ages, leading many dissatisfied
Christians to long for a restoration of original Christianity.23
22. Noel B. Reynolds, “The Decline of Covenant in Early Christian Thought,” in
Early Christians, 297.
23. Reynolds, “Decline of Covenant,” 324.
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Where Have All the Prophets Gone?
Spanning the history of Christianity from the early church
fathers to the nineteenth century, Scott R. Petersen has assembled
many original and secondary sources in order to answer the question “Where have all the prophets gone?” His stated aim is “to present
a condensed but accurate view of the evolution of Christianity and
apostasy from pure, revealed religion, from the days of Adam to the
modern world.”24
In the first chapter, Petersen looks at Christian writings such as
the Bible, Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, and the apostolic fathers
in light of the truth of their content. His next chapter reviews these
writings to look at apostasy in the dispensations from Adam to Christ.
Along the way, Petersen treats us to an analysis of why there is historical discrepancy in the number of dispensations (p. 38). The next two
chapters, “The Apostolic Dispensation” and “Scriptural Predictions of
Post–New Testament Apostasy,” as one might expect, rely heavily on
scripture to show the establishment of the Christian church by Christ
and to present the prophecies of an apostasy. But in his thorough way,
Petersen also refers to Eusebius, Josephus, Ignatius, and Justin.
Turning once more to scripture, Petersen surveys prophecies
in the Old and New Testaments of the great apostasy to take place
after the death of the last early apostle. Although the majority of his
evidence comes from the New Testament, the writings of Isaiah and
Amos particularly more than hint at this coming apostasy.
In “Christianity in the First Century,” Petersen spends quite some
time in the books of Enoch and other apocryphal and pseudepigraphical works. This longish chapter contains much useful information for
Latter-day Saints on early Christian thought on such subjects as the
premortal nature of man, the plan of salvation, baptism for the dead,
authority, and eternal progression (pp. 86–117).
For a good introduction to the councils and creeds of early
Christianity, appendixes in Early Christians provide succinct descrip24. Scott R. Petersen, Where Have All the Prophets Gone? (Springville, UT: CFI,
2005), ix. Subsequent parenthetical references in the text are to this book.
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tions. Petersen takes this further and devotes an entire chapter to the
subject. He details the controversies facing the councils and those who
constituted them, concluding that, during this period, “councils and
creeds replaced divinely appointed authority, and scholarship replaced
revelation” (p. 191).
This conclusion forms the lens through which Petersen reviews
“The Church of the Middle Ages.” His harsh, but supported premise
is that, “Beginning with the Donatists in the fourth century, continuing with the Crusades in the eleventh century onward, and ending
when the activities of the Inquisition ceased in the eighteenth century,
physical force was used to compel people to comply with the orthodox beliefs of the Universal Church” (p. 199). Interestingly, whereas
Graham and Siebach staunchly defend Augustine’s motives,25 Petersen
pulls no punches in condemning Augustine as a prime mover in the
corruption of early Christian doctrine (p. 212).
Equally, Petersen’s chapter on the Renaissance and the Reformation
contains a harsh condemnation of the origins of the Anglican Church.
Having my roots in that tradition, I found that a little heavy-handed,
but I realize that my view is probably nostalgic. However, the chapter
contains an excellent survey of the origins of the English Bible,26
together with introductions to the key reformers.
The story now shifts to the colonization of the American continent, the religious persecution in England, and religion in the early
days of America. Petersen gives us insight into such religious thinkers as Anne Hutchinson, Jonathan Edwards, and George Whitefield
and looks at the people of the Mayflower and the Massachusetts Bay
colony.
The concluding two chapters deal with the religious revival in
eighteenth-century America and the restoration of the true church. The
survey of the different groups who led the revival is very interesting.
25. See Graham and Siebach, “Introduction of Philosophy,” 223–33.
26. For those wanting more on this subject, a new volume by Ray L. Huntington,
David M. Whitchurch, W. Jeffrey Marsh, and Andrew C. Skinner entitled Faith of Our
Fathers: The History of the English Bible should be forthcoming later in 2007 from Brigham
Young University’s Religious Studies Center.
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So if one were to pick between the four books on the apostasy currently under review, how would one do it? As indicated in the previous review, Elder Morrison’s book is the most accessible for the reader
wishing to gain an overview of the topic. Of the Reynolds edited volume and the Petersen book, I would pick Early Christians—not only
(lest this is raised by the discerning reader of introductions) because
I was deeply involved in it as the staff editor, but also because of the
wide choice of viewpoints on the many different aspects of the apostasy it presents.

Forward or Drawrof?

Stephen D. Ricks

Review of Gustav Mahler, ed. and trans. The Sealed Book of Daniel Opened and Translated:
The Linear Bible Code—Reading the Book Backward, rev. ed. Dove Creek, CO: Mahler
House, 2007. 474 pp., with register of names and subjects and notes on the text. $16.95,
1st ed. (hard copy); $12.95, rev. ed. (on CD-ROM).

I

n the midnineties, Michael Drosnin’s illuminating book The Bible
Code appeared. It created an instant international sensation. In the
book, Drosnin—inspired by the researches of Israeli mathematicians
Eliyahu Rips, Doron Witzum, and Yoav Rosenberg—argued that there
is a “code” embedded in the text of the Hebrew Bible. This “code” is
discovered by searching for equidistant letter sequences (ELS). Thus,
for example, we may begin with a letter (“L”) and read every nth letter
(“N”) thereafter in the book, not counting spaces. If an entire book
such as Genesis is searched, the result is a long string of consonants
(the languages of the Old Testament, Hebrew and Aramaic, are represented in the original biblical text only with consonants, without any
vowels). Further, by employing different values for L and N, one can
generate many strings of consonants.

