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The King James Bible and the
Future of Missionary Work

Grant Hardy

The Problem
Not long ago I went out with the full-time elders and we taught a
young mother who was quite interested in our message. In fact,
she had been meeting with the missionaries for several weeks.
When they referred to a biblical scripture and invited her to read
along, she did so and then responded, “That’s not what it says in
my Bible.” Even though she was a conservative Christian, from a
Pentecostal background, she was using the New International
Version (NIV). And it is not just that the words were differ-
ent—most Christians are familiar with multiple versions of the Bi-
ble these days. The meanings did not match up. The elders were
f lustered, having no idea how to handle the situation, and they
tried to move on to the next point as quickly as possible.

In this case, our exclusive reliance on the King James Version
(KJV), which is official policy according to the Church’s Handbook
2, had become a barrier to sharing the message of the gospel.1

This problem will only increase in the future because things have
changed dramatically since 1956, when J. Reuben Clark wrote
Why the King James Version, and even since 1979, when our LDS
edition of the Bible was first published. The KJV is no longer the
dominant Bible of the English-speaking world, and the only de-
nominations that still hold exclusively to that four-hundred-year-
old translation are Latter-day Saints and a few marginal fringe
groups. The Gideons, famous for providing free Bibles in hotel
rooms, recognize that King James English no longer speaks to
Americans and have consequently started distributing modern
language translations. Even proudly fundamentalist Bob Jones
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University has a disclaimer on its website clearly stating that it
does not agree with the King James Only position.2 The obstacles
to effective communication will be compounded as we become a
more international church. When American Latter-day Saints em-
ploy arguments that depend on peculiar readings of the KJV,
these will not make sense when translated for Mormons and other
Christians who read the Bible in their native languages.

For example, one of the most frequently cited scriptures in
Preach My Gospel is John 7:17: “If any man will do his will, he shall
know of the doctrine,” which we use to encourage both investiga-
tors and missionaries to gain a testimony of particular doctrines
by putting them into practice.3 Modern English speakers read the
first “will” as a future tense marker of “do,” but it is actually an in-
dependent verb that translates the Greek word thelo, “to wish or
desire.” Modern translations all render the verse more accurately
with something like, “Anyone who resolves to do the will of God
will know whether the teaching is from God or whether I am
speaking on my own” (New Revised Standard Version [NRSV]).4

The idea of gaining a testimony by putting doctrines into practice
is a true principle, but this particular verse is about God respond-
ing to our righteous desires rather than to our actions, and every
time it is cited in a Church manual or a conference talk, transla-
tors have to scramble to cover the discrepancy. There are several
more examples like this in Preach My Gospel. (See Appendix 1.)

Two generations ago, when the KJV was the most widely ac-
cepted and trusted translation, it was an advantage for Latter-day
Saints to also use that version because it allowed us to present the
restored gospel in terms that were familiar to most people. This is
no longer the case. Several major translations today are more reli-
able than the KJV in terms of accuracy, clarity, readability, and
closeness to the biblical texts as they were originally written. And
everyone knows this except for us. In particular, the New Interna-
tional Version—an interdenominational translation by believing
scholars that was specifically put forward as a conservative alter-
native to the Revised Standard Version (RSV) for many of the con-
cerns that J. Reuben Clark shared—has swept the field with more
than 400 million copies distributed since its publication in 1978.5

In fact, it has been outselling the KJV since the 1980s.6 As late as
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1979, when Deseret Book reissued Why the King James Version, the
“Publisher’s Preface” could claim that the “use and acceptance of
the King James Version is further enhanced by the fact that it still
remains the largest-selling version in the world today.”7 That is no
longer true and, indeed, has not been true for more than two de-
cades. The NIV is now the standard Bible for conservative Ameri-
can Christians, while in Britain a recent survey discovered that a
majority of people under thirty-five had never even heard of the
King James Version.8

The Solution
This does not mean that Latter-day Saints should follow suit

and simply adopt the New International Version (or the New Re-
vised Standard Version, which would be a better choice in many
ways). As President Clark noted, and as the First Presidency reiter-
ated in their letter of May 22, 1992, modern-day revelations work
hand-in-hand with the KJV.9 As a result, it is important for young
Latter-day Saints to become familiar with the archaic diction and
grammar of the King James Bible since, for them, this is the lan-
guage of scripture and of prayer. Yet while we do not want to cut
ourselves off from the insights and revelations that came to Jo-
seph Smith, we should also be concerned about cutting ourselves
off from mainstream Christianity and the increased access to the
writings of ancient apostles and prophets that comes through
more accurate, modern translations. The solution is to retain the
KJV as our official Bible, but at the same time strongly encourage
the supplementary study of other translations. In doing so, we
would be holding true to our own tradition of scripture study.

Joseph Smith, who used the King James Bible and knew it
well, was not satisfied with it. He studied Hebrew in an attempt to
understand the original text better; he read other translations, in-
cluding Martin Luther’s, which he felt was superior to the KJV,10

and he undertook his own inspired translation. It is remarkable
that even with direct access to revelation from God, Joseph still
felt the need for the laborious study of biblical languages. In 1836,
when the bulk of the Joseph Smith Translation (JST) had already
been completed, he confided in his diary, “May the Lord help us
to obtain this language [Hebrew] that we may read the scriptures
in the language in which they were given” and “My soul delights in
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reading the word of the Lord in the original and I am determined
to pursue the study of languages until I shall become master of
them, if I am permitted to live long enough.”11 Indeed, Joseph
later stated, “I believe the Bible as it read when it came from the
pen of the original writers. Ignorant translators, careless tran-
scribers, or designing and corrupt priests have committed many
errors.”12

It is now possible to get much closer to those original writers
than ever before, thanks to the discovery of thousands of manu-
scripts (including the Dead Sea Scrolls), as well as significant ad-
vances in biblical linguistics, philology, and archaeology. Why
would a people who love both the scriptures and our first prophet
not want to follow his example?13 Or as Brigham Young put it:

Take the Bible just as it reads; and if it be translated incorrectly,
and there is a scholar on the earth who professes to be a Christian,
and he can translate it any better than King James’s translators did it,
he is under obligation to do so, or the curse be upon him. If I under-
stood Greek and Hebrew as some may profess to do, and I knew the
Bible was not correctly translated, I should feel myself bound by the
law of justice to the inhabitants of the earth to translate that which is
incorrect and give it just as it was spoken anciently.14

There will also be new opportunities as we open ourselves to
modern translations, because some of them teach the principles
of the restored gospel with more clarity than the KJV. For exam-
ple, 1 Corinthians 1:18 reads in the KJV as: “For the preaching of
the cross is to them that perish foolishness; but unto us which are
saved it is the power of God.” Newer versions translate s�zomenois
more correctly as a dative plural present passive participle: “. . .
but to us who are being saved it is the power of God,” thus indicating
that Paul thought of being saved not as a one-time event, but
rather as an ongoing process. Similarly, where the KJV translates
Galatians 1:15 with “But when it pleased God, who separated me
from my mother’s womb, and called me by his grace . . .,” the New Re-
vised Standard Version has “But when God, who had set me apart
before I was born and called me through his grace . . .”—a reading
much more resonant with LDS doctrine.

In addition, Latter-day Saints will come to understand the KJV
better as they compare its renderings with other translations. In
an age when young people are reading less and less (let alone sev-
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enteenth-century classics like Shakespeare and Milton), the highly
literary language of the 1611 KJV is quite difficult. We do well
enough with the stories and the scripture mastery verses, but the
writings of the Old Testament prophets and the letters of Paul are
nearly impenetrable. (I say this as someone who taught early-
morning seminary for three years.) I myself have a background in
Ancient Greek and a doctorate degree, yet I often have to go to
modern translations to understand what the KJV is saying. To take
a recent example, the Young Men/Young Women theme for 2009
was 1 Timothy 4:12: “Be thou an example of the believers, in
word, in conversation, in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity.” The
“of,” however, is ambiguous, and it sounds as if our youth are be-
ing told to stand up as examples of what believers should be. Actu-
ally, the Greek is an objective genitive: “set an example for the be-
lievers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity” (NIV). This
is slightly different, but equally important, advice.15

With regard to the Bible, many Latter-day Saints—like the mis-
sionaries I went out with—are functionally illiterate. They don’t
know where the texts originated, how they were transmitted, what
sorts of issues translators struggled with, how different types of
translations work, or even where to start finding answers. As a re-
sult, we read the Bible with blinders, not realizing which of our ap-
peals to scripture are persuasive, and which are based on uncer-
tain readings, though the latter instances can be important be-
cause the teachings of modern revelation often restore doctrines
that have been lost or obscured in the Bible. In an ideal world, we
would follow Joseph Smith’s example and develop a strong tradi-
tion of studying the Bible in its original languages, but the next
best method for getting closer to the original texts is to compare
several translations, along with the additional witness of modern
scriptures. As it says in 2 Corinthians 13:1 (and this time the KJV
is clear enough), “In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall
every word be established.”

