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In February 1895, the editors of a small journal known as The Index (an
obscure periodical produced by the Mutual Improvement Association of
Salt Lake City’s Twentieth Ward) submitted the following inquiry to ten
prominent Church leaders: “What, in your opinion, constitutes the
grandest principle, or most attractive feature of the Gospel?” The Church
leaders’ answering letters were published in The Index and shortly thereaf-
ter as a symposium in the pages of The Contributor, one of the many
Church magazines in publication at that time. One respondent said that
eternal marriage was the grandest principle. Two more replied that love
was the most crucial component of the gospel. Another answered, in es-
sence, that all the principles of the gospel were so grand that he could not
choose just one. Interestingly, there was a consensus among the remain-
ing six Church leaders (among whom were such well-known leaders as Jo-
seph F. Smith, B. H. Roberts, George Reynolds, and Orson F. Whitney)
that the grandest and most attractive feature of the gospel was the doc-
trine of eternal progression.1

Why eternal progression? There was no mention in the survey of
such critical doctrines as the atonement, continuing revelation, or salva-
tion for the dead. Yet many Mormon writers and thinkers, from founding
prophet Joseph Smith through early twentieth-century intellectuals dis-
cussed in this essay—B. H. Roberts and John A. Widtsoe—undeniably had
a fascination with the doctrine of eternal progression, which I will loosely
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define for purposes of this discussion as the belief that all human beings
can advance and improve from one qualitative level of existence to the
next forever—until the attainment of godhood and beyond—and that God
also advances in like manner under this same system. These thinkers
clearly believed that, of all Joseph Smith’s teachings, eternal progression
was his most innovative idea, rich in possibility and potential. They have
not been alone in this assessment of Joseph Smith’s unique theology. For-
mer Mormon and skeptic Fawn Brodie believed that Joseph Smith bor-
rowed this concept through reading philosopher Thomas Dick,2 but nev-
ertheless conceded that Joseph’s own notion of “the boundless opportu-
nity for progression throughout eternity” was “the most challenging con-
cept that Joseph Smith ever produced, and in a sense the most original.”3

More recently, Evangelical scholar Carl Mosser, when asked by BYU
professor of philosophy David L. Paulsen to identify Joseph Smith’s possi-
ble contributions to the Christian theological world, replied, “Too often,
in my view, Christian theologians are content to reflect on how we are re-
deemed (the mechanics) and on what we are redeemed from. Smith’s
teachings about the eschatological potential of men and women chal-
lenges Christian theology to think more deliberately about what we are re-
deemed for.”4

While much of the appeal and significance of eternal progression
in Mormon thought at the beginning of the twentieth century centered
on Mormon intellectuals’ fascination with the progressive science of their
era, eternal progression in fact had a much broader, deeper, even existen-
tial appeal. These Mormon thinkers and writers viewed eternal progres-
sion in terms which, for them, instilled unique meaning and purpose into
this life and the post-mortal eternities. A quest to infuse human existence
with special significance and value underlay sweeping notions of unlock-
ing the eternal laws of the universe and becoming gods. Key to their con-
ception of eternal progression was a philosophy that described eternal
progression in direct contrast to what LDS writers perceived as the mean-
ingless, unsatisfying, and even nihilistic nature of the conventional
Christian heaven.

At the heart of early expositions on eternal progression is the con-
cept that eternal, godlike activity is what provides meaning and purpose to
any and every stage of human existence. This understanding of an eter-
nally progressive heaven was juxtaposed against what early twentieth-cen-
tury LDS writers believed was the traditional model of the Christian
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heaven, in which the human soul is forever statically immobile and eter-
nally at rest. LDS writers wholeheartedly agreed with the assertion of
Charles W. Eliot, former president of Harvard University and biographer
of Henry James: “The idea of an eternity of rest is positively repulsive to
any man or woman, primitive, barbarous, or civilized, who has had joy in
his work.”5 For these Mormons, the only happy heaven is the one in
which activity is eternalized, a heaven where the acquisition of new
knowledge leads to higher and higher realms of meaningful existence.

It is not my intent in this paper to make an in-depth study of eternal
progression throughout Mormon theological history. Instead, I will focus
on common expositions of the doctrine during the critical decades follow-
ing the Manifesto of 1890, which withdrew Church permission for new
plural marriages, and the reordering of LDS theology that followed. This
paper asserts two arguments: First, key Mormon writers in this period
sometimes misrepresented the eschatological doctrines of other Christian
churches—particularly Protestant churches—as a foil against which to de-
scribe and exalt Mormon notions of eternal activity and progress. And,
second, although the idea of an afterlife of everlasting activity was not
unique to Mormons, Mormonism nevertheless evoked its own novel
conception of activity that was dissimilar to conventional Protestant ideas.