	. Michael Drosnin, The Bible Code (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997).
	. Robert Todd Carroll, The Skeptic’s Dictionary: A Collection of Strange Beliefs,
Amusing Deceptions, and Dangerous Delusions (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2003), 52–55. One
may be committed to the inspiration of scripture but still approach the implications of
“equidistant letter sequences” for the meaning and interpretation of the scriptural text
with caution and care.
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The proximate inspiration for the writing of Gustav Mahler’s The
Sealed Book of Daniel Opened and Translated was Drosnin’s 1999 publication of a second volume, The Bible Code II: Countdown, in which
he states, “read the letters in reverse.” Gustav Mahler—a native of
New York, a graduate of Ricks College (now BYU–Idaho) and BYU,
and currently a member of the staff at Utah Valley State College in
Orem, Utah—was first introduced to the Hebrew language under the
able tutelage of the venerable instructors Ellis Rasmussen and Gabriel
Tabor.
Mahler created a “back text” of the book of Daniel by stringing the
letters of the book—which is written in both Hebrew and Aramaic—
in order, eliminating the spaces between the words, reversing the
order, and translating the text of the book in reverse. The result was
this publication, one of a series of several prospective translations and
commentaries on “back texts” of the Hebrew Bible. In his introduction to the book of Daniel, Mahler—who, though claiming no direct
religious affiliation, describes himself as “a convert to the Jewish
faith”—describes the pattern that will be followed in his translation
of the “back text” of Daniel.
As an example, Mahler renders the first verse of Daniel 1 in
English as “In the third year of the reign of Jehoikim king of Judah”
(p. 20). The “back text,” translated into English, reads, “Give you a joyous shout O Palaces on account they (the oppressed) obeyed. A lamentation of the Mark-of-All-of-Them is for the dividing into three the
jackal. Repent thou!” (p. 21). The final verse of Daniel (12:13), rendered
in the “forward text” as “And thou, go thou to the end and rest thou
and stand at thy allotted portion at the end of days” (p. 21), is translated in the “back text” as “Wailing is from YAH! Distress is for thee
to tread the blood of His Time. The Mark loathes distress for thee at
his chamber” (p. 22). The entire book follows this same format. But
is the meaning of the “back text” more compelling than that of the
“forward text”? Some may be persuaded that the meaning of the “back
text” is more compelling, but I am not convinced.
	. Michael Drosnin, The Bible Code II: Countdown (New York: Viking Books, 1999), 247.
	. Personal communication from Gustav Mahler.
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I have a further question: since much of the book of Daniel (2:4–
7:28) is written in Aramaic, why does Mahler translate the “back text”
as though it were Hebrew and not Aramaic? Given the relatively free
syntax of Imperial Aramaic (and the relatively restrictive syntax of
Biblical Hebrew), could it not more easily and justifiably be translated
as Aramaic?
The Sealed Book of Daniel Opened and Translated is a testament
to the industry and linguistic skill of the author. Mahler demonstrates
great skill and real finesse in his translation of the “back text” of
Daniel. But sometimes Mahler’s renderings of the “back text” press the
boundaries of clear sense. I must frankly confess that I lack Mahler’s
neo-Kabbalist enthusiasm: given the choice between reading the “forward text” of Daniel in Hebrew and Aramaic (which I regularly do
with my biblical Aramaic students) and the “back text,” I prefer the
“forward text.”

A Method for Studying the Facsimiles

John Gee

Review of Allen J. Fletcher. A Study Guide to the Facsimiles of the Book of Abraham.
Springville, UT: Cedar Fort, 2006. xi + 160 pp., with bibliography. $12.99.

T

he facsimiles from the Book of Abraham continue to fascinate, if
only by their strangeness. The only illustrations in our scriptures,
they attract attention not only because of their rough-hewn quality
but by their very existence as a visual medium in the midst of the written word. Their unusual origin and foreign iconography make them
the source of endless uninformed speculation. Thus it is as a guide to
these strange facsimiles that Allen J. Fletcher puts himself forward.

The Approach
The question that is constantly asked about the facsimiles is how
Joseph Smith’s interpretations match those of the ancient Egyptians.
Fletcher goes through the facsimiles, figure by figure, and asks three
questions: (1) “What does this figure represent in the world of the
Egyptians?” (2) “What meaning is given to this figure by the Prophet
Joseph Smith or Abraham?” and (3) “If we look at this Egyptian figure
as an imitation, what gospel principles can we see in it?” These are good
questions. Not everyone, however, will answer them the same way.
The answers to the second question are generally straightforward
even if one might have quibbles with Fletcher’s particular interpretations. Fletcher’s answers to the third question are homiletics on which
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I will take the Book of Mormon position that “every thing which
inviteth to do good, and to persuade to believe in Christ, is sent forth
by the power and gift of Christ” (Moroni 7:16), and I will thus refrain
from critiquing them. It is Fletcher’s answers to the first question with
which I disagree (and they, of course, have a direct impact on the basis
for Fletcher’s homiletics). I disagree with his answers because I disagree with many of Fletcher’s assumptions and his method. I shall not
analyze most of his assumptions here but will, instead, focus on his
method.
Towards a Methodology for Studying the Facsimiles
Fletcher’s method for understanding the facsimiles from the ancient
Egyptian point of view is simply arbitrary. Fletcher has fallen into a common trap when dealing with the facsimiles from an Egyptological view.
We want to know: does X (the interpretation of Joseph Smith) equal Y
(the interpretation of the ancient Egyptians)? But in reality the question is usually modified slightly by asking: does X (the interpretation of
Joseph Smith) equal Z (the interpretation of modern Egyptologists)? As
I have already tacitly demonstrated elsewhere (at least for Facsimile 2),
Z (the interpretation of modern Egyptologists) usually does not equal Y
(the interpretation of the ancient Egyptians). Z is therefore irrelevant.
Of the twenty-seven interpretations that Fletcher gives for the figures
in the facsimiles (pp. 25–30), only two are certainly correct while eight
are certainly wrong; the remainder are quite likely wrong. At the present time, it is perhaps more important that we determine a method for
ascertaining what the ancient Egyptians who drew the facsimiles might
have understood by them. I published this methodology some time ago.
While I wrote about hypocephali in particular, the same methodology
needs to be followed for all of the facsimiles. The methodology comprises four steps:
Step 1. If we wish to understand the iconography of the facsimiles,
we must pay careful attention to those instances in which the ancient
	. John Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” in “Le lotus qui sort
du terre”: Mélanges offerts à Edith Varga, Bulletin du Musée Hongrois des Beaux-Arts
Supplément-2001 (Budapest: Musée Hongrois des Beaux-Arts, 2001), 325–34.
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Egyptians actually identify a figure. As a result, we must gather various examples of parallels to the facsimiles and determine when, if
ever, the figures are identified. All the various parallels need to come
from the time period of the facsimiles and not thousands of years earlier in the New Kingdom, Middle Kingdom, or Old Kingdom. The
parallels should be as close as possible, preferably having at least half
of the figures in common with the facsimiles. If, after gathering various parallels to the facsimiles, some figures are still unidentified, any
identifications we assign them will be merely guesses.
Step 2. “Identification of the figure will not tell us what the ancient
Egyptians understood by the figure. That understanding will only
come as we assemble information from ancient Egyptian sources of
the proper time. Sources from the Old Kingdom, Middle Kingdom,
and New Kingdom are only of secondary value to understanding what
is meant by Egyptian of Saite or Greco-Roman times of the same figures.” As most handbooks on iconography and religion deal principally with the New Kingdom or earlier periods, they are of little to no
use in understanding the facsimiles.
Step 3. The various figures are placed in relationship to each other
for a reason. One ought, therefore, to pay attention to the placement of
the figures. In this regard, explanations in Greco-Roman sources that
mention relationships between the figures might be of some importance. We should strive not only to be able to identify a particular
figure but also to be able to understand why two figures are placed in
a particular relationship in the facsimiles.
Step 4. One should endeavor, where possible, to match the identified
figures with the texts that relate to them, whether adjoining or not.
Fletcher has followed none of these steps. His arguments and conclusions on the subject are methodologically invalid. But he is in good
	. Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” 330.
	. For this first step applied to hypocephali, see Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of
Hypocephali,” 332–34.
	. Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” 330. I have changed one article
in the quotation from definite to indefinite.
	. Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” 331.
	. Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” 331.
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company, since to date few Egyptologists have produced a methodologically valid explanation of the facsimiles, as an explanation either
of the facsimiles or of the class of objects and parallel vignettes. Thus
the substitution of X=Z for X=Y is particularly pernicious.
A table showing the differences of interpretation by various
authors using different methods might illustrate the difference that
the proper method can make. The table gives published identifications of hypocephali (Facsimile 2) from Louis Speleers, Edith Varga,
ancient Egyptian identifications, and Fletcher (pp. 27–29):
Table 1. Various Interpretations of the Figures in Facsimile 2

Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3

Figure 4
Figure 5
Figure 6

Figure 7

Figures
22–23

Ancient Egyptian
Identifications in
Speelers (1943) Varga (1998) Gee (2001)
the soul of Re
quadripartite soul coming into being
and his three
ram-headed
(bˆ m ∆pr) / lord in dread
forms
deity
(nb m šfy) [the two labels
are both found on the
same hypocephalus]
he who is in his the one
belonging to the life of
disk / he who
who created
salvation (ny->n∆-wˆƒ.t) /
projects his rays himself
I know; I am known (¶< w
r∆=y ¶< w r∆.kw) [the two
labels are found on different hypocephali]
Horakhte
the lord of the Isis, Nephthys, and
divine ship
Kheperi (¶<s.t, nb.t-˙w.t,
∆pr¶< )
Sokaris
[unidentified] Bibiou (bˆ-bˆ.w)
Mehetweret or
a cow
the great cow who bore
Hathor
the sun (¶< ˙.t wr.t ms r>)
the four sons of the four sons Imseti, Hapi, Duamutef,
Horus
of Horus
Qebehsenuef (¶<mst¶<, ˙py,
dwˆ-mw.t=f, qb˙-sn.w=f )
the great god (n®r >ˆ)
Nehebkau and
the Lord of
the deceased
the Universe
and Nehebkau
two lunar genies baboons
baboons (httyw)

Fletcher (2006)
(pp. 27–29)
Khnum

Amon-Ra

Ra

Sokar
Hathor
the four sons
of Horus
Min-Horus

the apes of the
dawn

	. Louis Speleers, “Le sens de nos deux hypocéphales égyptiens,” Bulletin des Musées
Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire 1 (1943): 35–37.
	. Edith Varga, Napkorong a fej alatt (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1998), 140–44.
	. Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” 332–34.
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One can see that with the exception of figure 6, there is little consistency between the various interpretations. One should also note
that this is merely the process of identification; it tells us nothing
about what the Egyptians of the Greco-Roman period who produced
the facsimiles understood by the identifications.
Fletcher’s identifications have almost no connection with ancient
Egyptian identifications or with Egyptological misidentifications
either. As a result, whatever homilies he might construct based on his
identifications, however edifying they may be, have no real connection to the facsimiles. The same can be said for his identifications of
the figures in the other facsimiles from the Book of Abraham. One
would never know, using Fletcher’s method, that each of the facsimiles
has been connected with Abraham by ancient Egyptians.10
Underlying Assumptions
For me, among the more interesting aspects of works on the Book
of Abraham are the various tacit assumptions made by the authors
about the Book of Abraham or the facsimiles. These assumptions
always color, and in most cases overwhelmingly guide, the work done.
Yet these assumptions are rarely made explicit. In many cases they are
demonstrably false or at least open to question. In reading Fletcher’s
book, I identified a number of implicit assumptions that Fletcher has
apparently made that are at least open to question. But one overriding
assumption undergirding the book brings up an issue that is worth
raising.
Earlier in this review I referred to the desire to know the answer
to the question: Does the interpretation of Joseph Smith match the
10. See Janet H. Johnson, “The Demotic Magical Spells of Leiden I 384,” Oudheidkun
dige mededelingen uit het Rijksmuseum van Oudheden te Leiden 56 (1975): 33, 48; Janet H.
Johnson, “Louvre E3229: A Demotic Magical Text,” Enchoria 7 (1977): 94, 96; John Gee,
“References to Abraham Found in Two Egyptian Texts,” Insights (September 1991): 1, 3;
John Gee, “Abraham in Ancient Egyptian Texts,” Ensign, July 1992, 60–62; John Gee,
“Abracadabra, Isaac and Jacob,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 7/1 (1995): 19–
84; John A. Tvedtnes, Brian M. Hauglid, and John Gee, eds., Traditions about the Early
Life of Abraham (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2001), 501–2, 523; John Gee, “A New Look at the
>n∆ pˆ by Formula,” in Proceedings of IXe Congrès International des Études Démotiques
(forthcoming).
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interpretation of the ancient Egyptians, or does X=Y? We know that the
interpretations of the Egyptologists typically do not match either those
of the ancient Egyptians (Z=Y) or Joseph Smith (Z=X) and so they are
simply irrelevant to the issue. But the unquestioned assumption is that
the interpretation of Joseph Smith has to match the interpretation of the
ancient Egyptians (X=Y). This assumption is related to assumptions and
theories (both formal and informal) about the nature of the facsimiles.
Several such theories do not require Joseph Smith’s interpretation to be
the same or even close to that of the ancient Egyptians. For example,
ancient Jewish interpretations for various Egyptian scenes are known
that differ considerably from the ancient Egyptian interpretations and
to which Egyptological methods give us no clue.11 Before any conclusions can be drawn from any comparisons between the two, one needs
to have an answer to the question: why do Joseph Smith’s interpretations need to match ancient Egyptian interpretations at all? I do not
intend to answer the issue here but merely to raise it. Critics should
note that unless they can answer this question satisfactorily, they have
no case.
Conclusions
A book like Fletcher’s might be useful to the extent that it is well
done. To paraphrase what I have written on the subject elsewhere: If we
ignore the ancient Egyptian identifications of the various figures in the
facsimiles, we will construct an understanding of the facsimiles that
bears no resemblance to the ancient Egyptian understanding. We will,
in short, not understand them at all.12 In the end I found very little in
Fletcher’s book, at least in his interpretation of the figures according
to ancient Egyptians, that I could agree with. One temporary conclusion must be stressed: To date there has been no methodologically valid
interpretation of any of the facsimiles from an ancient Egyptian point of
11. Kevin L. Barney, “The Facsimiles and Semitic Adaptation of Existing Sources,”
in Astronomy, Papyrus, and Covenant, ed. John Gee and Brian M. Hauglid (Provo, UT:
FARMS, 2005), 107–30.
12. Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” 330.
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view.13 Much more work needs to be done before we can understand
the facsimiles in their ancient Egyptian setting, and only then will it be
meaningful to ask whether that understanding matches that of Joseph
Smith (to the extent that we understand even that).