As Translated Correctly
The first rumblings of dissatisfaction with the KJV came with

a realization that the translation was based on a relatively poor
text, one that had frequently been marred by the “careless tran-
scribers” and “corrupt priests” that Joseph Smith warned about.
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This was particularly true of the New Testament. The King James
translators used a Greek text that had been published by Erasmus
in 1516, which was based on only half a dozen relatively late cop-
ies. Scholars now have access to over 5,700 manuscripts of the
New Testament, although most are fragments.16 In the 1800s, a
few early, nearly complete manuscripts were discovered, includ-
ing the Codex Sinaiticus and the Codex Vaticanus, both dating
back to around A.D. 350. Scholars put together a new, more accu-
rate Greek text based on these much older manuscripts, which be-
came the basis for the 1885 Revised Version (RV) of the KJV. Un-
derstandably, there was considerable concern at the time over the
accuracy of this new Greek text; but subsequent discoveries, espe-
cially of very early versions written on papyri, have generally vali-
dated the judgment of the nineteenth-century textual critics. To-
day the fourth edition of the Greek New Testament published in
1993 by the United Bible Societies (with a text identical to that of
the twenty-seventh edition of the Nestle-Aland NT) is the stan-
dard Greek New Testament, accepted by virtually all Christians of
every denomination, from Catholic to Protestant to Orthodox,
and from liberal to conservative. This text comes about as close as
is humanly possible to “the Bible as is read when it came from the
pen of the original writers.” It is the basis for all modern transla-
tions.17

In 1952, a new edition of the Revised Version was published,
called the Revised Standard Version (RSV). Again, there were
concerns about the accuracy and the faithfulness of the underly-
ing text, particularly because some familiar verses were relegated
to the margins since they did not appear in the oldest, most reli-
able manuscripts. These included Acts 8:37 (“And Philip said, If
thou believest with all thine heart, thou mayest. And he answered
and said, I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God”) and the
phrase “through his blood” at Colossians 1:14. The new version
also indicated, quite correctly, that the traditional long ending of
Mark was not found in the oldest manuscripts. In addition, some
critics strenuously objected to the substitution of “young woman”
for “virgin” in Isaiah 7:14, attributing this change to the supposed
faithlessness of the translators—though there are compelling lin-
guistic reasons for this rendering and, in any case, the virgin birth
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is still clearly attested to at Matthew 1:18 and Luke 1:34.18

The debate was not one of the finest moments in the history
of American religion, with rational scholarly arguments being up-
staged by Cold War suspicions of Communist inf luence as well as
blatant anti-Catholicism, anti-Semitism, and book burnings.19

This was the immediate cultural context for J. Reuben Clark’s
Why the King James Version. President Clark was one of the more
moderate voices in the debate, but he admitted that, knowing no
Greek or Hebrew, he had no direct knowledge of the issues in-
volved and so had to depend entirely on other experts.20 Unfortu-
nately, most of the authorities he quoted at length were wrong. In-
deed, by 1956 there were no major scholars, regardless of denomi-
national affiliation or personal faith, who still defended the
Greek text behind the KJV, so Clark relied primarily on Frederick
Scrivener and John Burgon—two scholars who had been writing
in the 1880s. The arguments and charges against the RSV that
Clark echoed in Why the King James Version were outdated at the
time, and now, more than fifty years later, they seem even more
unfair and inaccurate. The rest of the English-speaking Christian
world has moved beyond the biblical controversies of the 1950s;
only Latter-day Saints are still living with the results of those
misunderstandings.

The nearly universal perspective today has been summarized
by a conservative Evangelical scholar as follows:

The King James Version became the most popular English
translation in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It acquired
the stature of becoming the standard English Bible. But the King
James Version had deficiencies that did not go unnoticed by certain
scholars. First, knowledge of Hebrew was inadequate in the early
seventeenth century. The Hebrew text they used (i.e., the Masoretic
Text) was adequate, but their understanding of the Hebrew vocabu-
lary was insufficient. It would take many more years of linguistic
studies to enrich and sharpen understanding of the Hebrew vocabu-
lary. Second, the Greek text underlying the New Testament of the
King James Version was an inferior text. . . . The King James transla-
tors had done well with the resources that were available to them,
but those resources were insufficient, especially with respect to the
New Testament text.21

As for the Old Testament, the discovery of the Dead Sea
Scrolls in the 1940s revolutionized scholarship of the Hebrew Bi-
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ble since some of those newly recovered documents predated all
other known copies by nearly a thousand years. For the most part,
they demonstrated the care with which the traditional text had
been passed on, but Dead Sea Scrolls occasionally have superior
readings which, along with other improvements from the Septua-
gint and other ancient versions, have been incorporated into the
Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (1977), the standard Hebrew text of
the Old Testament for Jews and Christians alike. Scholars at
Brigham Young University have been prominently involved in the
analysis of the Dead Sea Scrolls. It is a shame that the results of
that research are inaccessible to Mormons who use only the LDS
version of the scriptures.

Linguists make a distinction between translations that lean to-
ward formal equivalence (“form-driven”) and those that feature
functional equivalence (“meaning-driven”). The first tries to pre-
serve the word order, ambiguities, and repeated terms of the orig-
inal language, while the second attempts to recreate the original
meaning in phrases that sound natural in the target language. It is
not that one approach is good and the other bad, since all transla-
tions have to find some balance between the two; there is no such
thing as a “literal translation.” What matters most is whether a
translation accurately communicates the thoughts of the original
author to an audience in a new language.22 The KJV can be diffi-
cult to read, not only because of its archaic English, but also be-
cause it favors formal equivalence with convoluted sentences and
ambiguous grammatical constructions that are more natural to
ancient Greek. Since readers have to struggle to understand it, the
KJV is no longer an adequate translation, at least not on its own.
In addition, the lofty style for which it is so admired does not accu-
rately ref lect the original language of the New Testament, which
was written in a rather ordinary form of Greek called koine. Com-
mon, everyday English captures the f lavor of the Greek more pre-
cisely.23

There are many modern translations, but four are particu-
larly significant. They have all been very successful in balancing
respect for the original text with clarity in expressing the mean-
ing.24 The New Revised Standard Version, like the KJV, offers a
more form-driven approach, while the NJPS, NIV, and REB lean
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more toward the natural English of a meaning-driven transla-
tion, yet all four versions are far superior to the KJV in faithfully
conveying the meaning of ancient Hebrew and Greek to contem-
porary speakers of English. The translations, in the order in
which I would recommend them to Latter-day Saints, are:

•The New Revised Standard Version, or NRSV (1989; a thor-
ough revision of the Revised Standard Edition of 1952). This
translation stands in the grand tradition of the King James Bi-
ble, and it generally follows familiar seventeenth-century word-
ing (itself often borrowed from Tyndale), except for changes
needed to ref lect better Greek and Hebrew manuscripts, or
better understandings of the vocabulary and grammar. This is
the most ecumenical Bible today, fully accepted by both Catho-
lics and mainline Protestants, with participation on the transla-
tion committee by representatives from Eastern Orthodoxy and
Judaism. It is also the preferred translation in academic biblical
studies.

•The Jewish Publication Society Translation, or NJPS (1985,
original version in 1917) of the Old Testament. It is based on the
traditional Masoretic Text with additional readings from the
Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, and other ancient versions. Its
loveliness and accuracy are striking, bringing to mind Nephi’s ob-
servation that “I know that the Jews do understand the things of
the prophets, and there is none other people that understand the
things which were spoken unto the Jews like unto them, save it be
that they are taught after the manner of the things of the Jews” (2
Ne. 25:5).

•The New International Version, or NIV (1978; revised in 2011),
is the dominant translation among American Evangelicals. It is lin-
guistically accurate and textually reliable but also rather conserva-
tive, so that it still sounds something like the KJV. Produced by
more than a hundred scholars, all of whom “were united in their
commitment to the authority and infallibility of the Bible as God’s
Word in written form” (NIV 1978 Preface), this is the Bible that has
overthrown the KJV in the hearts and minds of conservative Chris-
tians. Latter-day Saint authors sometimes wax poetic about the
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faithfulness of the KJV scholars, implicitly impugning the Chris-
tian faith of any modern translators; the NIV offers a stark coun-
ter-example to that unfair assumption.

•The Revised English Bible, or REB (1989, first published in
1970 as the New English Bible). This was an entirely new transla-
tion from the original sources that deliberately sought to express
the truths of the Bible in fresh words and phrases. It is innova-
tive but quite accurate. As the product of British Christians, it
has the support of the Church of England as well as most other
major Christian denominations and the Roman Catholic
Church.

There may be other factors to consider, but if our sole criter-
ion were believing the Bible “to be the word of God as far as it is
translated correctly” (Eighth Article of Faith), any one of these
four translations has a better claim to being the word of God than
the King James Version. They are simply more accurate transla-
tions of texts that are closer to what was written by the original au-
thors. Notice also that all these versions include footnotes indicat-
ing ambiguities in the original languages, alternative translations,
and textual problems. To note, for example, that some familiar
phrases and verses (e.g., Matt. 17:21, 23:14; Mark 9:29, 10:24,
16:9–20; Luke 11:4, 22:43–44, 23:34; John 5:4, 7:53–8:11) do not
occur in many of the earliest manuscripts is not an attack by the
editors on our faith; it just being honest with regard to the textual
evidence—more on this below.

Restored Truths and Additional Insights
So what can new translations add to our understanding of

God’s word? Here are a dozen or so quick but representative ex-
amples. Latter-day Saints using the LDS edition of the Bible have
access to very few of these biblical teachings. (I will note all the
exceptions.)

1. 2 Samuel 13:21–22. The story of Absalom killing his broth-
er Amnon for raping his sister Tamar is grim in any version, but
the KJV simply has, “when king David heard of all these things, he
was very wroth. And Absalom spake unto his brother Amnon nei-
ther good nor bad; for Absalom hated Amnon, because he had
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forced his sister Tamar.” But notice the key narrative element
added by the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, and various manu-
scripts: “When King David heard of all these things, he became
very angry, but he would not punish his son Amnon, because he loved
him, for he was his firstborn. But Absalom spoke to Amnon neither
good nor bad; for Absalom hated Amnon” (NRSV). I have had the
sad experience of participating in disciplinary councils that were
the direct result of earlier priesthood leaders not taking suffi-
ciently stern action with regard to previous offenses. Sometimes,
as David tragically learned, looking upon sin with leniency only
leads to further, more serious problems.

