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Our Best Official Theologian

Defender of the Faith: The B. H. Roberts
Story. By Truman Madsen. Salt Lake
City: Bookcraft, 1980.

Reviewed by Richard Sherlock, Assistant

Professor of Human Values and Ethics ,
University of Tennessee Center for the
Health Sciences

With the exception of a handful of stand-
outs, such as Donna Hill's work on
Joseph Smith, biographies by Mormons
of Mormons have been scarcely worth the
title. Often reminiscent of mimeo-
graphed Christmas letters, these books
have tried to elevate their subjects while
descending, themselves, to hagiography
instead of true biography. Madsen's long
awaited work is hardly of the hagio-
graphical "family history" genre, but it is
not fully biographical either. It partakes
enough of that older tradition of Mormon
writing that it cannot be a completely
truthful portrayal of B.H. Roberts.

The best parts of this book are those
one would least expect from someone of
Madsen's training - the narrative sec-
tions. Roberts' life as near-orphan, im-
migrant, miner, missionary, mission
president, editor, orator, writer, theolo-
gian and politician is fast paced, exciting
stuff. Madsen writes of this life with
verve and conviction. Roberts' rough,
unsaintly youth is presented with warts
and all. In these sections Madsen does
his homework and he tells the story well.

Later on, however, the story lapses
into subtle hagiography. There are hints
of a problematic side to Roberts' char-
acter - his moodiness, his stubbornness,
his readiness for a fight even with church
superiors. But none of this is discussed
openly or in depth. What primary mate-
rials I have seen suggest that others saw
these things in Roberts and that it influ-
enced their judgment of him. Surely, to
give us Roberts the man is to give us this
side too. Madsen only hints at it.

More to the point, the material in this
book omits some of the more controver-
sial but crucial aspects of Roberts the
man and Roberts the thinker. This is un-
fortunate, for surely Madsen is singularly
equipped to give us insight into the
mind and the ideas of the man Sterling
McMurrin has called our best "official"
theologian. But this is precisely where
the book is weakest. For example, Madsen
includes pages on Roberts' hagiographi-
cal Life of John Taylor while the vastly
more impressive Seventy's Course in
Theology is mentioned only twice. In
neither case does Madsen discuss con-
tent: the finite theism contained there,
the doctrine of a progressing God which
Roberts, like Brigham Young, firmly be-
lieved in, or even one of Madsen's favor-
ite concepts - the eternal self. The Seven-
ty's Course is a huge compendium, some
good, some poor, but even its richer
parts are ignored by Madsen.

The same may be said of other impor-
tant Roberts works. There is a discussion
of his classic The Mormon Doctrine of
Deity but only of the manner in which
Roberts supposedly demolishes classical
theism. There is nothing about Roberts'
own distinctive Mormon theology,
which differed immensely from that es-
poused by others. What were the issues
and why were they important? Why, for
instance, did Roberts hold so tenaciously
to the notions of a finite, progressing
God and an eternal human self? What did
he see in these doctrines that was so im-
portant, and how should we evaluate his
reasons today? Someone of Madsen's
training ought to help us here, but he
does not.

Finally we come to Roberts unpub-
lished masterwork, The Truth , The Way,
The Life. Here Madsen does not even in-
clude as much as he had previously pub-
lished in BYU Studies. By Roberts' own
estimate, this was the most important
book he ever wrote. To gloss over its con-
tents as is done here is disturbing. More
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disturbing is Madsen's complete failure
to treat the acrimonious discussions that
this manuscript generated among the
General Authorities and the bitter de-
nunciation of Roberts as a teacher of false v

doctrine that it stimulated from Joseph
Fielding Smith. Given his access to pre-
viously unavailable materials (some of
which he quotes on these matters) Mad-
sen's failure to treat this episode in depth
is distressing. What was it in Roberts'
character or commitments that made him

unable to make the changes in the manu-
script that were necessary to secure its
publication? Was it his old nemesis:
stubbornness? Or was it an honest con-
viction that the Church could not duck
the issues of "pre-adamite" races, the age
of life and death on the earth and evolu-
tion itself without risking the faith of its
educated members? I suspect that the
truth includes a bit of both explanations.
When an author deliberately refuses to
do what is necessary to secure publica-
tion of what he believes is his master-
work his biographer should be compel-
led to do better by the episode Madsen
does.

Another side of Roberts that is also
incomplete here is his long flirtation with
politics. To be sure, Roberts' fight to se-
cure his seat in Congress does receive a
whole chapter, but it is sketchy and
strictly narrative. There is far too little
about the tensions within the Church
hierarchy between an increasingly influ-
ential Republican coalition led by Reed
Smoot and Joseph F. Smith and the his-
torically Democratic allegiances of the
Church, represented by Roberts and
Apostle Moses Thatcher. This broader
setting is surely relevant to Roberts' own
political aspirations. Moreover, it would
draw a rounded picture of the situation
that led to Moses Thatcher's refusal to
sign the "political manifesto" of 1896
(and his subsequent dropping from the
quorum). Madsen's account of Roberts
own agony over the "political manifesto"
is vivid and moving, but he lacks the
broader context necessary to make sense
out of what he does discuss.