Mormon thinkers of this period understood the purpose of all ac-
tivity—premortal, mortal, and postmortal—to be the achievement of hu-
man deification and also understood that the joy of eternal progress ap-
plies to all intelligences,6 including God. Though Mormons and Protes-
tants at this time held quite similar views of the family-centric, social na-
ture of heaven, Mormons were additionally theologizing a cosmology of
deification and the eternal mastery of existence, a cosmology ultimately
discrete from more secularized Protestant beliefs of eternal family life,
worship, and labor, beliefs that were essentially an extension and
projection of earthly activities into the heavenly realm.

To provide a context for the development of early twentieth-century
Mormon thought on eternal progression, I will begin with an overview of
its roots by briefly examining the origins of eternal progression in Joseph
Smith’s thought and the expansion upon his ideas in the theology of
Brigham Young. Many Mormons writing on eternal progression (and es-
pecially John A. Widtsoe and B. H. Roberts) expand upon Young’s partic-
ular vision in their attempts to provide a rational basis for a theology of
eternal activity. Widtsoe and Roberts develop a theology in which they
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hope to show that the quest for higher realms of truth and being discloses
the true meaning of human joy and meaningful existence. I will conclude
with what I believe are some of the potential philosophical and theologi-
cal implications of Roberts’s and Widtsoe’s views on eternal progression
and how these might be viewed through a contemporary lens.

Eternal Progression in Early Mormon Thought

Eternal progression in Mormon thought was originally taught by
Joseph Smith. His views on the progressive nature of the afterlife and the
divine potential of humanity were not wholly original; other theological
and philosophical traditions in Joseph Smith’s time promulgated similar
concepts, including most denominations of nineteenth-century New Eng-
land Protestantism, remnants of neo-Platonist hermeticism,7 and Ameri-
can transcendentalism.8 However, Joseph Smith erased the ontological
rift that separated divinity from humanity by including, within his philos-
ophy, ideas of human deification, a plurality of gods, and the advance-
ment and progression of all intelligent beings, including God. This con-
ceptualization seems to be a genuinely unique amalgamation.9 Unique or
not, Joseph’s most detailed explication of eternal progression, the King
Follett Discourse, was revolutionary and even polarizing to its first hear-
ers, many of whom praised it as proof of the Prophet’s inspiration, while
many others denigrated it as “a worse doctrine than taught by the Devil
himself in the Garden of Eden.”10

Though the seeds of eternal progression in Mormon thought were
planted by Joseph Smith, Brigham Young nurtured them into a
full-fledged forest of doctrinal exposition. Young seems to be, in fact, the
first to use the phrase “eternal progression” to describe and embody sev-
eral interrelated concepts promulgated by Joseph Smith concerning the
nature and purpose of God and humankind.11 In Young’s system, eternal
progression became an expansive vehicle for unlimited learning and ad-
vancement. For Young, the unlimited nature of God and man was key to
his understanding of progression. He believed in an eternal chain of gods
with no beginning and no end, a chain to which man was in the process of
becoming connected in his quest to become divine. The unlimited nature
of Godhood led Young to posit that God and man could increase in
knowledge and power for eternity. He reasoned that limiting the capacity
to attain knowledge would be to limit the universe itself, which would in
turn limit humankind and God.12 While such an idea about God’s capac-
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ity for unending knowledge acquisition may be considered controversial
today, it was a key to Brigham Young’s theology. Fundamental to his ideas
of eternal progression was an existential engagement with the meaning of
life itself. Eternal progression was a way of being, a means of considering
oneself and one’s activity in the world as infinitely (and eternally) valuable
and meaningful. Young wanted to get at the heart of what motivates us to
continue to propagate our own existence: “The first great principle that
ought to occupy the attention of mankind, that should be understood by
the child and the adult, and which is the mainspring of all action (whether
people understand it or not), is the principle of improvement. The princi-
ple of increase, of exaltation, of adding to what we already possess, is the
grand moving principle and cause of the actions of the children of
men.”13

Thus, the capacity to acquire knowledge (in addition to “increasing”
in other valuables such as posterity, kingdoms, etc.) is a desirable end in
and of itself because acquiring knowledge makes life meaningful and en-
joyable and will continue to do so forever. For Brigham Young, this vision
of the purpose of existence made salvation genuinely attractive, because it
describes salvation in understandable, “this-worldly” terms. What moves
and motivates us to action and improvement in earth life will likewise
motivate our activity in the eternal worlds.