13. Gee, “Towards an Interpretation of Hypocephali,” 325–34, provides identification only but does not make the further step into interpretation. I have two other articles
currently in press that deal with aspects of steps 3 and 4 for Facsimile 2, and part of step
4 for Facsimile 3; see Gee, “A New Look at the >n∆ pˆ by Formula,” and John Gee, “Nonround Hypocephali,” in Aegyptus et Pannonia III, ed. Hedvig Györy (Budapest: MEBTOEB, 2006), 41–57.

A Sinking Ship?

Ralph C. Hancock

Review of C. John Sommerville. The Decline of the Secular University. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006. x + 147 pp., with index. $22.00.

N

ot long ago, at a convention of political scientists, after a formal
discussion of the role of the judiciary had ended and the conversation had spilled over into a civil if quite animated debate, I overheard what seemed to me a very telling remark. In a final, somewhat
exasperated plea, one of the protagonists offered this distillation of his
concerns: “All we are asking is that restrictions on individual freedom
be based on reason.”
What, indeed, could be more . . . well, reasonable than the requirement that deliberations on disputed matters of public policy appeal to
the common ground of reason? The trouble is, though, that we seem
no longer to be in common possession of an understanding of reason
that is substantial enough to give us any guidance. To be sure, evidence
of the technological power of modern science pervades our existence,
and we trust the experts that the foundations of the scientific method
and of pure logical and mathematical reasoning are secure. But technology is a tool that cannot supply a purpose, any more than can logic
or mathematics.
Does anyone in fact believe in reason anymore—reason not only
as a formal method but as a substantive, authoritative principle? Do
we even know what it means, for ourselves as individuals or in our
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communities, to look to reason for guidance? Of course we know
how to appeal to the norm of rationality to disqualify arguments we
oppose, showing them to rely upon moral or religious beliefs, or other
inherited prejudices—that is, convictions or intimations that reason
cannot establish beyond doubt. But if this negative function is all that
remains of reason, then, short of an appeal to some nonrational guidance, are we not left truly destitute, unable even to hear the Socratic
question that gave rise to the Western idea of reason: how shall I live?
C. John Sommerville is convinced that we have indeed lost our
faith in reason and that this loss deeply undermines the integrity of
our universities. More precisely, the secular rationalism that presided
magisterially over the modern age and that marginalized religious
questions is now itself teetering. The moment is therefore ripe, the
author argues, for a reconsideration of the place of religion in higher
education. His reflections ought to be of deep, even urgent interest to
all who are committed to the ongoing project of faithful higher education that then President Jeffrey R. Holland once called “a school in
Zion.”
“My thesis,” Sommerville states, “is, first, that the secular university is increasingly marginal to American society and, second, that
this is a result of its secularism” (p. 4). When the modern, secular
American university was founded about a hundred years ago, the general hope and expectation, sometimes quite explicit, was that “professors would replace clergy as the official authorities on life’s questions”
(p. 8). In the contemporary, postsecular university, this ambition has
been all but completely abandoned, leaving only a complacent habit
or fashion of rationalism—a rationalism committed to the acidic criticism of all norms and institutions except those upon which university
intellectuals themselves depend. The decisive question—what does it
mean to be human?—is one that these intellectuals are utterly unable
even to ask. This, Sommerville argues, is because, in eliminating the
religious dimension of questioning, the secular university is approaching the point where it will have “eliminated the human distinction as
	. Jeffrey R. Holland, “A School in Zion,” in Educating Zion, ed. John W. Welch and
Don E. Norton (Provo, UT: BYU Studies, 1996), 143–64; see Doctrine and Covenants 97:3.
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well”—have eliminated, that is, our very ability to articulate our own
humanity (p. 38). Sommerville does not shrink from the prescription
that follows quite evidently from this diagnosis: “The academy needs
to learn to speak theologically.”
It would be a big mistake, however, to assume that Sommerville has
in mind some completed theological system that he believes can give
an adequate account of human things. On the contrary, he criticizes
the notion of religions as “tight propositional systems,” or what John
Rawls, the most influential philosopher of secular liberal justice, called
“‘comprehensive views’” (p. 127). Sommerville prefers instead to see
religions as “perspectives” of inquiry, or as “narrative” traditions that
make it possible to explore the human condition in all its richness. It is
only by defying the barriers that have been built up between secular and
religious disciplines that “in the university today [we] could . . . face the
overwhelming question of human significance” (p. 33).
The walls defining a secular viewpoint are already falling all
around us, Sommerville observes. The fact/value dichotomy, or the
idea that the study of facts could be insulated altogether from questions of human meaning, is under pressure, not so much from external critiques, religious or otherwise, as from secular scholars including Hilary Putnam (philosophy), Amartya Sen (economics), and
Francis Fukuyama (intellectual and political history). Sommerville
summarizes Putnam’s argument, for example, in The Collapse of the
Fact/Value Dichotomy “that what we call ‘values’ are subject to the