His account of the refusal to seat
Roberts in Congress suffers in the same
way. Why wasn't the Church prepared to
do for Roberts what was later done for

Smoot? Was it only because Roberts was
a Democrat and Smoot a Republican?
This is an obvious question in the mind
of a reader, but Madsen gives no hint of
the answer. What made Roberts consider
politics so seriously anyway? What was it
that tempted him to leave his church
duties to pursue such a career? And what
was it that tempted him to run for gover-
nor of Utah in 1920? Surely his long flirta-
tion with politics and his fleeting consid-
eration of leaving the Seventies for a law
career tell us something of Roberts the
man. I wish Madsen had been a bit more
bold and had fleshed out the story for us.

More significant is Madsen's drop-
ping of any discussion of Roberts' politi-
cal ideas. What did he stand for when he
ran for Congress? Free silver is all we
hear about. Surely there must have been
more. What about his staunch support of
the League of Nations and his almost mil-
lennial hope for it? What about his sup-
port of Roosevelt's "first new deal" -
the closest thing to socialism ever tried in
this country which Roberts compared to
the United Order.

My final objection is the handling of
references. There are far too many impor-
tant points for which no source is given.
Are these materials in private possession
or in some little-used archive? The reader
is entitled to know. When sources are
cited, the archive where they are found is
almost always omitted. Bibliography and
secondary sources are another matter.
There is no listing of secondary works,
and Roberts' own list is incomplete. Even
in the footnotes no mention is made of
important secondary sources. For exam-
ple, Davis Bitton's study of the fight for
Roberts' seat in Congress is missing, as is
his equally important study of Roberts as
an historian. In some cases less than the
best is cited. For example, Gordon
Hinckley's superficial study of James
Moyle is cited but Glen Leonard's better
work is omitted.

I have dwelt at some length on the
limitations of this work because I believe
that they detract from its merit and be-
cause of the conventions of reviewing.
Still, when measured against others in
the field, this book is better than most
Mormon biographies. If the warts recede
too much as Roberts ages, if there is too
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much the hero in the end, these are faults

common to any biographer who loves his
subject. Madsen's description of Roberts
as a man of the spirit and as a restless and
querulous soul are superb. He frequently

writes as one who knows first hand the
problems Roberts faced. Even though he
disappoints us because of what might
have been, he has produced a book well
worth reading.

Spiritual Colonials on the Little Colorado

Roots of Modern Mormonism. By Mark P.
Leone. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1979. $15.00.

Reviewed by Michael Räber, whose Ph.D.

dissertation for Yale University in an-
thropology dealt with the agricultural eco-
nomics of the Spring City , Utah area in the
nineteenth century.

The Mormon intellectual establish-
ment is still relatively young, so it con-
tinues to react nervously to publications
on Mormonism written by non-
Mormons. Serious non-Mormon in-
terpretations often generate more anxiety
among practicing Mormon historians
and social scientists than anything
written by disaffected or less-than-
completely-convinced Saints. The ap-
pearance of this book over a year ago is a
case in point: with some understandable
confusion about its contents, Mormons
have borne I-know-this-book-cannot-
be-true testimonies in public and private
discussions.

Such reactions surprise me some-
what, since most of anthropologist
Leone's book remains well within the
tradition of conventional Mormon his-
toriography, and in many places even
lags behind some recent extensions of
that tradition. Leone attempts two re-
lated tasks. He points out differences be-
tween nineteenth and twentieth century

Mormonism and presents a model of
transformation to explain the differences.
His project is thus similar in design to
much of the literature written on Mor-
mon history over the last thirty years,
and much of his method consists of an
uncritical use of that literature to perform
his second task. At the same time, there
is a disjuncture between his two tasks
caused by his methods and perspective,
which make his observations on modern
Mormonism appear weird and arbitrary
to many Mormons.

Leone's basic argument is straight-
forward in content if not expression, and
is predicated on a materialist notion that
symbolic interpretations of reality are
based on the economic and political rela-
tionships of those doing the interpreting.
For him, nineteenth-century Mormonism
consisted of a successful communal cri-
tique of industrial capitalism, framed in
doctrines of knowledge and power which
allowed for understanding and manipu-
lation of reality within a closed system of
authoritarian hierarchy. Religious au-
thority encompassed most Mormon ac-
tivity and was directed at practical prob-
lems of developing a distinctly non-
industrial egalitarian society in difficult
natural and social environments. The ap-
plication of power toward this end was
characterized by continual, case-by-case
assessment of problems in which prece-
dent was rarely applied; all events could