In endorsing this particular view of eternal progression, Young was
implicitly giving voice to the anxiety of considering its reverse proposi-
tion—not progressing, or regressing, which is to experience “the second
death.” He explained: “The first death is the separation of the spirit from
the body; the second death is . . . the dissolution of the organized particles
which compose the spirit, and their return to their native element. . . . The
one [choosing life] leads to endless increase and progression, the other
[choosing death] to the destruction of the organized being, ending in its
entire decomposition into the particles that compose the native ele-
ments.”14

Contemplating an afterlife with no progression, Wilford Woodruff
gives pointed expression to the despair that he saw as inherent in an exis-
tence in which progression is ultimately so limited: “If there was a point
where man in his progression could not proceed any further, the very idea
would throw a gloom over every intelligent and reflecting mind. God him-
self is still increasing and progressing in knowledge, power, and domin-
ion, and will do so world without end. It is just so with us.”15
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Eternal Progression in Early Twentieth-Century Mormon Thought

At least from the time of Brigham Young through the end of the
nineteenth century, eternal progression was inextricably connected to
plural marriage. To cite a single brief example, Susa Young Gates, a daugh-
ter of Brigham Young, in the pages of the Young Woman’s Journal, declared,
“[Plural marriage] is the law that crucifies the flesh that it may sanctify the
Spirit; the law that marks the way to eternal progression.”16 The family
was the vehicle for eternal progression. One progressed by entering into
the patriarchal order of marriage, or celestial marriage, popularly called
plural marriage. Progression was then measured by the “eternal” increase
of wives and posterity in one’s family kingdom, both here and in the eter-
nities. Such enlargement of family was a holy act that mirrored God
himself, who also progressed in like manner.

By the turn of the twentieth century and after, the Church, with in-
creasing resolution, turned from plural marriage in the three decades fol-
lowing the Manifesto; the eternal family kingdom and its link to eternal
progression disappeared almost entirely from official discourse. Mormon-
ism sought to distance itself from its polygamous past and, through a vari-
ety of measures, integrate more fully into mainstream American society.
Ironically, while Mormonism’s Protestant counterparts were at the height
of explicating their family-centric social heaven, the idea of eternal family
in Mormonism, always previously situated within the framework of plural
families, was drastically muted.

The principle of eternal progression, however, lived on under the
influence of the scientific and philosophical rationalism that was begin-
ning to take hold of the Western world. The philosophies of Charles Dar-
win, Herbert Spencer, John Fiske, Henri Bergson,17 and other influential
thinkers exercised profound influence upon secular and religious society.
Mormon intellectuals were among the many converts to contemporary
scientific and philosophic thought. It was during this time that systematic
expositions of Mormon theology began to appear, among them three im-
portant works by B. H. Roberts: The Gospel: Exposition of First Principles

(1888), The Seventies Course in Theology (5 vols., 1907–12), and The Truth,

the Way, the Life: An Elementary Treatise on Theology (1930); James E.
Talmage’s Articles of Faith (1899) and The Vitality of Mormonism (1919);
BYU English professor Nels L. Nelson’s The Scientific Aspects of Mormonism

(1904); and John A. Widtsoe’s Joseph Smith As Scientist (1908) and A Ra-

tional Theology (1915). These works, as well as many others, were attempts
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by Mormon intellectuals to explain and defend their religion by incorpo-
rating contemporary ideas into their theologies.18 Eternal progression was
recast within this modern conceptual framework, and unsurprisingly it
did not escape a naturalistic, rational interpretation.

Under the hands of academics like chemist and college president
John A. Widtsoe and BYU English professor Nels L. Nelson—and heavily
influenced by the social evolution theories of Herbert Spencer—eternal
progression became the centerpiece of a Mormon teleological cosmology
in which God, man, and all of creation are eternally evolving within this
cosmology. The universe’s clear purpose is the manufacturing of gods. In
this universe, God becomes the Master of Science, the Supreme Intelli-
gence who masters the eternal laws of the universe. Widtsoe offers what is
probably the clearest, most concise definition of God as ultimate scientist
in this way: “God undoubtedly exercised his will vigorously, and thus
gained experience of the forces lying about him. As knowledge grew into
greater knowledge, by persistent efforts of will, his recognition of univer-
sal laws became greater until he attained at last a conquest over the uni-
verse, which to our finite understanding seems absolutely complete. . . .
His Godhood, however, is the product of simple obedience to the laws of
the universe.”19

The implication here for humankind is clear. As God learned to
master and control the laws of the universe, so we, under His guidance,
are to discover and obey these same laws; doing so will result in our own
attainment of godhood. Widtsoe and other Mormon thinkers clearly be-
lieved that the ushering in of the modern era was both a sign of the on-
ward progress of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ and a forward leap to-
ward the ultimate achievement of mastering the world and universe.