same kind of objective consideration as what we call facts” (p. 42).
Once the collapse of this dichotomy registers in the university, the
door will be wide open to “debates involving values,” and so “religion
may be heard from in areas from which it was banished” (pp. 45, 46).
To be sure, we will be left without a universal method for settling such
debates. But this suits John Sommerville’s idea of higher education
just fine: whereas, since the Enlightenment, we have assumed that “we
should be striving to simplify,” “the task ahead will be to complexify
things” (p. 46).
If many old-fashioned secularists seem a bit defensive, even
desperate, these days—quick to associate their enemies with some
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threatening (though in reality very tiny and marginal) corps of theocratic fundamentalists and to link these in turn with Islamo-fascists—
this may be because they see or sense the walls safely enclosing their
rationalist realm crumbling around them. In a suggestive little chapter entitled “Science Gets Strange,” Sommerville points to evidence
that the barriers between thinking with maximum rigor and thinking
about human meaning are eroding even in what one might imagine
to be the safest stronghold of secular scientism—that is, the natural
sciences. At some point the question of humanity emerged at the furthest reaches of the physical sciences, in the form of an awareness of
dozens of astonishing “Anthropic Coincidences” that link the genesis
of reality as we know it to the requirements of the existence of human
beings and therefore of the human intellect. We seem thus to be seeing what might be called a Second Socratic Turning of the Western
Mind, as the most ambitious scientists are liberated to wonder at
“the universe’s becoming aware of itself through humanity” (p. 79).
“Thus,” Sommerville observes, “there is now wonder and mystery on
the boundaries of science that suggest a religious awareness if not a
religious response” (p. 77).
Just what reason might mean for us now, in this postsecularist era,
as we venture out beyond the once-comfortable confines of the fact/
value distinction, is of course an open question. Professor Sommer
ville is hardly to be blamed for failing to give a definitive answer. In a
difficult chapter on “Trouble Judging Religions,” he does seem to lose
control of his own argument somewhat as he implicitly confronts the
question of what standards or styles of judgment might emerge on
the horizon as we leave behind the clearly mapped terrain of secular
rationalism. Openness to religious sensibilities and insights does not
remove the necessity of exercising judgment. Thus the question we
now confront is “how to judge religion or religions and by what standards.” But here we realize that we are not sure even how to define
religion or whether belief-orientations of all peoples are adequately
addressed in terms of the Western understanding of religion, heavily
conditioned as this understanding is by a monotheistic tradition. Thus
Sommerville risks being unable to say just what it is toward which
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reason should now be open. At one point he seems to retreat behind a
clear distinction between belief and intelligence, arguing that “intelligence is built on belief,” and not the reverse (p. 64). But this is precisely
the dichotomy that grounds the rejected distinction between Is and
Ought, or between fact and value. By falling back on this distinction,
the author risks endorsing a relativistic irrationalism as the only alternative to rationalism.
The only way to avoid this vitiating recourse, I think, would be to
articulate candidly the insights available in a Christian understanding
of humanity and divinity (as the author often very promisingly begins
to do) and to be ready to stand by the judgments implicit in such
an understanding, at least until other insights grounded in another
tradition proved richer or more fecund. Sommerville’s Socratism is
Christian, and his Christianity is Socratic, and he should articulate
it and defend it as such, not as just one possible belief commitment
among many.
Prof. Sommerville’s sometimes spirited polemic will be welcomed
by many who promote the interests of religious universities, including
Brigham Young University—as well it should. But on closer inspection it should be clear that his book is as much a critique of “religious”
higher education as of secular. Both in fact have been impoverished by
taking for granted a stultifying distinction between faith and intellect.
If religious universities are not to justify the suspicions of would-be
rationalists, they must overcome their insularity and “take the intellectual dimension of their faith more seriously” (p. 58). This would
mean something much more than topping off a conventional, secular,
discipline-bound lesson with an edifying nod to the importance of
faith. If faith is really fundamental to understanding, then it might
be time, for example, to critically examine the narrowly rationalist
assumptions underlying the disciplines we are paid to promote. If we
are not teaching about secularism, Sommerville suggests, we are still
teaching secularism—teaching it all the more secularly, one might say,
because we are not aware of what we are teaching (p. 86). That such a
critical engagement with the assumptions buried in our conventional
disciplines might lead to confrontations with complacently secular
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accreditation agencies (p. 143) and “assessment” regimes (p. 139), and
with the consumerist, mercenary expectations of many of the university’s constituencies, might be regarded as additional benefits.
Sommerville’s call for mutual openness between study and faith
serves to remind us of the rich possibilities of “a school in Zion” and
of how far we still have to go even to begin realizing these possibilities.
Are we clamoring for passage on a sinking ship?