2. Psalms 145:13. The KJV, following the Masoretic Text,
reads: “Thy kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and thy domin-
ion endureth throughout all generations.” The Dead Sea Scrolls
have the same reading but add another sentence, so that the com-
plete verse is: “Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your
dominion endures through all generations. The Lord is faithful
to all his promises and loving toward all he has made” (NIV). No
new doctrines are taught in this recently recovered sentence; but
to those seeking to know God through scripture, every line is pre-
cious. Similarly, the NSRV includes at the end of 1 Samuel 10 an
entire paragraph from the Dead Sea Scrolls that was lost from the
Masoretic Text.

3. Isaiah 53:11. The KJV has “He shall see of the travail of his
soul, and shall be satisfied . . .” The Dead Sea Scrolls revealed that
a word was missing: “after his suffering he will see light and be sat-
isfied” (REB). We might wonder if, when Abinadi comments on
Isaiah 53 by observing that Christ “is the light and the life of the
world; yea, a light that is endless,” he wasn’t responding to the ref-
erence to “light” in the original text of Isaiah 53:11.

4. Matthew 5:22. Modern translations delete the phrase “with-
out a cause” from this verse (KJV: “I say unto you, that whosoever
is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the
judgment”), because it does not occur in the oldest and most reli-
able manuscripts. It is similarly absent in the Book of Mormon
version of the Sermon on the Mount (3 Ne. 12:22), thus providing
a remarkable witness of the authenticity of that text.25 A footnote
in the LDS edition points to the difference with the Book of Mor-
mon verse, but it does not say anything about the evidence of
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Greek manuscripts.
5. Matthew 6:24. “No one can serve two masters. Either he will

hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one
and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money”
(NIV). There is no footnote in the LDS edition explaining the
meaning of the Aramaic word mammon, which the King James
translators retained. The meaning can be found in the Bible Dic-
tionary, but having to look it up is a poor substitute for the direct
impact of Jesus’s words in the NIV.

6. 1 Corinthians 7:1. This change ref lects a different inter-
pretation of the Greek rather than different underlying texts.
The KJV reads, “Now concerning the things whereof ye wrote
unto me: It is good for a man not to touch a woman,” which
makes it sound as if Paul is urging the Corinthian Saints to adopt
celibacy. Many modern translations take the second part of that
verse to be, not Paul’s words, but rather a quotation from an in-
coming letter: “Now for the matters you wrote about. You say, ‘It
is a good thing for a man not to have intercourse with a woman’”
(REB). This interpretation of the Greek text matches that of the
JST.

7. 1 Corinthians 15:29. Some Christians quibble about the ex-
act meaning of this verse, but the REB makes a strong witness
even clearer by translating, “If the dead are not raised to life at all,
what do they mean by being baptized on their behalf?”

8. 2 Corinthians 7:10. The general meaning of this verse is
clear enough in the KJV: “For godly sorrow worketh repentance to
salvation not to be repented of: but the sorrow of the world
worketh death,” but we might wonder what exactly Paul meant by
“salvation not to be repented of.” If we turn to the NIV, we read:
“Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and
leaves no regret . . .” When we turn back to the KJV, we can better
grasp how the various parts of the sentence fit together, and we
are further enlightened by the doctrine that true repentance al-
lows a person to move forward spiritually and not dwell on past
wrongs.

9. 1 Thessalonians 4:4. Here the Greek expression itself is am-
biguous. It may mean “every one of you should know how to pos-
sess his vessel in sanctification and honour” (KJV), which is re-
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f lected in the NIV: “Each of you should learn to control his own
body in a way that is holy and honorable,” but the NIV also pro-
vides alternate readings of “Or learn to live with his own wife; or
learn to acquire a wife,” which opens up other, perhaps equally im-
portant, possibilities.

10. 1 Timothy 5:22. At first, the KJV sounds as if it might be
speaking of physical assault: “Lay hand suddenly on no man, nei-
ther be a partaker of other men’s sins: keep thyself pure.” An LDS
footnote referring to the topical guide subject “Setting Apart”
guides readers toward a more accurate understanding, which is
ref lected in modern translations like the NRSV: “Do not ordain
anyone hastily . . .” This may be good counsel, even though we
regularly urge bishops to confer the priesthood as soon as possi-
ble on recent male converts. However, the REB has an alternative
reading of the Greek that is, perhaps, even more interesting: “Do
not be over-hasty in restoring an offender by the laying on of
hands, or you may find yourself responsible for other people’s
misdeeds; keep your own hands clean.” If Paul was indeed speak-
ing of restoring blessings as the culmination of the repentance
process, his urge for caution and proper timing makes perfect
sense.

11. Hebrews 11:1. The over-literal rendering of the KJV
makes it hard for English speakers to understand this famous defi-
nition of faith. The NIV aims at a more meaning-driven equiva-
lent with the translation “Now faith is being sure of what we hope
for and certain of what we do not see,” while the NSRV has “Now
faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things
not seen.” The latter translation accords with the JST. The Joseph
Smith Translation usually ref lects fresh revelation rather than
more accurate biblical texts or grammatical constructions, but
there are a few places where modern translations clear up prob-
lems that the JST also addresses. For instance, Joseph was both-
ered by the implication he saw in the KJV of Hebrews 6:1: “There-
fore leaving the principles of the doctrine of Christ, let us go on
unto perfection,” even though, as noted in the LDS footnote, the
KJV is an awkward translation. More typical of recent versions is
the reading of the REB: “Let us then stop discussing the rudi-
ments of Christianity. We ought not to be laying over again the
foundations of faith in God and of repentance from the deadness
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of our former ways . . .”
12. 1 Peter 2:2. The KJV, relying on an inadequate sixteenth-

century Greek text, translated this verse “As newborn babes, de-
sire the sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow thereby.” But
manuscripts much closer to the original include the phrase eis
soterian at the end of the verse. This textual discovery is so un-
controversial that it does not even merit a footnote in the United
Bible Societies’ Greek NT. The NRSV accordingly includes this
lost phrase when it reads: “Like newborn infants, long for the
pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow into salvation.”
Latter-day Saints, of course, will recognize the restored truth
that salvation is a gradual process rather than an instantaneous
transformation.

13. 1 John 4:19. In the KJV, John teaches that because Christ,
in suffering the atonement, took the first step toward reconcilia-
tion, we can respond to his freely offered love and love him in re-
turn: “We love him, because he first loved us.” The modern trans-
lations all follow better Greek manuscripts that universalize the
first phrase: “We love, because he first loved us.” In other words,
the power of the Atonement allows us to love not just God, but
everyone else, too.

Intelligibility
It might be tempting to assume that, aside from the relatively

minor issues covered in the above examples, the KJV teaches the
gospel clearly enough.26 But that is nearly the opposite of the
truth. The King James Version is no longer a good translation,
which is why almost no one uses it anymore. It is inaccurate to the
extent that it relies on late, corrupted Hebrew and Greek manu-
scripts, and it is inadequate in that it does not communicate the
authors’ meaning in an intelligible way.27 Latter-day Saints under-
stand the familiar stories of Genesis and the Gospels fairly well,
but they are confounded by just about everything else, and the
formatting of the current LDS edition is not very helpful. For in-
stance, I was the substitute teacher in Institute a while ago; and
when we tried to match up the stories of Paul’s first and second
missionary journeys with the maps at the back of the Bible, the
students were lost. They had a difficult time even finding where
the narratives about Cyprus, Pisidian Antioch, and Iconium be-
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gan and ended. These are bright enough students, many of whom
had graduated from seminary; but without paragraphs, quotation
marks, and subheadings, it is hard to distinguish what happened
in Philippi from events in Thessalonica, Berea, or Athens. The
chapter headings in the LDS edition very rarely mention loca-
tions. And Acts is straight narrative rather than doctrinal dis-
courses. The situation is even worse when we come to more
complex writings of the Hebrew prophets or Paul.

The footnotes in the LDS edition regarding Hebrew and
Greek are acknowledgments of how far distant the KJV is from a
clear and intelligible translation, yet they are only a halfway mea-
sure. They address vocabulary but not syntax, they occur only spo-
radically, and they encourage verse-by-verse reading, which often
results in taking things out of context. Perhaps the strongest rea-
son to encourage the use of modern translations is that they
would give English-speaking Latter-day Saints the ability to under-
stand the word of God in their own language. Quite often, expres-
sions from the KJV that are puzzling or ambiguous can be under-
stood after one sees how other translators have rendered the same
Greek phrases. For instance, compare the following phrases from
1 Thessalonians in the KJV and NIV:

1:9: “for they themselves show of us what manner of entering in we
had unto you” (KJV)

“for they themselves report what kind of reception you gave us”
(NIV)

2:2: “we were bold in our God to speak unto you the gospel of God
with much contention” (KJV)

“with the help of our God we dared to tell you his gospel in spite of
strong opposition” (NIV)

2:16: “to fill up their sins alway” (KJV)

“In this way they always heap up their sins to the limit” (NIV)

4:12: “that ye may walk honestly toward them that are without, and
that ye may have lack of nothing (KJV)

“so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that
you will not be dependent on anybody” (NIV)

The notes in the LDS edition of the KJV do not help make
sense of any of these verses. And trying to understand longer pas-
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sages is even more difficult than interpreting individual phrases.
Here are a few passages for comparison, but examples could be
multiplied for page after page.