As one surveys the literature on eternal progression from this time,
a pattern emerges that is common to almost all existential descriptions of
the great hope, joy, and meaning Mormon authors found in this expan-
sive doctrine. Familiar to all of these writings is a dualism of activity and
inertia, eternal motion and everlasting fixity. A theology of activity lies at
the heart of discussions on eternal progression. Consider the following,
from an unknown author in the 1931 Improvement Era: “The idea of prog-
ress and the emotions arising out of discovery in the world of intellectual
achievement are both lure and urge to mental activity, and when the idea
is connected up with a belief in the endlessness of progress, it takes hold
of the believer and holds him to the task of reaching higher levels and
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viewing broader fields in a way that wearies not, but develops to the ut-
most.”20

Apostle and agricultural scientist John A. Widtsoe similarly con-
ceived of eternal progression as an exultant state of experiential and cogni-
tive increase. He wrote, “What then is eternal progress? It is an eternity of
active life, increasing in all good things, toward the likeness of the Lord. It
is the highest conceivable form of growth.” However, the totality of activ-
ity can only be possessed by those found in the highest heaven, the celes-
tial kingdom: “One thing is known through the revelations of God. Those
in the higher, the celestial glory, the one that we all hope to achieve, are in
full activity . . . Not so in the lower glories.”21 He further declared, “If we
seek, we shall forever add knowledge to knowledge. That which seems
dark today, will be crystal clear tomorrow. Eternal progress means the un-
ending elucidation of things not known or understood today.”22

Although Mormons obviously found eternality of activity as the
most essential and appealing component of a meaningful existence, they
were far from alone in such a belief. Several theological traditions in Jo-
seph Smith’s time held quite detailed theologies of heavenly progression.
Concepts of heavenly progress can also be found in the writings of early
Church Father Origen all the way through the Protestant theology of the
1930s. Consider the following striking parallel between B. H. Roberts’s
concept of perfection and that of German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz.
Roberts writes: “There are no ultimates. Each succeeding wave of progress
may attain higher, and ever higher degrees of excellence, but never attain

perfection—the ideal recedes ever as it is approached, and hence progress is
eternal, even for the highest existences.”23 Though he did not conceive of
any form of eternal progression per se, in a striking anticipation of B. H.
Roberts’s thinking on the apparent deliciousness of almost, but not quite,
attaining perfection, Leibniz wrote in 1704, “I feel that restless activity is
an essential part of the happiness of creatures.” Therefore, happiness
“never consists in perfect possession. . . . [T]here must be a continuous
and uninterrupted progress toward greater good.”24 Though the Scholas-
tic, liturgical heaven of the changeless and static beatific vision would sur-
vive into the modern era with Catholicism and certain Protestant hymns
such as “Jerusalem” and Longfellow‘s “Resignation,”25 Protestantism in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries embraced a heaven of eter-
nal motion and activity that fit squarely with Leibniz’s conception. In fact,
though they condemned one another on many points of theology, Evan-
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gelicals and liberal Protestants agreed that activity and spiritual growth in
heaven were certain. Methodist Leslie Weatherhead, for example, wrote
in his 1936 After Death: “It is inconceivable to believe that the life after
death is a life without continuous growth and progress.”26

The emphasis on heavenly progress had surged among Christian
writers in the decades just prior to Widtsoe’s and Roberts’s time. Inspired
by the depiction of detailed eighteenth-century portrayals in art and litera-
ture of after-death reunions with loved ones, women fiction writers in the
second half of the nineteenth century created domesticated literary vi-
sions of a heaven conducive to every ideal of home life. Within this com-
prehensive heavenly society, one could find husband, wife, children, sib-
lings, parents, friends, pets, and even celebrities. By the end of the nine-
teenth century and continuing into the first three decades of the twenti-
eth century, most Protestant ministers and theologians, as well as Spiritu-
alists, were preaching the anthropocentric heaven of social community,
where believers would mingle with family and friends and enjoy “produc-
tive work, spiritual development, and technological progress,” in which,
as German theologian Isaac A. Dorner put it, “the blessed will never be in
want of an arena of satisfying activity.”27 The eternally changeless beatific
vision of the God-focused theocentric heaven continued to be promoted
among many (though not all) Catholic theologians and in Protestant
hymnody, but theocentric notions of heaven remained a minority during
the early twentieth century. A motion-oriented afterlife captured the
imagination of nearly all of Protestantism and not a few Catholic theolo-
gians. Transcendental philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson had encapsu-
lated well the utterly unimaginable idea of a static, changeless heaven
when he wrote in 1839, “God invents, God advances. The world, the
flesh, & the devil sit & rot.”28

Mormon thinkers during this time sometimes failed to recognize
the change in mainstream Christian eschatology. To promote what they
apparently saw as Mormonism’s unique vision of heaven and the purpose
of life, they sometimes mischaracterized the vigorous Protestant heaven of
sociality and activity that flourished during this period. For example, al-
though B. H. Roberts allowed that “the creeds of men” possessed some
truth, he found those creeds woefully unimaginative, failing to go far
enough to comprehend the meaning of existence:

What other conceivable purpose for existence in earth-life could there be
for eternal intelligences than this attainment of “joy” arising from prog-
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ress? Man’s existence for the “manifestation of God’s glory,” as taught by
the creeds of men, is not equal to it. . . . It is written that “the glory of God
is Intelligence” (D&C 93:36); and it must follow, as the day follows night,
that with the enlargement, with the progress of intelligences, there must
be a constantly increasing splendor in the manifestation of the glory of
God. But in our doctrine, the manifestation of that glory may be said to be
incidental. The primary purpose is not in that manifestation but in the
“joy” arising from the progress of intelligences.