Book Notes

Julian Baggini. Atheism: A Very Short Introduction. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2003. x + 119 pp., with index. $9.95.
Baggini’s brief essay is one in an extensive “Very Short Introductions” series designed for those who want an easy access to a new subject. Baggini’s atheism is mild; it lacks the kind of evangelizing zeal
manifested in the recent atheist best-selling potboilers by Richard
Dawkins (The God Delusion), Sam Harris (The End of Faith), and Daniel Dennett (Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon).
Baggini begins his Atheism by explaining that as a child he “attended
a Roman Catholic primary school. It would,” he opines, “serve the
cause of militant atheism well if I could report beatings by nuns and
fondlings in the sacristy by randy priests, but neither gaudy tale would
be true. On the contrary, I was raised in what could be seen as a gentle,
benign religious environment” (p. 1). It is certainly true that contemporary militant atheism loves to place the blame for the evils in the
world on belief in God. This is not, however, Baggini’s tack. Instead, he
reports that he shifted in his youth from benign Roman Catholicism
to Methodism and then, by the time he left school, he “had become an
atheist, a person who believes there is no God or gods” (p. 1). His shift
away from faith was without trauma or wrenching.
Baggini’s rather mild atheism, he avers, should not be seen as
something at all dark, sinister, or threatening. Instead, for him atheism
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is merely the rational default position one would and should hold if
one had not been set upon by people who insist, without proof, that
there is a God; it is merely the obvious naturalism that follows from
inductive reasoning about every question one can possibly ask. He is
one who would, he grants, without a sense of irony, believe in God if
there were sufficient proof, which he concludes there is not.
Baggini insists that all one could possibly want out of life is an
interesting job and enough money to live comfortably and some
amusements. What more could one possibly ask for? His is the atheism now very common in Europe. Since he and presumably many others now have these finer things, thanks to a bourgeoning economic
system supplemented by government welfare schemes, why should
rational beings be troubled by doubts, religions, churches, and especially Bible-thumping fundamentalists? He disagrees with those who
believe in God, but this disagreement does not, he contends, imply
hostility, merely disdain or a bit of indignation. He just does not care
to take faith in God seriously until someone produces proof that will
fit snugly within his dogmatic naturalism. So it appears that he has
his comfortable religion, he just does not know it as such. His moral
motto seems to be mere comfortable living, of course, entirely without
redemption, barren of faith and hence without hope.
Randall Balmer. Encyclopedia of Evangelicalism, revised and
expanded edition. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2004. viii +
781 pp. $34.95.
Balmer’s compilation of items for this volume, which is useful and
not merely a collection of exotica, demonstrates that what falls under
the label evangelical is enormously diffuse, held together with only
the most general family resemblances. Balmer believes that in both its
origin and variety it is the dominant folk religion in America. Evangelicalism, broadly or loosely defined by Balmer, is both an American
manifestation of Protestant religiosity that is increasingly stretching
out to other parts of the world in “various manifestations of evangelicalism: fundamentalism, neoevangelicalism, the holiness move-
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ment, pentecostalism, the charismatic movement, and various forms
of African-American and Hispanic evangelicalism” (p. viii).
Though Herbert W. Armstrong’s Worldwide Church of God
(pp. 767–68) is included, presumably because it was a manifestation of
outlandish conservative Protestant religiosity, there are appropriately
no entries under Mormon or Joseph Smith. However, Balmer manages to mention Joseph Smith in the entry dealing with the Burnedover District (upstate New York known for camp meetings and revivals) (p. 112).
This volume is a highly useful source of basic, generally sound
information on a very large number of topics, individuals, concepts,
practices, churches, parachurch movements, and so forth, all of which
is organized alphabetically. Latter-day Saints are likely to be fascinated by the accounts of such bizarre evangelical notables as Jimmy
Swaggart, Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker, John Ankerberg, Jack Chick,
Benny Hinn, or Kenneth Copeland, as well as David Berg and his
strange Children of God movement, the Christian Research Institute,
and the National Association of Evangelicals, with a bland mention of
Ted Haggard, its now exposed and deposed leader. There is no mention of the countercult movement or virtually any of its luminaries
such as “Dr.” Walter Martin, Ed Decker, James White, or other curious
figures familiar to those Latter-day Saints who have encountered sectarian anti-Mormonism. However, there are entries on Ravi Zacharias
(p. 777), Richard Mouw (pp. 475–76), Norman Geisler (pp. 284–85),
the Denver Seminary (p. 209), and Calvinism and its five-point version (pp. 122–23).
Margaret Barker. The Hidden Tradition of the Kingdom of God. Lon
don: SPCK, 2007. xii + 144 pp., with notes on nonbiblical sources
and indexes. £9.99.
Margaret Barker, English biblical scholar, has published a series of
books and studies on what has come to be referred to as her “Temple
Theology.” Her primary concern has been to improve the understanding of Christian origins, and her findings and interpretations would
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call for much revision in the way Christian origins and Old Testament
relationships are understood.
This, her most recent and twelfth book, is based on lectures given
in London in 2006, in which she traces the concept of the kingdom
of God by seeing its origins in the priestly traditions and practices of
the First Temple—the Temple of Solomon. Much of this tradition was
secret or reserved for the priestly class, and important aspects of the
early Israelite religion are seen as being rejected by reformers known
as the Deuteronomists and in the changes effected under King Josiah
prior to the exile. Christianity is seen by Barker as restoring important aspects of this lost tradition. Barker holds that to “understand
what was meant by the Kingdom of God it is necessary to recover
what remains of that hidden tradition of the holy of holies and the
high priesthood” (p. 2). In her wide-ranging studies she attempts to
reconstruct the early ideas as preserved in the Enoch literature and
many related writings. A brief but helpful identification of nonbiblical
sources is included.
This book, in discussing the kingdom of God, provides the reader
with an introduction to and summary of Barker’s work; the footnotes
identify places in her earlier publications where various points and
ideas are given in greater detail. Some topics in this book that should be
of particular interest to the Latter-day Saints would be the First Temple and its traditions, the Enoch traditions and the idea of the human
becoming divine (which is seen as an orthodox Christian concept), the
rewriting of the Hebrew scriptures and development of the canon, the