Hosea 11:1–4

KJV: When Israel was a child, then I loved him, and called my son
out of Egypt. As they called them, so they went from them: they sac-
rificed unto Baalim, and burned incense to graven images. I taught
Ephraim also to go, taking them by their arms; but they knew not
that I healed them. I drew them with cords of a man, with bands of
love: and I was to them as they that take off the yoke on their jaws,
and I laid meat unto them.

NRSV: When Israel was a child, I loved him,
and out of Egypt I called my son.

The more I called them,
the more they went from me;

they kept sacrificing to the Baals,
and offering incense to idols.

Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk,
I took them up in my arms;
but they did not know that I healed them.

I led them with cords of human kindness,
with bands of love,

I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks,
I bent down to them and fed them.

The NRSV, in a poetic format appropriate to Hebrew poetry,
is much clearer. It is easier to see how the clauses fit together, the
imagery is translated more precisely, and the entire passage takes
on a striking poignancy as God compares his love for Israel to the
tender care of a father for a toddler.

Isaiah 10:12–19
This same sort of verse-by-verse comparison could be done for

nearly all of Isaiah. That prophet will always be a challenge, but by
presenting his prophecies to our members only in King James
English, we make it at least twice as hard to read as in a modern
translation. In other words, we miss half of what we would other-
wise understand. Yet once we see what Isaiah is saying, we can
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then turn back to the King James Bible (and the Book of Mor-
mon) and comprehend that translation more fully. For instance,
Nephi thought that Isaiah 10 was so important for his latter-day
readers that he laboriously inscribed it into metal plates, yet our
English translation of the Book of Mormon is almost identical to
the King James Version, so it does not add much in the way of
interpretive help.

KJV v. 12: Wherefore it shall come to pass, that when the Lord
hath performed his whole work upon mount Zion and on Jerusalem,
I will punish the fruit of the stout heart of the king of Assyria, and
the glory of his high looks.

13 For he saith, By the strength of my hand I have done it, and by
my wisdom; for I am prudent: and I have removed the bounds of the
people, and have robbed their treasures, and I have put down the in-
habitants like a valiant man:

14 And my hand hath found as a nest the riches of the people:
and as one gathereth eggs that are left, have I gathered all the earth;
and there was none that moved the wing, or opened the mouth, or
peeped.

15 Shall the axe boast itself against him that heweth therewith?
or shall the saw magnify itself against him that shaketh it? as if the
rod should shake itself against them that lift it up, or as if the staff
should lift up itself, as if it were no wood.

16 Therefore shall the Lord, the Lord of hosts, send among his
fat ones leanness; and under his glory he shall kindle a burning like
the burning of a fire.

17 And the light of Israel shall be for a fire, and his Holy One for
a f lame: and it shall burn and devour his thorns and his briers in one
day;

18 And shall consume the glory of his forest, and of his fruitful
field, both soul and body: and they shall be as when a standard-
bearer fainteth.

19 And the rest of the trees of his forest shall be few, that a child
shall read them.

In order to understand what Nephi intended us to see, we first
have to understand what the passage means, and there are puzzling,
opaque expressions in nearly every verse. What is “the fruit of the
stout heart”? Is being “prudent” a bad thing? What does it mean to
“put down the inhabitants like a valiant man”? Or “as if it were no
wood”? Or “send among his fat ones leanness”? Who is the “stan-
dard-bearer [who] fainteth”? Who is speaking? What is going on?
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Here are the same verses from the NJPS, with quotation
marks, paragraphs, and poetic lines. There is still a lot to figure
out, but at least we are starting with the modern English equiva-
lent of the Hebrew rather than with quaint expressions of Shake-
speare’s age:

But when my Lord has carried out all his purpose on Mount
Zion and in Jerusalem, He will punish the majestic pride and
overbearing arrogance of the king of Assyria. For he thought,

“By the might of my hand have I wrought it,
By my skill, for I am clever:
I have erased the borders of people;
I have plundered their treasures,
And exiled their vast populations.
I was able to seize, like a nest,
the wealth of peoples;
As one gathers abandoned eggs,
So I gathered all the earth:
nothing so much as f lapped a wing
Or opened a mouth to peep.”

Does an ax boast over him who hews with it,
Or a saw magnify itself above him who wields it?
As though the rod raised him who lifts it,
As though the staff lifted the man!

Assuredly,
The Sovereign Lord of Hosts will send
A wasting away in its fatness;
And under its body shall burn
A burning like that of fire,
Destroying frame and f lesh.
It shall be like a sick man who pines away.
The Lord of Israel will be fire
And its Holy One f lame.
It will burn and consume its thorns
And its thistles in a single day,
And the mass of its scrub and its farm land.
What trees remain of its scrub
Shall be so few that a boy may record them.
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Isaiah 14:29–32
Here is a side-by-side comparison of another familiar pas-

sage:

Without the aid of elaborate commentaries, but by simply
comparing the NIV, it is easy to determine the meaning of ob-
scure King James expressions like “Palestina,” “cockatrice,” “fiery
f lying serpent,” “firstborn of the poor,” and “none shall be alone
in his appointed times.” Furthermore, the addition of quotation
marks in the last verse makes it clear how the final sentence con-
nects with its immediate predecessor.

29 Rejoice not thou, whole
Palestina, because the rod
of him that smote thee is
broken: for out of the ser-
pent’s root shall come forth
a cockatrice, and his fruit
shall be a fiery f lying ser-
pent.
30 And the firstborn of the
poor shall feed, and the
needy shall lie down in
safety: and I will kill thy
root with famine, and he
shall slay thy remnant.
31 Howl, O gate; cry, O
city; thou, whole Palestina,
art dissolved: for there shall
come from the north a
smoke, and none shall be
alone in his appointed
times.
32 What shall one then an-
swer the messengers of the
nation? That the Lord hath
founded Zion, and the poor
of his people shall trust in
it. (KJV)

Do not rejoice, all you Philistines,
that the rod that struck you is broken;

from the root of that snake will spring up
a viper,
its fruit will be a darting, venomous

serpent.

The poorest of the poor will find pasture,
and the needy will lie down in safety.

But your root I will destroy by famine;
it will slay your survivors.

Wail, O gate! Howl, O city!
Melt away, all you Philistines!

A cloud of smoke comes from the north,
and there is not a straggler in its ranks.

What answer shall be given
to the envoys of that nation?

“The Lord has established Zion,
and in her his aff licted people will find

refuge.” (NIV)
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Ephesians 2:11–13

If we start with the KJV on the left, it is nearly impossible to
make out Paul’s argument, though it concerns one of the central
ideas of his preaching: how the Gentiles can be brought into the
house of Israel through Christ’s atonement. Once we read the
NIV, however, we can return to the King James and understand
what it is saying. For instance, we can see that the word sometimes
in v. 13 is not used with its ordinary modern definition; rather, in
this passage it means “at one time” or “once.”

Colossians 3:5
When teaching youth the principles of the gospel, it is impor-

tant to be as clear as possible. And here the KJV is nearly useless.
Contrast these two translations:

KJV: “Mortify therefore your members which are upon the
earth; fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupis-
cence, and covetousness, which is idolatry” [with no explanatory
footnotes in the LDS edition]

NIV: “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly
nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed,
which is idolatry”

It seems to me that one of these would make for a much more ef-
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11 Wherefore remember, that ye
being in time past Gentiles in the
f lesh, who are called Uncircum-
cision by that which is called the
Circumcision in the f lesh made by
hands;
12 That at that time ye were with-
out Christ, being aliens from the
commonwealth of Israel, and
strangers from the covenants of
promise, having no hope, and
without God in the world:
13 But now in Christ Jesus ye who
sometimes were far off are made
nigh by the blood of Christ. (KJV)

Therefore, remember that for-
merly you who are Gentiles by
birth and called “uncircumcised”
by those who call themselves “the
circumcision” (that done in the
body by the hands of men)—re-
member that at that time you were
separate from Christ, excluded
from citizenship in Israel and for-
eigners to the covenants of the
promise, without God in the
world. But now in Christ Jesus you
who once were far away have been
brought near through the blood of
Christ. (NIV)



fective Bishopric Youth Discussion than the other.

Ephesians 5:3–4
Or imagine how teenagers in seminary would benefit from

carefully comparing these two translations, word by word, and
then pondering what the scripture might mean in a world of cell
phones, email, text-messaging, and Facebook:

KJV: But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it
not be once named among you, as becometh saints; neither filthi-
ness, nor foolish talking, nor jesting, which are not convenient: but
rather giving of thanks [again with no explanatory footnotes].

NIV: But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual im-
morality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are
improper for God’s holy people. Nor should there be obscenity,
foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather
thanksgiving.

As it says in 1 Corinthians 14:8 (and here again the KJV is clear
enough), “For if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall
prepare himself to the battle?”