29

Similarly, Nels L. Nelson offered perhaps the most scathing critique
of what he saw as the almost laughable, meaningless nature of the
Protestant afterlife:

Here is the way in which a noted Presbyterian delivered himself on this
theme: The question is often asked, “What shall we do when we get to
heaven? Wherein shall consist our happiness?” I shall answer this question
for myself. When I get to heaven, I shall spend the first five million years
of my life in gazing upon the face of God; then if my wife is near I shall
turn and look at her for five minutes. Then I shall gaze upon the glory of
God again for a million million years; and when the longing of my eyes
shall have been satisfied, and my soul is suffused with the beatific vision, I
shall snatch up my harp and begin playing.

Comments Nelson scornfully, “What kind of being must God be, if
we suppose him to get pleasure from having a billion billion . . . eyes glued
upon Him from all sides for millions of years at a stretch? And then to
have a certain quadrant of the enraptured gazers suddenly seized with
harp-madness for other millions of years! Surely he will need the full mea-
sure of his infinite patience and long-suffering!”30

Mormon intellectuals, dissatisfied with what they perceived as the
immobile and inert state of heaven in other Christian denominations,
presented a straw-man depiction of the conventional Christian heaven
which they then could effortlessly tear down. In reality, these Mormon au-
thors were deconstructing the theocentric, immobile, and changeless
heaven of Catholic neo-Scholasticism.31 However, they mistakenly mis-
represented Protestantism by superimposing their arguments (and some-
times ridicule) upon a portion of Christianity that was, in some ways at
this time, even more drastically anthropocentric than Mormonism was.

Though these Mormon authors at times utilized obsolete theologi-
cal data to characterize the doctrines of their Protestant counterparts, they
were not totally unaware of competing contemporary views. Both Roberts
and Widtsoe conceded that Mormons were not wholly alone in consider-
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ing the eternal activity of immortal humanity in the universe. Roberts
cites the ideas of Sir Oliver Lodge, whose theology is “far removed from
modern Christian orthodoxy, though splendidly true”: “The universe is
not a ‘being’ but a ‘becoming. . . . ’ Monotony, in the sense of absolute im-
mobility, is unthinkable, unreal, and cannot anywhere exist. . . . Such
ideas, the ideas of development and progress, extend even up to God him-
self.”32

Similarly, Widtsoe admitted, “Many men, the world over, not of
our faith, now hold to the doctrine of eternal activity and progress. Note
these words of Thomas Curtis Clark in the Christian Century: ‘We serve no
God whose work is done, / Who rests within His firmament: / Our God,
His labors but begun, / Toils evermore, with powers unspent.’”33 How-
ever, another good reason for their mischaracterization of other religions
is that they sometimes simply did not do their homework. According to
Sterling McMurrin, Roberts often totally ignored advances in religious
and biblical studies or at least rarely commented on them in his writ-
ings.34

On the other hand, despite Mormon theologians’ lack of aware-
ness, there was much at stake in what they were attempting to describe by
pitting the “creeds of men” against the restored gospel. Roberts and
Widtsoe were concerned with what they saw as the nihilistic nature of the
Christian heaven. A life of rest and happiness “gazing into the face of
God” for eternity was completely unsatisfying. For Mormons, happiness
and meaning in the life after death did not exist on a separate ontological
plane radically distinct from that of mortality; on the contrary, happiness
existed along the same ontological continuum as earth life. As Brigham
Young had surmised half a century before, that which makes one happy
and satisfied in this life is not very different from what will satisfy and ap-
peal to one in the next life. Consequently, “eternally resting from labor”
“glorifying God forever” and “staring into God’s face” for eternity were
impossible concepts to understand, inasmuch as there was no experiential
basis for grasping them. They could see no motivation for desiring this
type of heaven, and they were left with not only an incomprehensible
heaven, but even a painful one. As Nels L. Nelson put it, “Think of the ag-
ony involved in an eternity of stagnated bliss, of monotonous, never-vary-
ing joy!”35

For Roberts and Widtsoe, the type of Christian heaven against
which they were battling was a heaven completely empty of any rationally
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conceivable value. By that term, I mean that Mormonism, because of its
commitment to ontological monism, can posit that heaven and earth are
ontologically the same. Thus, the only truly conceivable values are those
of this world. Christianity, on the other hand, held that all real value exists
in another, metaphysical realm. For Mormons this separate metaphysical
realm does not exist; consequently, there is nothing of value in the Chris-
tian heaven and therefore it is truly meaningless. Though Mormons
would not have known to employ the terminology, they were fighting
against a kind of Christian nihilism, or the meaninglessness and worth-
lessness of a heaven that does not recognize or even remember any of the
hard-fought prizes and accomplishments of mortal human achievement,
where any and all progress and meaning gained in this life are annihilated.
As James E. Faulconer, BYU professor of philosophy, has observed, “Mor-
mons like Roberts could see traditional views of salvation as the bookend
opposites of creation ex nihilo: we come from nothing; we become noth-
ing.”36 Mormons used their outdated ideas of Protestant heaven as a foil
against which they sought to illuminate and enhance their system of
eternal progression and advancement.