older priesthood, and the importance of the book of Revelation.
Alan Jacobs. The Narnian: The Life and Imagination of C. S. Lewis.
New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2005. xxvi + 342 pp. $25.95.
C. S. Lewis died on 22 November 1963, the same day that Aldous
Huxley (author of the famous dystopian novel Brave New World, among
other titles) and John F. Kennedy went to their rewards. Since then, his
fame has, if anything, continued to grow—most recently because of the
Disney film The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, based on the first
book of his seven-volume Chronicles of Narnia. But he was far more
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than merely the creator of a beloved series of stories for children. An
immensely learned teacher of medieval and Renaissance literature at
both Oxford and Cambridge, a formidable and enthusiastic debater on
philosophical topics, a superb writer of fiction for adults, and a close
friend of such lights as Dorothy Sayers, Charles Williams, and J. R. R.
Tolkien, Lewis (a former atheist) was also, arguably, the greatest Christian apologist of the twentieth century. (He has long been a favorite
among Latter-day Saints, including the late Elder Neal A. Maxwell,
who quoted him frequently.) In this book, Alan Jacobs, a professor of
English at Wheaton College in Illinois (home of the finest collection of
research materials on C. S. Lewis in the world) and director of its Faith
and Learning Program, offers not merely a conventional biography of
Lewis but a sketch of the development of Lewis’s mind, of his philosophy,
his theology, and his extraordinary imagination. Nothing can replace
direct contact with C. S. Lewis’s supremely lucid autobiographical writings, fiction, literary scholarship, and apologetics, but those interested
in the man himself will find much here to deepen their understanding
and appreciation of him.
Ramsay MacMullen. Voting about God in Early Church Councils.
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006. ix + 170 pp., with bibliog
raphy and index. $30.00.
The Council of Nicaea is normally depicted as the meeting of great
men with great minds to decide the most basic doctrine that Christians
believed, but there is another side to the story. It is a tale of sound and
fury, signifying much ado about nothing, a tale told not by an idiot but
by a first-rate professor emeritus of Roman history. Ramsey MacMullen
sets aside the great men to concentrate on the ordinary bishop attending
the council. Eschewing the normal focus of the content of the creeds,
the author concentrates on the process that produced them: ostensibly
a democratic process through which the Holy Spirit was manifest, but
which in reality was a carefully crafted power play. The politics, the
backstabbing and betrayal, the dirty backroom deals, the mob violence,
the political maneuvering and machinations, the forgery of proceedings and documents, and the threats of banishment for those who did
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not tow the party line are all set forth. So, as it happens, the ordinary
bishop did not really understand the content of the creeds, could not
really hear and follow what was going on, and was scared to death (a
real possibility) of what might happen if he said what he really thought.
Interestingly, the more the church concentrated on the creeds and their
content, the more divided and corrupt it became. This eye-opening
book yields fresh insight into why God might consider the creeds to
be an abomination in his sight and thus is essential reading for anyone
interested in the church councils of the fourth through sixth centuries
or in the creeds that they produced.
Peter McEnhill and George Newlands. Fifty Key Christian Thinkers. London: Routledge, 2004. xi + 297 pp., with glossary and index.
$26.95.
This is a fine book for Latter-day Saints who might be struggling
to figure out who many of the leading lights in Christian theology are
and something about what they believed or did not believe. The fifty
“key” figures are listed alphabetically by their surname, but there is a
useful “Chronological list of Contents” (pp. vii–viii). The entries are
competently done. The choice of “key” figures is also acceptable, even
if it is a bit odd to have an entry on Ludwig Feuerbach, who is described
as an “anti-theologian,” meaning that he was an atheist. There are a
few other similar oddities or anomalies, but this is common among
those known as “theologians.” Among the fifty entries are writers like
Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, Augustine, Anselm, and
Aquinas. They are part of the antique world. Then there are also entries
on later writers such as John Calvin, Søren Kierkegaard, Karl Barth,
and Paul Tillich. Eight of the theologians whose views are described
were still alive when the book was published.
Richard L. Mouw. Calvinism in the Las Vegas Airport: Making Connections in Today’s World. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004.
139 pp., with index. $14.99.
The title of this book has its roots in a film entitled Hardcore in
which a staunch Calvinist tries unsuccessfully to explain his beliefs
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to a prostitute in the Las Vegas airport. This book is Mouw’s effort to
explain his faith both to himself and to those who are not enmeshed
in his variety of Dutch Reformed Calvinism. Among other questions,
Mouw strives to answer: “How does a human being get right with
God?” (p. 26). The proper Calvinist response, he explains, is simply
TULIP, which is the popular acronym setting out the five fundamentals of Calvinism—Total depravity, Unconditional election, Limited
atonement (that is, Jesus redeemed only those predestined for salvation), Irresistible grace, Preservation of the saints (once saved, always
saved). This is his basic Calvinist credo. The heart of TULIP, according to Mouw, “is a strong conviction about divine sovereignty. Not
that only Calvinists believe in a sovereign God. To make that claim
would be to bear false witness against many Christians of other theological persuasions” (p. 27). Latter-day Saints have become familiar
with this language, which is a ploy Mouw uses in conversations with
those with a different theology or with those he and others deny have
genuine Christian convictions.
Mouw, who is a decent fellow, tries to explain his theology in a
way that takes the blunt edge from what otherwise seems loathsome
and aberrant about Calvinist tenets. He waffles about his commitment
to TULIP, though he denies that this is the case. Take the following
as an example: “Either God ordains/permits everything that comes to
pass, and we simply have to accept that fact, or there are some things
that happen even though God does not want them to” (p. 51). These
would seem to be the alternatives, given the Calvinist insistence that
everything was fixed at the moment of creation. Mouw insists that
God fixed everything, “but we don’t simply have to accept that fact.
We can complain to God rather vigorously about the things we have
a hard time accepting” (p. 51). But what Mouw does not explain is
how, in his radical Calvinist world, such complaining would be possible or make any difference. Latter-day Saints should be aware that
this kinder, gentler version of Calvinism is behind the recent so-called
interfaith dialogues that Mouw and his associates are conducting with
Robert Millet and his associates.