Potential Difficulties
Using modern translations as supplements to, rather than re-

placements for, the King James Bible would allow Latter-day
Saints to enjoy the advantages of both; we would reap the benefits
of today’s best conservative biblical scholarship, while at the same
time keeping our strong connection to fruits of modern-day reve-
lation. We would also increase our ability to converse with and
persuade other Christians. Nevertheless, there may be a few draw-
backs, at least temporarily, and I suspect that these sorts of issues
were behind the caution in Handbook 2 that “although other ver-
sions of the Bible may be easier to read, in doctrinal matters, lat-
ter-day revelation supports the King James Version in preference
to other English translations.”28

Sometimes favorite verses turn out not to teach doctrines as
clearly as we had assumed. For instance, Job 19:25–26 is on the
seminary scripture mastery list as evidence for Old Testament be-
lief in the Savior and the resurrection: “For I know that my re-
deemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the
earth; and though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my
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f lesh shall I see God” (KJV; also very familiar from Handel’s Mes-
siah). Yet the underlying Hebrew is quite difficult, and the King
James translators had to do a lot of guesswork (as can be seen by
the key italicized words they had to add: day, though, worms, body).
More likely translations, based on several centuries of advances in
Hebrew linguistics, often read like the REB: “But in my heart I
know that my vindicator lives and that he will rise last to speak in
court; and I shall discern my witness standing at my side and see
my defending counsel, even God himself, whom I shall see with
my own eyes, I myself and no other.” Missionaries looking for Old
Testament allusions to a bodily resurrection would do better with
other scriptures such as Ezekiel 37:1–14.

In other cases, as mentioned above, we will discover that a few
familiar verses are not in the earliest and most reliable manu-
scripts of the New Testament. This is true of the ending of the
Gospel of Mark (16:9–20) and also Luke 23:43–44: “And there ap-
peared an angel unto him from heaven, strengthening him. And
being in an agony he prayed more earnestly: and his sweat was as
it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground” (KJV).
Modern translations include these verses, but add footnotes indi-
cating that the textual evidence is questionable. This is not a mat-
ter of scholars disliking the doctrines in these passages; they are
simply reporting objective facts about the transmission of manu-
scripts. Conservative scholars argue that even if these verses were
added somewhat later, after the manuscripts began to circulate,
they nevertheless ref lect authentic traditions and were undoubt-
edly inspired.29 Latter-day Saints, however, have an advantage in
these two instances because the content of both passages is reaf-
firmed in latter-day scriptures. The essential teachings of the last
chapter in Mark are reiterated in Mormon 9:22–24 (see also D&C
84:64–74), and Mosiah 3:7 goes even further than Luke 23; it was
not just that Jesus’s sweat, as He suffered for our sins, was like
drops of blood, but “blood cometh from every pore” (see also
D&C 19:18).

Comparisons with versions based on older and more reliable
manuscripts will show that the Book of Mormon occasionally fol-
lows poor readings from the King James Bible. For instance, 1
Nephi 21:24 quotes Isaiah 49:24 as virtually identical to the KJV:
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“For shall the prey be taken from the mighty, or the lawful cap-
tives delivered?” The word “lawful” was the 1611 translators’ at-
tempt to paper over an obviously corrupt reading; the Masoretic
Text refers improbably to delivering “the captives of the righ-
teous.” Thanks to the Dead Sea Scrolls, it is now clear that the
original Hebrew text read more like, “Can his prey be taken from
the strong man, or the captive be rescued from the ruthless?”
(REB).

This makes much more sense, but why, some might ask, would
the Book of Mormon contain a mistake that came into the text
long after 600 B.C.? The answer is that given in Doctrine and Cove-
nants 1:24: “These commandments are of me, and were given
unto my servants in their weakness, after the manner of their lan-
guage, that they might come to understanding.” Regardless of
how the Urim and Thummim may have worked, the end result
was an English translation of the Book of Mormon that drew
heavily upon the King James Bible. As Hugh Nibley pointed out
long ago, the Lord reveals truths in language understandable to
people at the time, and the KJV was the Bible for Americans in the
nineteenth century. The situation is similar to the way New Testa-
ment authors, writing for a Greek audience, often quoted the Old
Testament in its Greek Septuagint form, even when that version
translated the Hebrew awkwardly or imprecisely.30

Another difficulty, also related to new truths being revealed
in familiar language, is that modern scriptures occasionally make
their points with phrases borrowed from the KJV but taken out of
context. Consequently, the latter-day meanings cannot be read
back into other versions of the Bible. This point is important
enough to warrant three examples.

1. Three times in the Doctrine and Covenants, the Lord com-
mands his disciples to “stand in holy places” when the calamities
of the last days come (D&C 45:32, 87:8, 101:22; see also JS–Matt.
1:12). The phrase itself is derived from Matthew 24:15, where the
KJV is somewhat ambiguous about who is doing the standing:
“When ye therefore shall see the abomination of desolation, spo-
ken of by Daniel the prophet, stand in the holy place . . .” In the
original Greek, however, it is quite clear from the grammar that
this was not a commandment to the faithful, as can be seen in the
NRSV: “So when you see the desolating sacrilege standing in the
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holy place, as was spoken of by the prophet Daniel . . .”
2. We sometimes speak of the “first estate” as being the

preexistence. This is the way that Abraham 3:26–28 uses the
phrase, and it seems to have been borrowed from Jude 1:6: “The
angels which kept not their first estate, but left their own habita-
tion, he hath reserved in everlasting chains under darkness unto
the judgment of the great day.” Taken by itself, this sounds as if it
might refer to Satan and his followers in the preexistence, espe-
cially because, in the KJV, how this verse relates to the rest of the
passage is ambiguous. But in Greek, the grammar of the next
verse makes the meaning perfectly clear: “Remember Sodom and
Gomorrah and the neighbouring towns; like the angels, they com-
mitted fornication and followed unnatural lusts . . .” (REB). So the
fallen angels of verse 6 are not the spirits who followed Satan be-
fore the creation of the world, but rather angels (or “sons of
God”) who apparently had illicit relations with women. That is to
say, this is a reference to the somewhat mysterious events of Gene-
sis 6:1–4.31

3. One of the most beloved principles of the Restoration is
that of continuing revelation, “line upon line, precept upon pre-
cept” (2 Ne. 28:30; D&C 98:12, 128:21). Though the doctrine is
timeless, the words used to describe that principle were borrowed
from Isaiah 28:10, but only in the KJV. Anyone comparing other
translations will encounter a number of puzzling expressions, in-
cluding: “It is all harsh cries and raucous shouts, ‘A little more
here, a little there!’” (REB); “For it is: Do and do, do and do, rule
on rule, rule on rule; a little here, a little there” (NIV); and “That
same mutter upon mutter, murmur upon murmur, now here, now
there!” (NJPS). The problem is that the original Hebrew of this
verse is quite uncertain. As a footnote in the NIV helpfully ex-
plains, “Hebrew / sav lasav sav lasav / kav lakav kav lakav (possibly
meaningless sounds; perhaps a mimicking of the prophet’s
words).”

What then are we to make of these perhaps potentially trou-
bling facts? Robert J. Matthews, speaking of similar issues, gave an
insightful explanation:

The whole question of “correctness” must be viewed in light of
the fact that the Bible was not the source of the doctrines the Prophet
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Joseph Smith taught. Rather, the Bible, so far as it is translated cor-
rectly, is tangible evidence that the doctrines he received by revelation
were the same as those the ancient prophets obtained by revelation.

Too often we make the faulty assumption that the established
scriptures are the ultimate source of doctrine, rather than revela-
tion. This was the basic argument Jesus had with the Jews in John
5:39, wherein Jesus told the Jewish rulers that they had placed their
confidence in the written scriptures instead of listening to him. For
both Jesus and Joseph Smith, the Bible was a teaching tool rather
than the basic source of their information.

Let us examine Hebrews 11:40 first. In the King James Version
it reads: “God having provided some better thing for us, that they
[referring to the dead who had had faith in the Savior] without us
should not be made perfect.” Members of the Church frequently cite
this verse in connection with salvation for the dead. However, the Jo-
seph Smith Translation says: “God having provided some better
things for them through their sufferings, for without sufferings they
could not be made perfect.” This rendition is in harmony with the
overall message of the chapter, which is not talking about those who
died without the gospel, but rather about those who were valiant in
the gospel, even suffering and dying in defense of it. The JST rendi-
tion of verse 40 is thus consistent with the context of the chapter; the
KJV rendition is not. (See [Joseph Fielding Smith, ed., Teachings of
the Prophet Joseph Smith], 170–71.)

However, even though the Prophet Joseph Smith knew that He-
brews 11:40 had reference to earthly suffering, he still occasionally
used the KJV passage for teaching about salvation for the dead. I can
only give my opinion on why he did so, but one reason may be that
in either case the doctrine is true. Since the world and the Church
had access to the King James Version, it may be that Joseph Smith
used that familiar rendition to undergird the doctrine of salvation
for the dead. Because he had obtained the doctrine of salvation for
the dead by revelation and not from the printed page of the Bible, he
therefore had a certain independence from the Bible and seems to
have felt free to use it when it would corroborate true doctrines,
even if a particular passage might have been worded differently in its
original text. . . .

It isn’t a matter of “correct” or “incorrect” as much as it is a mat-
ter of purpose. The nature of human language is such that there can
be no “literal” translation of any extensive or intricate document. Ev-
ery translation is, in effect, an interpretation. The language is not the
revelation; it is the awkward vehicle by which a revelation or a concept
is expressed. Thus, texts might often be enlarged or paraphrased by a
prophet in order to give a certain emphasis or perspective beneficial
to his hearers.32
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The truths of the restored gospel came through revelation.
Later, Church leaders and missionaries searched the scriptures to
find evidence for those truths, but the biblical evidence they iden-
tified is of secondary importance (since the Bible was not the
source of the doctrines) and therefore can be revised, updated,
and enlarged upon. The basic set of biblical verses that we still use
to support the doctrines of the gospel was developed by LeGrand
Richards in his A Marvelous Work and a Wonder (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1950). Many of these will work in any translation of
the Bible, but some are too closely keyed to the KJV and will result
in confusion and frustration if we hold to them in an age when
most people have moved on to modern or foreign language ver-
sions. The challenge (and opportunity) of the next generation is
to find new biblical references that will explain the principles of
the gospel in ways that biblically literate Christians can under-
stand and accept, without special pleading to seventeenth-century
verbal formulations or translation errors. Because we can be con-
fident that our Latter-day Saint doctrines are consonant with the
Bible in its clearest, most accurate form, we have no reason to fear
modern translations.