Activity in Mormon and Protestant Thought

What was the nature of the “activity” that Roberts, Widtsoe, and
others had in mind when they enthusiastically proclaimed their theolo-
gies of eternal progression? Justin Collings, a participant in the 2006 Jo-
seph Smith Summer Seminar, quite aptly characterizes this theme, which
was beginning to emerge in the Mormonism of the middle to late nine-
teenth century, as “eternal restlessness.” He writes, “Mormons were an
eminently busy people, a people who adopted the beehive as a community
symbol and whose descendants still categorize each other as ‘active’ or ‘in-
active.’ . . . Renouncing the conventional Christian yearning for eternal
rest, Mormons longed for eternal restlessness.”37 Indeed, as religious an-
thropologist and interested Mormon observer Douglas Davies notes, “To
be active is a key Mormon value. . . . ‘Activity’ is as distinctive an LDS
noun as ‘active’ is an adjective describing involved Church members.”38

He theorizes an important connection between activity at the local level of
Mormon life and the activity of the temple, both being locations where
various types of “sacred work” take place, in contrast to simple sanctuar-
ies of meditation and prayer alone. The sacred work of the temple in par-
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ticular he labels, “sanctified activism.” Thus, activity is institutionalized
and ritualized at nearly every level of the Church.

It is through the lens of this “sanctified activism” that a clearer pic-
ture of the Mormon interpretation of being eternally active emerges.
However, for purposes of this essay, I propose a definition of sanctified ac-
tivism as activity that is entirely religious in nature—activity with a wholly
theological purpose, e.g., gaining knowledge in order to master the ele-
mental universe and save fallen beings, create and populate worlds, learn
to become gods, etc., in other words, engaging in the type of activity that it
is imagined God Himself engages in. This type of activity contrasts with
the more secular activism of Protestant activity in the afterlife, which mir-
rors the everyday activity of human beings in a human society, e.g., work-
ing, playing, socializing, etc. Taking Carl Mosser’s insightful inquiry of
considering that for which we are to be saved, we may profitably ask the
question: For what or in what way are Mormons to be eternally active? I
will briefly consider Protestant formulations of activity after death to
clarify and contextualize Mormon formulations of the same.

Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Protestant afterlife theol-
ogy, though not unified in all details, is nevertheless saturated with the
teaching of continued Christian service in heaven after death. Baptist
preacher William Ulyat taught in 1901 that “heaven is a workshop,” “and
each of its residents have their appointments and daily avocations.”39 In
heaven, secular activities involving social life, marriage, sexuality, and all
types of labor-intensive and intellectual work continue in much the same
manner as on earth, except that Christians are free from pain and suffer-
ing. They continue to advance from “perfection to perfection,” though it
is not clear in the literature what this means or how it is to be accom-
plished, nor is there any sense of this process as a vehicle for advancement
toward any sort of distinctive, external goal.40

A close reading of Mormon concepts of activity reveals that Mor-
mons like Roberts and Widtsoe were attempting to elucidate what was,
in their view, a higher purpose to activity, which I have described as “sanc-
tified activism.” In what way or ways were Mormons active? Roberts did
theorize (in step with Protestant theologians) that in the next life we will
build and inhabit houses and buildings. However, contrary to any Pro-
testant strand of thought from his time, he also anticipated participation
in interplanetary travel and counsel with the Gods concerning the salva-
tion of other intelligences.41 Widtsoe stated that we will engage in build-
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ing our kingdoms and increasing our posterity.42 Other authors wrote
that we will be creating worlds of our own.43 For such Mormons, these
are the activities of Deity, activities in which they imagine God himself
engages. It is a conceptualization of heavenly activity that surpasses the
more subdued, secular Protestant notions of activity and advancement.44