368 • The FARMS Review 19/1 (2007)

Mouw explains that he came from a Dutch Reformed background
and once answered an altar call by Billy Graham, but he was eventually faced with jarring questions and, in his words, as he “searched for
answers, I wandered for a while theologically, briefly flirting with both
liberal Protestantism’s social gospel teachings and Roman Catholic
social thought. I quickly discovered, however, that neither of those perspectives could satisfy me, neither in my soul or in my intellect” (p. 71).
But, he explains, he eventually “discovered a form of Calvinism that
struck me as a powerful way of dealing with the issues” (p. 71). Notice
the stress on what he did and thought rather than on the radical sovereignty of God. Mouw’s version of five-point Calvinism does not have
the sharp edges of his more ferocious associates, some of whom see
him as waffling. Is this nice element merely a function of his gentlemanly personality or the logic of his theology? He claims to “love the
TULIP doctrines,” but he admits that “they don’t make many puzzles
go away.” Instead, for him, they help “discern the mysteries of how a
sovereign God draws rebel sinners to himself, restoring them to the
purposes for which they were originally created” (p. 121), presumably
in the instant before the fall turned every soul into a totally depraved
creature and also when some of them just happened to be saved.
Roger E. Olson. Arminian Theology: Myths and Realities. Down
ers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006. 250 pp., with name and subject
indexes. $25.00.
This is an attempt by one not enamored by Calvinism to explain
and defend his own essentially Arminian understanding of divine
things from the calumny of aggressive, intolerant, and poorly informed
Calvinists who either hint or assert that Olson and those who share
anything like his version of conservative Protestantism are not genuine Christians. He does this by describing ten myths about Arminian
beliefs, devoting a chapter to each. He describes the impact on his own
thinking when Clark Pinnock, who was one of his “theological mentors from a distance . . . very publicly switched from Calvinist theology to Arminianism” (p. 8). Olson describes in several places in this
book the problem of Arminians having to hide their faith “in order to
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avoid conflict and suspicion that might hinder their careers in teaching and publishing” (p. 9).
Olson concludes his argument by insisting that “evangelicalism is
a multidenominational and transdenominational movement; it has no
headquarters and no firm boundaries” (p. 245). He insists that both
Calvinists of various stripes and Arminians need to keep in mind the
things they share, especially “when they are in contexts where neither
Calvinism nor Arminianism is the norm (as in the National Association of Evangelicals [NAE] and similar organizations)” (p. 245).
Latter-day Saints will undoubtedly find themselves sympathetic
when they sense that Olson and others who are Arminian in their
theology are deeply offended when they are treated as “barely Christian” or as “sub-Christians” merely because they hold views that do
not entirely square with some version of Calvinism.
Daniel C. Peterson. Muhammad: Prophet of God. Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 2007. xi + 186 pages, with name and subject index
and citation index. $15.00.
Opening with a substantial chapter on the society and culture of
pre-Islamic Arabia in the fifth and sixth centuries after Christ, this is
a relatively concise narrative biography of Muhammad (ad 570–632),
the founder of Islam. It was written for a non-Mormon audience by the
editor of the FARMS Review, who, in his professional life, is a specialist on Islamic intellectual history. The book follows traditional Arabic
sources for its general outline, interspersing comments and observations drawn from Western orientalist scholarship.
In his foreword, Khaleel Mohammed, of San Diego State University, calls it an “admirable book,” “written in a clear, fluid style that
makes it suitable for both the scholar and the non-scholar.” Parviz
Morewedge, director of Global Scholarly Publications in New York
City, terms it “the best scholarly text on the prophet Muhammad written by a Christian. A must-read, especially for non-Muslims who are
interested in a solid, compassionate treatment of Muhammad’s vision
and accomplishments.”
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Jeffery L. Sheler. Believers: A Journey into Evangelical America.
New York: Viking, 2006. 324 pp., with suggested readings and
index. $24.95.
This is an account of evangelical religiosity by a journalist for U.S.
News & World Report. It is not serious, careful scholarship. Instead,
it is impressionistic, full of anecdotes gathered from interviews and
observations. Sheler begins his account with the bizarre—“television
evangelist Jim Bakker had,” he reports, “resigned in disgrace from his
$130 million a year PTL (Praise the Lord) ministry after confessing to
an illicit sexual encounter with Jessica Hahn” (p. 1). And then Sheler
mentions Jimmy Swaggart and his affairs, as well as Oral Roberts, who
“told his own [TV] viewers that God would ‘call me home’ unless he
raised $8 million within three weeks” (pp. 1–2). But these bits of sensationalism constitute merely an attention-getting “prologue” (pp. 1–
17). What follows is Sheler’s trek from place to place and hence also
from the interviews he had with various evangelical personalities.
For example, Sheler describes a mosaic of contrasting and competing evangelical factions often struggling to become the emissary of
proper evangelical faith. Among many others, these include “the neoevangelicals—the Billy Graham wing if you will, represented by the
NEA [National Association of Evangelicals], Christianity Today, Fuller
Theological Seminary, and the like” (p. 65). Sheler interviewed Richard Mouw, president of Fuller, whom he describes as “one of American evangelicalism’s leading progressive voices” (p. 281). He reports
that Mouw has “been criticized by some evangelicals for warming
up to Muslims and Mormons, and for a general advocacy of genial
interfaith relations” (p. 282). Sheler also describes the conflict that
once seethed in the Southern Baptist Convention that eventually led
to what he calls a “‘fundamentalist takeover’—in the nation’s largest
Protestant denomination” (p. 65). He has some wry comments about
Southern Baptists and their struggles. He describes the rise of R. Albert Mohler Jr. (pp. 274–81), a staunchly conservative Southern Baptist who has managed to assert himself as the primary SBC polemicist.
Sheler also encountered Ted Haggard, the rising star of evangelical
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churchmen—then head of the National Association of Evangelicals
and also pastor of an immense Colorado Springs megachurch.
For those Latter-day Saints who would like to read a generally
accurate and insightful journalistic account of the internal pressures
and politics of the contemporary essentially American conservative
Protestant world, Believiers is a fine book. One needs to be cautious,
of course, about the soundness of religious journalism, even when it is
a generally sympathetic account.
Christian Smith with Melinda Lundquist Denton. Soul Searching:
The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2005. x + 346 pp., with appendixes and
index. $25.00.
This sociological look at the religious and spiritual lives of American adolescents (ages 13–17) is based on telephone survey responses
made in 2002 and 2003 and on in-depth face-to-face interviews with
a subsample of those respondents. The researchers “address all of the
major American religious traditions and two minority religious traditions, Mormonism and Judaism” (p. 7). A few of the findings pertaining to Latter-day Saints include (1) “Mormon teens are the most likely
among all U.S. teens to hold religious beliefs similar to their parents’”
(p. 35); (2) considering retention of youth, “conservative Protestant
and Mormon parents are doing the best job” (p. 36); (3) “seventy-one
percent of Mormon teens . . . attend weekly or more” (p. 38); (4) “Mormon teens are the only group that clearly attend only one congregation (or ward)” (p. 38); (5) “more than half of Mormon . . . teens attend
religious services with both of their parents” (p. 39); (6) “forty-four
percent of Mormon . . . teens say they feel very or extremely close to
God” (black Protestants and conservative Protestants rank highest in
this regard) (p. 39); (7) Mormon teens appear to have fewer doubts
about their religious beliefs (pp. 40–41); and (8) Mormon teens rank
high on beliefs in the existence of angels, in divine miracles from God,
in life after death, and in the existence of demons or evil spirits, as well
as ranking low in beliefs in reincarnation, in astrology, in communicating with the dead, and in psychics and fortune-tellers (p. 43). Other
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results report on religious experiences, religious practices, religious
group activities, religion in relationships, and evaluations of religious
congregations. This book seems to support an optimistic view of the
involvement of U.S. teens with religious beliefs and practices.
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