As the KJV reached its 400th anniversary in 2011, Mormons
joined with other Christians in celebrating the remarkable origins
and inf luence of that esteemed translation. Yet such accolades
are somewhat pointed for Latter-day Saints since we, nearly alone,
still actively discourage our members from reading other ver-
sions: “English-speaking members should use the Latter-day Saint
edition of the King James Version of the Bible.”33 This attitude
separates us from most other Christians, and not in a good way. It
suggests that we are not serious about the Bible, that we are igno-
rant of its history and transmission, and that our beliefs may not
be persuasive in light of even conservative biblical scholarship.
Mormons appeal to the literary beauty of the KJV, or the faithful-
ness of its translators, or the fact that Joseph Smith used it, or the
supposed need for unity (as if we could not hold to true doctrines
unless everyone reads exactly the same words in their identical Bi-
bles) in order to defend the status quo, but these are not strong ar-
guments. Some even believe that Latter-day Saints can be more
engaged with the Bible if they have to struggle with the language
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of the KJV, though it would seem preferable to seek inspiration
concerning the message of scripture rather than relying on the
Holy Ghost to parse convoluted syntax and obsolete vocabulary.
Revelation is not inimical to scholarship, as Joseph Smith’s study
of Hebrew demonstrated. For people who value the Bible as
God’s word, accuracy and clear understanding should far out-
weigh aesthetics, tradition, and familiarity; archaic diction is not
the essence of the gospel.

Nevertheless, there is at least one important reason for Eng-
lish-speaking Mormons to stay connected to the KJV: our lat-
ter-day scriptures were written in King James-like language and a
subtle, pervasive interplay exists among the standard works as the
Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and Pearl of Great
Price borrow biblical phrases, allude to biblical precedents, and
comment on biblical passages, all from the KJV. It is possible to
imagine a new edition of the Book of Mormon that updates the
language—indeed Royal Skousen’s work has demonstrated that
our current 1981 edition is already a translation into a more con-
temporary idiom—but for the time being, it is beneficial for Lat-
ter-day Saints to know the KJV as well as they can, and one of the
best paths to greater comprehension is to read the KJV alongside
more recent translations. (See Appendix 2.) You might try an ex-
periment in which you choose two relatively short but doctrinally
substantive books from the Bible, such as Habakkuk and Ephe-
sians, and then read them through, taking a few verses from the
KJV followed by the same verses in the NRSV or NIV.34 You can
easily do this in a single afternoon. My guess is that many Lat-
ter-day Saints will discover they have not understood the KJV as
well as they have assumed, even if they have participated in
seminary, Institute, and several complete cycles of the Sunday
School curriculum.

Conclusion
It has been over thirty years since the current LDS edition of

the Bible was first published. At the time, it was a landmark in gos-
pel scholarship and it has helped Latter-day Saints read the scrip-
tures—ancient and modern—in a correlated, integrated manner.
That publication has made the four standard works the founda-
tion of teaching in Sunday School, seminary, and Institute, with
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an emphasis on gospel principles and our distinctive LDS heri-
tage (including the JST). After a generation, however, it is time to
take another look at where we are in our study and knowledge of
the scriptures, particularly in relation to other Christians—those
who will be most receptive to our missionary efforts. It may be
that our devotion to the KJV has reached the point of diminishing
returns, that it is starting to be more of a hindrance than a help.
Decade by decade, the language of the 1611 KJV is becoming
more foreign, artificial, and opaque to young people and
potential converts.

While there is much in biblical scholarship that is still debat-
able, the basic issues of texts and translations are settled and uni-
versally acknowledged. Using the KJV is no longer as advantageous
as it once was, and relying upon that translation exclusively is not
like being opposed to increasing worldliness or encroaching secu-
larism. It is more like Christian Scientists rejecting modern medi-
cine. Or perhaps a better analogy is that it makes us seem like Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, who come to your door wanting to prove their be-
liefs by referencing a version of the Bible that, for historical and
theological reasons, only they themselves use (that is, the New
World Translation). When Latter-day Saint missionaries open up
their King James Bibles, they, too, are appealing to a translation
that, increasingly, Americans do not own, use, or understand.

It will seem that we are afraid to match up our teachings with
the word of God, which, in the case of the Bible, is actually the orig-
inal Hebrew and Greek manuscripts. Or worse yet, that we are un-
able to do so. Our ignorance of the basic issues of biblical texts,
transmission, and translation will make it much harder to convert
or even communicate with Bible-reading Christians, and it will be
an obstacle to new members who want to continue using their
trusted, familiar modern Bibles. As Elder M. Russell Ballard ob-
served a few years ago, “We tend to love the scriptures that we
spend time with.”35 This is surely true of nonmembers, as well as
Latter-day Saints who have grown up with the King James Version.

Furthermore, an exclusive reliance on the KJV will inhibit our
ability to reach out to members of the Church abroad, as well as to
the next generation of Latter-day Saint youth. We do our Eng-
lish-speaking members a great disservice when we insist that they
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use only a Bible translation that they cannot reasonably compre-
hend. Even though the King James Version is too deeply rooted in
our history and too connected to latter-day revelations to simply
abandon, there are nevertheless steps the Church could take to
utilize contemporary translations in helping us better compre-
hend the KJV, become more biblically literate, and more effec-
tively share the gospel in an era in which a plurality of translations
is the norm:

•Explicitly encourage Latter-day Saints to read modern transla-
tions as supplements to their study of the LDS edition of the scrip-
tures.

•Print articles in Church magazines on modern translations.

•Update the First Presidency letter of May 22, 1992, to allow for
more f lexibility in the use of alternate English translations while re-
affirming the official status of the King James Version.

•Include basic information on translation issues and specific
translations in the Sunday School and Church Education System
manuals.

•Encourage occasional citations of contemporary biblical transla-
tions in conference talks.

•Allow BYU religion classes to use newer versions of the Bible as
supplemental textbooks.

•Commission articles for publication in the Religious Educator on
how to appropriately integrate multiple translations of the Bible
into gospel teaching.

•Sell modern translations of the Bible at Deseret Bookstores.

•Invite BYU professors to write a detailed commentary on the
NIV or NRSV for LDS readers.

As with faith and works, there must be a balance between revela-
tion and scholarship. Only those leaders charged with the proper
stewardship can determine the particular combination appropriate
for the Church as a whole, but both are surely necessary. Joseph
Smith, who had remarkable access to revelation, was nevertheless
thrilled to get closer to the original meaning of the Bible through
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language study as well as reading translations other than the King
James Version. And he considered this type of scholarship so im-
portant for spreading the gospel that he made it part of the curricu-
lum for the Kirtland School of the Elders. As he wrote in January of
1836, “This day we commenced reading in our Hebrew Bibles with
much success. It seems as if the Lord opens our minds in a marvel-
ous manner to understand his word in the original language, and
my prayer is that God will speedily endow us with a knowledge of all
languages and tongues, that his servants may go forth for the last
time to bind up the law and seal up the testimony.”36

Appendix 1
Problematic Biblical References in Preach My Gospel

Some of the references in this missionary handbook are based
on peculiar KJV readings and hence will be problematic in any
other translation; other citations will be more confusing in some
versions than in others. Yet all of the examples below are poten-
tially troublesome and will likely prove so when they are cited by
missionaries working with the variety of non-English Bibles used
by Latter-day Saints around the world. These foreign translations
tend to be more meaning-driven than form-driven and, conse-
quently, are more like the REB. You might imagine, for instance,
how a Japanese or Filipino Latter-day Saint would feel when he or
she looks up a verse recommended by a manual, a conference
talk, or the full-time elders, and discovers that it means something
quite different from what the speaker intended.

John 7:17 (pp. 19, 62, 93, 122, 196)

“Whoever has the will to do the will of God shall know
whether my teaching comes from him or is merely my own.”
(REB)

This translation nicely picks up the pun in the original Greek
with the repetition of “will,” but it still clearly promises blessings
for a change in attitude, or in faith, rather than for the actions
that one assumes will follow. The actual meaning is therefore basi-
cally the opposite of how it is used in Preach My Gospel.

2 Thessalonians 2:1–12 (p. 35)

We often read this passage as a prophecy of a general apos-
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tasy, perhaps because of the phrase “falling away” in verse 3. But
in more comprehensible modern translations, it is clear that Paul
is here speaking of quite particular events—a “rebellion” led by
“the man of lawlessness” who will “set himself up in God’s temple,
proclaiming himself to be God” (NIV). I do not know who Paul
had in mind, but he may have been describing something in cur-
rent politics, in which case it does not really demonstrate a world-
wide apostasy. If, on the other hand, Paul was prophesying of
things to come in the last days, things which have not yet come to
pass, it does not make sense to use this scripture as an indication
of the pre-Restoration apostasy.

Ephesians 1:10 (p. 38)
“. . . to be put into effect when the time was ripe: namely, that

the universe, all in heaven and on earth, might be brought into a
unity in Christ.” (REB)

We tend to think of the phrase “the dispensation of the
fulness of times” as a technical term with a specific, unique mean-
ing (as on p. 44). This is not how it is used in Greek.