Mormons wanted to say that that which inspires and motivates
God is also what inspires and motivates humans in the process of becom-
ing gods. What, then, inspires and motivates the progression of God him-
self? Protestants, still steeped in traditional notions of God’s utter onto-
logical otherness, were not asking this question. For Mormons, however,
the question was critical because God’s progress and activity were also
their own progress and activity. Thus, the following quotation from Rob-
erts is significant: “And is it too bold a thought, that with this progress,
even for the Mightiest, new thoughts, and new vistas may appear, inviting
to new adventures and enterprises that will yield new experiences, ad-
vancement, and enlargement even for the Most High?”45 The joy and
meaning inherent in progression for human beings is not qualitatively dif-
ferent from that which satisfies God as well. Furthermore, when Roberts
writes that “the ultimate of truth will always be like the horizon one pur-
sues over the ocean—ever receding as one approaches it . . . never hoping
to encompass it,”46 he is saying that the moment God ceases to learn, the
moment he no longer anticipates the next great adventure, is the moment
that progress ceases and, with it, the possibility for joy. The same holds
true for humankind. Here Roberts describes the world and the universe,
as William James put it, as a “real adventure”47 with real risks, real heights,
and real depths, even for Gods. Similarly, Widtsoe’s notion of “full activ-
ity” seems to partake of this understanding. Those in the celestial
kingdom (those most nearly like God) can most nearly engage in the same
type of activity in which God participates.

This view of sanctified activism collapsed the chasm between the
godly and earthly realms of activity and allowed Mormons to religiously
ground all their activity in this process of deification. This point is the ma-
jor departure of Mormon theologies of activity from Protestant ones.
Where Protestants are active in heaven in engaging in the same Christian
work and service, the same modes of play and worship with which they
were familiar in life, Mormons found meaning and joy through the extrav-
agant proposition that eternal activity could and would result in deifica-
tion. Consequently, the purpose of all activity in mortality and
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postmortality is not happiness per se or even preparation for eternal rest
within the family circle. Instead, its purpose is centered on training and
instruction for becoming gods.48

The Roberts/Widtsoe Philosophy of Eternal Progress and Activity

Eternal progression for Mormon writers during this period (espe-
cially through the writings of Widtsoe and Roberts),49 whether through
an intense fascination with modern science and evolution, or through a
detailed polemic against Christian nihilism, was a theology of activity, a
response to the existential problem of the meaning of life. However, Mor-
monism has a long tradition of equating the meaning of existence with joy
(or, at the very least, in declaring that joy is intimately connected to exis-
tential meaning and value), and Roberts and Widtsoe were no exception.
B. H. Roberts often quoted the familiar, pithy Book of Mormon passage:
“Adam fell that men might be; and men are that they might have joy” (2
Ne. 2:20). But what was joy to Roberts? Certainly, joy was more connected
to eternal progression and activity than to the eternal sociality of friends
and family in the kingdom of God, though Roberts wholeheartedly
embraced that aspect of immortality in the eternal realm.

In one of his more extensive passages on joy, he wrote, “The joy
[here contemplated] is a joy that will be born of the consciousness of exis-
tence itself—that will revel in existence—in thoughts of realizations of exis-
tence’s limitless possibilities. A joy born of the consciousness of the power
of eternal increase. A joy arising from association with the Intelligences of
innumerable heavens—the Gods of all eternities.”50 It is not totally clear
what Roberts means here. Is he referring again to the “great eternal adven-
ture” that the universe provides its inhabitants? Or perhaps the mere
event of achieving godhood is what produces joy? It is also possible that
Roberts has a notion similar to Hegel’s unbounded absolute self-knowl-
edge/consciousness, in which joy is equated with complete consciousness
of self. If so, it seems that to know oneself is to understand that one’s ca-
pacity for improvement is endless, a notion that seems to fit well with the
rest of his philosophy.

The far-reaching nature of this joy prompts Roberts to boldly pro-
claim that the universe itself is “optimistic” in that, once we understand
its nature and function properly, optimism becomes the appropriate re-
sponse to it: “For to intelligence there is no end of progress; however great
its present attainment, there is still a beyond to higher glory. . . . There are
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no ultimates to progress for intelligences, there is always becoming, but no
end. This constitutes the joy of existence—the possibility of eternal prog-
ress . . . all this makes the universe an optimistic universe.”51

Similarly, John A. Widtsoe connects progress to joy:

One may exist who is only static, who stands forever in the same place,
who adds nothing, by his own effort, to himself or others. Under the law
of the gospel, all who have dwelt on earth are entitled to eternal existence.
But that does not lead to joy. One who is active, increasing, progressing,
who accepts and obeys the gospel law, ever moves into higher zones of exis-
tence, and carries others along in his onward course. He receives the gift
of eternal life, with its unending conquest, progress, development, and
growth. He feels the quivering, thrilling response called joy.

52

Not all philosophers, however, have been confident that a meaning-
ful life—in this case, eternal progression as the vehicle for deriving mean-
ing and value for existence—is a sine qua non for a joyful existence. Leo Tol-
stoy wrote that, for life to be meaningful, some activity pertaining to life
must be worth doing; and it is worth doing only if it makes a permanent
difference in the world.53 However, although we can see evidence for
some concrete notions of progress and activity after death in Mormon
thought at this time, it is more the fact of activity taking place than any
sort of particular through which activity is realized. In other words, the
simple awareness or understanding that human beings have the capacity
for self-directed spiritual and intellectual enlargement is more fundamen-
tally important to the human experience of joy than any specific activity
derivable from such a capacity. Philosopher Harry Frankfurt (b. 1929)
takes up the same theme, theorizing that life becomes meaningful when
we lose ourselves in some particular activity or experience. His idea is that
concentration and engrossment in activity intuitively provide meaning to
our existence, regardless of the specifics of the activity.54 Thus, while what
we do may be implicitly worth something, what is important is that there
is work at all—that there is something, anything, that needs to be done.
From the Roberts/Widtsoe point of view, one finds meaning in existence
simply because one can work and advance, and can do so forever. Thus,
John A. Widtsoe confidently writes, “It matters little what tasks men per-
form in life, if only they do them well and with all their strength. In the
eternal plan they are given progressive value.”55

However, others have argued, along the lines of German thinker Ar-
thur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), that our lives will always lack meaning
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because we are never satisfied; either we have not obtained what we have
sought; or once we have obtained it, we become bored and dissatisfied
with it.56 Nonetheless, this idea assumes that there is necessarily some ob-
ject that we must obtain to give our lives meaning. However, it does not
seem that there exists or could exist any such object in the universe, the at-
tainment of which guarantees a meaningful existence. The Roberts/
Widtsoe answer to this objection is that meaning, within the ever-expand-
ing structure of eternal progression, is performative, not ultimately objec-
tive. Eternal progression is the exaltation of the ordinary man or woman,
not defined and labeled according to his or her vocation or the “objects” of
his or her possession, but given meaning and purpose through capacity to
act. Hence, human beings, like God, have the potential for radical ontolog-
ical transcendence, not simply in transcending the world as immortals but
also in transcending the self as gods. Consequently, humans, like God, can
be eternally “self-surpassing,”57 and this essential characteristic of human
and divine existence, in Roberts’s and Widtsoe’s view, is the very essence
of a meaningful (and joyful) existence.

There is an essential element of adventure and novelty in the Rob-
erts/Widtsoe cosmology, of which eternal progression serves as the dy-
namic vehicle and foundation. The idea that the universe can be fully ex-
plored, that both God and humankind can reach a limit of experience is
wholly unsatisfying. Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947), a profoundly
innovative contemporary of both Widtsoe and Roberts, wrote, “Progress
is always a transcendence of what is obvious.”58 Similarly, Roberts and
Widtsoe insisted that reality should not and, indeed, thankfully, could
not ever be fully described.59 For Roberts and Widtsoe, an infinitely tran-
scendent and eternally self-surpassing existence of adventure and new
discovery was the essence of a celestial existence.

Conclusion

At the conclusion of their book, Heaven: A History, Colleen
McDannell and Bernhard Lang observe that the idea of a progressive, so-
cial heaven has survived after the 1930s in only three ways: (1) in contem-
porary popular culture, (2) in glimpses of the afterlife in near-death experi-
ences, and (3) in Latter-day Saint theology.60 Protestant ideas of an active
heaven were the product of a particular historical moment and did not en-
dure. This cultural observation points to the unique adaptability of eter-
nal progression in LDS theology, though contemporary discourse on eter-
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nal progression is also quite distinct from that of the early twentieth cen-
tury. With the controversial world of polygamy in the distant past, Lat-
ter-day Saints once again speak of eternal family, eternal marriage, and
eternal progress in the same breath. Nevertheless, the doctrine continues
to take on meanings suitable to its proprietors. Where Mormons once
spoke of the joy of God’s and humankind’s unending progression in
knowledge, they now speak of eternal families. Where they once dis-
coursed on the eternal activity of progression as necessary for develop-
ment into godhood, Mormons now speak of the “plan of salvation” or
“eternal plan of happiness.”61

In spite of such drastic changes in LDS doctrine concerning polyg-
amy and priesthood restrictions, eternal progression is a doctrine that has
nevertheless remained largely intact. Certainly its connection to eternal
marriages and families is a key factor in its longevity, but I have argued
that there is also something more—an existential component that provides
a possible motivation for Latter-day Saint activity here and in the hereaf-
ter. For Mormons who embrace the faith, that component speaks to the
possibility of the excitement and thrill of, as B.H. Roberts wrote, “yielding
to new thoughts, new vistas, new adventures, new experiences.”62 Eternal
progression in Mormon thought allows for the exaltation and qualitative
self-transcendence of human beings that are not available in most other
theologies. In the complex of denominations in the contemporary Chris-
tian universe, this doctrine of LDS theology uniquely echoes Catherine
Albanese’s description of religion for the Transcendentalists, that “the
most salient characteristic of religious reality is that it moves.”63
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