1 Corinthians 15:40–42 (pp. 52, 54, 58)
“There are also heavenly bodies and there are earthly bodies;

but the splendor of the heavenly bodies is one kind, and the splen-
dor of the earthly bodies is another. The sun has one kind of splen-
dor, the moon another, and the stars another; and star differs from
star in splendor. So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The
body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable.” (NIV)

These verses will be problematic in any translation, and re-
member, because this is the reading of the NIV, this is how most
American Christians will first encounter the scripture. In explain-
ing the plan of salvation, Doctrine and Covenants 76 borrowed the
terms “celestial” and “terrestrial” from this passage in the KJV, and
then added the word “telestial.” The Joseph Smith Translation
brings “telestial” into 1 Corinthians 15 as well. There is no ques-
tion about the truth of our doctrine of three degrees of glory,
which comes from modern revelation, but in 1 Corinthians 15:40,
Paul is contrasting our future resurrection bodies with our present
mortal bodies. Even in standard English, “terrestrial” means
“earthly”; he is not talking about differences between various king-
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doms of glory. In the next verse (41), with his astronomical anal-
ogy, Paul may be referring to distinctions between different types
of resurrection bodies, but his meaning is not crystal clear here.

1 Peter 4:6 (p. 53)
“For this is the reason the gospel was preached even to those

who are now dead, so that they might be judged according to men
in regard to the body, but live according to God in regard to the
spirit.” (NIV)

One common and linguistically valid interpretation of this
verse is that it refers to Christians who heard the gospel while they
were still alive, but have since died. The NIV contributes to this
impression by adding the word “now,” which is not in the Greek.
We read this verse as a reference to missionary work in the spirit
world (as in D&C 138:10), which is also a defensible interpreta-
tion, but it is not as unambiguous as 1 Peter 3:18–20.

Acts 3:21 (p. 70)
“He [Christ] must remain in heaven until the time comes for

God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his
holy prophets.” (NIV)

On a happier note, Preach My Gospel explains that the word “res-
titution” means “the return of something that has been taken away
or lost. For example, the Restoration of the gospel is called a resti-
tution (see Acts 3:19-21).” The Greek word apokatastasis, which was
translated in 1611 as “restitution” clearly means “restoration,” and
in this case all the major modern translations will teach the doc-
trine of Acts 3:21 more clearly than the King James Version.

1 Kings 19:12 (pp. 73, 96)
“. . . and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in

the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence.” (NRSV)
“Still small voice” is an idiomatic rendering of the Hebrew,

which is also translated as “a soft murmuring sound” (NJPS) or “a
gentle whisper” (NIV). It might be confusing, particularly for a
non-English speaker who turns to a translation in his own lan-
guage more along the lines of the NRSV, to be told to listen to
“the sound of sheer silence.” We frequently speak of the “still
small voice” and assume that everyone understands what we
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mean, but comparing different translations of 1 Kings 19 might
remind us that we are dealing with a metaphor that poetically rep-
resents the actual experience of perceiving the promptings of the
Spirit. As usual, the doctrine itself is more important than any
particular verbal formulation of it.

John 5:39 (p. 74)

“You study the scriptures diligently, supposing that in having
them you have eternal life; yet, although their testimony points to
me, you refuse to come to me for that life.” (REB)

We usually interpret this verse as Jesus urging his listeners to
study the scriptures. In fact, the meaning is nearly the opposite;
Jesus is warning scripture-loving Jews that their diligent study is
taking them away from what matters most. They think that eternal
life is in the scriptures, but they are wrong. Eternal life comes only
through Jesus Christ, of whom the scriptures testify. The REB
captures the actual meaning of the conversation more clearly
than the KJV. It is possible to read the first sentence in Greek as an
imperative, “Search the scriptures . . .”, but with this reading Jesus
would be speaking ironically, saying something like—in a very
loose paraphrase—“Go ahead and search the scriptures if you
think you will find eternal life in them, but you are missing the
main point.” The standard works include several admonitions to
study the scriptures wholeheartedly, but this is not one of them.

Philippians 2:12 (p. 88)

“Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling,
for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his
good purpose.” (NIV, vv. 12–13)

Any modern translation will ref lect the fact that Philippians
2:12 is only half a sentence, and readers will naturally continue to
the next clause. The phrase “work out your salvation with fear and
trembling” is indeed an injunction to individual effort and endur-
ing to the end, as Latter-day Saints commonly use it, but the sen-
tence as a whole makes the more subtle point that any success we
may achieve is the result of God working through us.

Ephesians 1:13–14 (p. 91)

“And you also were included in Christ when you heard the
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word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you
were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a
deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of
those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.” (NIV)

Latter-day Saints often treat “the Holy Spirit of Promise” as a
technical term, for this is how it is used in the Doctrine and Cove-
nants. As Lawrence Flake states in the Encyclopedia of Mormonism,
“The Holy Spirit of Promise is the power by which ordinances and
other righteous acts performed on this earth, such as baptism and
eternal marriage, are ratified, validated, and sealed in heaven as
well as on earth.” Yet this usage is, at least partially, the result of an
ambiguous genitive in the KJV. In Ephesians, the “holy spirit of
promise” is not a power, and it is not even, as Flake continues, a “de-
scriptive name-title of the Holy Ghost [which] refers to a specific
function.”37 We know from modern revelation that the sealing
power is real and significant; but in this particular New Testament
verse, Paul is not making a distinction between “the holy spirit of
promise” and “the holy spirit.” They are one and the same. This is
why all the major translations speak of the “promised holy spirit.”

2 Timothy 3:16 (p. 182)
“All Scripture is God-breathed, and is useful for teaching, re-

buking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man
of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” (NIV)

The NIV, somewhat uncharacteristically, invents a new ex-
pression here. The Greek word theopneustos literally does mean
“God-breathed,” as does the traditional rendering “inspired of
God” (with “inspiration” being related to “respiration”), but this
translation may come as a surprise to missionaries who first en-
counter it in their investigators’ Bibles. By the way, the REB offers
a perfectly legitimate alternative reading: “All inspired scripture
has its use for teaching the truth and refuting error”—which
opens up the possibility of uninspired scripture. The JST does
exactly the same thing with this verse.

Appendix 2
Possibilities for Future Editions of Restoration Scriptures
The current official editions of our modern books of scrip-

ture are also over thirty years old, and perhaps it is time to start
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thinking about updating the texts and formatting to make them
more accurate and more accessible. The extensive cross-referenc-
ing that was groundbreaking in 1981 is no longer necessary in an
era when full-text searching is readily available online or in apps.
The same is true of the 600-page Topical Guide included in the
1979 LDS Bible. Shorter, less cluttered volumes may be preferable
in many contexts, as with the Doubleday edition of the Book of
Mormon. Royal Skousen’s Book of Mormon Critical Text Project
has identified over two hundred changes that would bring the text
into closer correspondence with the earliest manuscripts, contin-
uing the pattern of emendations in the 1981 edition.38 I suspect
that the Joseph Smith Papers Project may do the same for the
Doctrine and Covenants. In addition, the problems of archaic
language in the KJV also apply to our latter-day scriptures.

The 1920 edition of the Book of Mormon was designed to
look as much as possible like the common Bible of the day, the
KJV, with its verse-by-verse, double-columned format. Now, nearly
100 years later, if we wanted the Book of Mormon to resemble the
Bibles that most Christians use, we would publish our scriptures
in paragraphs, with minimized verse numbers, quotations marks,
poetic forms, and section headings, as I did with my Reader’s Edi-
tion.39 If we were concerned about the language, it would be a rel-
atively simple matter to modernize the grammar, much as Joseph
Smith did in the 1837 and 1840 editions, and perhaps even delete
many instances of stylistic interjections such as “it came to pass”
“behold,” and “yea.” (Keep in mind that Joseph Smith himself de-
leted forty-eight occurrences of “it came to pass” in his editing for
the 1837 edition).40 There is little risk that modest grammatical
updating would “introduce doctrinal errors or obscure evidence
of its ancient origin,”41 since it would not change any meanings,
and since Skousen has established a scholarly reconstruction of
the earliest text, which academics should always use in investigat-
ing ancient origins. Indeed, the several thousand changes in our
current edition already obscure some of these evidences.42

Merely revising the grammar, however, would still leave much
of the Book of Mormon sounding awkward or outdated to many
readers of modern biblical translations. For instance, neither the
NRSV or the NIV ever use the term “Holy Ghost,” which is an odd
locution, if you think about it. When talking to nonmembers, it is of-
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ten preferable to employ the more common equivalent “Holy
Spirit.” And to say “stripling” outside of Mormon circles is to invite
misunderstanding.43 It is also increasingly common to add the
phrase “or women” in paraphrasing LDS scriptures when they refer
to “men” in a generic way. In the last few decades, there has been
considerable controversy among other Christians over whether to
make Bible translations as gender-inclusive as is warranted by the
original Greek and Hebrew meanings. The NRSV has always been
gender-inclusive, while the NIV became so in its 2011 revision, de-
spite the hesitations of some conservative Evangelicals.44

The Church may someday modernize the vocabulary, as well as
the grammar and formatting, of the Book of Mormon, but that still
leaves the question of its mission of working hand-in-hand with the
Bible as “Another Testament of Jesus Christ.” It would be possible
to undertake a careful, thorough revision of the Book of Mormon
that identifies all the places where it is tied to the KJV and then re-
produce those connections using a modern translation as the
base-text, in essence imagining what the Book of Mormon would
look like if it had been translated in the twenty-first century and
sent out to contemporary Christians with their current Bibles. This
sort of modernization, quite distinct from a paraphrase, would
need to be updated every generation or two and might be different
enough from Joseph Smith’s original translation to be a missionary
tool and study aid rather than a canonized version.45

The formatting, grammar, and biblical language of the Doc-
trine and Covenants could be similarly modernized, but there
may also be opportunities to reconsider its contents, which are
less fixed than for the Bible and the Book of Mormon. The last
substantive revision was in 1876, when twenty-six sections were
added, along with versification throughout. The 1981 edition was
expanded by two more sections (137–138) and a second Official
Declaration. Perhaps some of the revelations or documents being
edited as part of the Joseph Smith Papers deserve canonization.
For instance, the minutes for the organization of the Relief Soci-
ety on March 17, 1842, would make a nice counterpart to the min-
utes for the organization of the first high council in Section 102.
And canonization is not necessarily a process of accretion; there
may be some current sections that could be deleted without much
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loss.46 The “Lectures on Faith” and “Article on Marriage” (Sec-
tion 101 in the 1935 edition) offer precedents for decanoniza-
tion.47 It might be useful as well to rearrange the sections in
chronological order, with the obvious exception of our current
Section 1, which serves as the book’s preface.

For a church with such a strong commitment to continuing rev-
elation, it could eventually become something of an embarrass-
ment that the Doctrine and Covenants includes only three sections
that postdate the death of Joseph Smith in 1844: John Taylor’s ac-
count of the martyrdom, a revelation to Brigham Young in 1847,
and a vision of Joseph F. Smith in 1918. There may be room in the
Pearl of Great Price, or in some other quasi-canonical publication,
for fifteen to twenty complete sermons or writings of Joseph’s suc-
cessors that have proven their worth and relevance over time, in ac-
cordance with D&C 68:4.48 This would give members a sense of the
inspired progress of the Church since the early nineteenth century
and provide materials for detailed study and discussion. The con-
tents of such a collection could be reevaluated for potential dele-
tions or additions every thirty or forty years.49 In any case, Mor-
monism is too new and too dynamic a religion to let our expansive
canon ossify in less than two centuries.

Notes

1. Handbook 2: Administering the Church, 2010 (Salt Lake City: The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2010), section 21.1.7, p. 180:
“English-speaking members should use the Latter-day Saint edition of
the King James Version of the Bible.”

2. “Statement about Bible Translations,” Bob Jones University website,
http://www.bju.edu/communities/ministries-schools/position-statements/
translation.php (accessed May 7, 2012).

3. Preach My Gospel (Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints, 2004), 19, 62, 93, 122, 196.

4. Similarly, the NIV has: “Anyone who chooses to do the will of God
will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether I speak
on my own.” The official LDS edition has no footnote alerting readers to
the archaic usage of the first “will” in the verse.

5. Committee on Bible Translation website, http://www.niv-cbt.
org/about-zondervan (accessed May 7, 2012).
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Unity and the King James Bible

Ronan James Head

The Authorized (King James) Version of the Bible (KJV)1 has been
the de facto English LDS Bible since the very beginning of the Res-
toration. The initial reason for this is simple: The KJV was the Bi-
ble of American Protestantism in the nineteenth century2 and was
therefore Joseph Smith’s Bible. For example, Joseph Smith and Ol-
iver Cowdery used an 1828 KJV to begin work on the Inspired Ver-
sion of the Bible, known by Mormons as the “Joseph Smith
Translation” (JST).3 As Philip Barlow puts it, “Joseph Smith’s gen-
eration was raised on the KJV.”4 However, Joseph never desig-
nated the KJV as the “official” LDS Bible. Indeed, recognition of
its f laws led him to study the ancient languages, work on the In-
spired Version, and seek out alternative translations such as the
Luther Bible. Indeed, early Mormons often cited different transla-
tions of biblical texts,5 and it was not until the mid-twentieth cen-
tury that the KJV began to acquire official status. In 1956, J.
Reuben Clark, a member of the First Presidency, wrote a defence
of the KJV,6 a work which remained popular for many years and
whose inf luence can still be felt. The KJV’s place was later quasi-
canonised with the publication of the 1979 LDS version of the Bi-
ble, a project begun under Harold B. Lee, a close associate of Pres-
ident Clark. As it currently stands, the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints shows no sign of wanting to move away from the
KJV, and a consideration of this position is theologically and so-
cially revealing.

Some people, particularly those outside the Mormon faith,
might rightly ask why Anglophone Latter-day Saints still use the
KJV when new translations are available that both represent the
ancient sources and their languages in up-to-date ways and that
are now more popular than the four-hundred-year-old KJV. Mor-
mon scholar Grant Hardy (see preceding article) has recently ad-
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vocated using modern translations alongside the KJV, claiming
that the archaic language of the KJV is a hindrance to both mis-
sionary work and Bible literacy in the church.7 Hardy notes that
the KJV is no longer the dominant Bible of the English-speaking
world8 and that the New International Version (NIV) is now the
standard Bible for conservative American Christians. It would
seem that the question of why Latter-day Saints still use the KJV is
a relevant one.

The purpose of this article is neither to defend the KJV nor to
criticise its use. Rather, I will discuss, in ways hopefully illuminat-
ing for those both in and outside the tradition, why Mormons use
the KJV—or to state it differently, what the use of the KJV might
say about the modern Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
As we shall see, the KJV stands at the convergence of several im-
portant Mormon beliefs and thus serves as an interesting token of
the LDS faith. In particular, the KJV seems to underline the im-
portance of unity to the LDS Church: unity with Joseph Smith
and the Restoration, unity with the sources of revelation, and
unity with traditional Mormon Christology.

Unity with Joseph Smith and the Restoration
Latter-day Saints regard the gospel as a unified, eternal pro-

ject, its teachings evident from Adam to modern times. Apostle
Bruce R. McConkie stated: “We know that the plan of salvation is
always and everlastingly the same; that obedience to the same laws
always brings the same reward; that the gospel laws have not
changed.”9 Similarly, the Lord tells the Latter-day Saints: “If ye are
not one, ye are not mine” (D&C 38:27). Important to this belief in
gospel unity is the King James Version, which, unlike other trans-
lations, offers Latter-day Saints a seamless linguistic continuity
from ancient writ to latter-day revelation—from Genesis to mod-
ern scripture—most transmitted in a Jacobean idiom. As Douglas
Davies puts it, for Mormons the KJV is “retained for purposes of
coherence, mutual reinforcement and unity of ethos.”10 Anthony
Hutchinson describes it as a “Harmonizing Hermenuetic” and
characterises the use of the KJV as supporting the dominant con-
servative mode of biblical hermeneutics in the LDS Church.11

The KJV reinforces latter-day revelation in two particular and
related ways. First, and historically, Smith’s use of the KJV
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through his work on the JST acted as a trigger for many of the rev-
elations now printed in the Doctrine and Covenants (e.g., D&C
76, 77, 91, and 132).12 As J. B. Haws states, regarding Doctrine
and Covenants 76, the revelation was “more than anything else a
blending of literal readings of the Bible into a revolutionary view
of heaven.”13 Second, the actual language of the KJV allowed Jo-
seph and his successors to find biblical phraseology for new doc-
trines. Certain Mormon distinctives would therefore be lost if
Mormons were to use newer translations, something of which the
First Presidency was no doubt aware when they stated in 1992 that
“while other Bible versions may be easier to read than the KJV, in
doctrinal matters latter-day revelation supports the KJV.”14 Com-
pare the following doctrinal phrases found in the KJV with their
more modern equivalents and then consider the LDS doctrines
that relate closely to the particular language and cadence of the
KJV:

•Millenarianism: “dispensation of the fullness of times” (Eph.
1:10) vs. “a plan for the fullness of time” (New Revised Standard
Version)

•The Rocky Mountain location of the Salt Lake Temple: “the
mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established in the top of the
mountains” (Isa. 2:2; emphasis mine) vs. “as the chief of the moun-
tains” (New American Standard Bible)

•Preexistence: “First estate” (Jude 1:6) vs. “Principality” (Douay-
Rheims)

•Theology: “Ancient of Days” (Dan. 7:9) vs. “One who had been
living forever” (Good News Bible)15

•Soteriology: “work out your own salvation” (Philip. 2:12) vs. “do
the good things that result from being saved” (Living Bible)16

David Rolph Seely has catalogued the words and phrases
crafted by Tyndale, whose translation preceded the KJV and was
a major inf luence upon it. In particular he examines neologisms
such as “Jehovah,” “Passover,” “atonement,” “scapegoat,” “mercy
seat,” and “shewbread”—words that, he notes, are “significant and
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essential in Restoration scripture.”17 Retaining the KJV maintains
a biblical link with Mormon doctrine and language, allowing “all
scripture [to be] woven together as one book.”18 Use of another
Bible would orphan some Mormon phraseology, from the “And it
came to pass”-es and other Jacobeanisms of the Book of Mormon
to the important doctrines listed above. The purpose of the
JST—to “improve” the Bible—might also be weakened when using
a so-called already “improved” Bible.19 Thus, the KJV maintains
an important unity between the modern church and Joseph
Smith and the Restoration.

Unity with the Sources of Revelation
Armand L. Mauss and Philip L. Barlow see the KJV as part of

what they call the “Mormon sectarian retrenchment,” although
that is only its current use.20 During the first half of the twentieth
century, they claim that “the KJV served as a vehicle for Mormon
assimilation,”21 providing a common scriptural ground with Pro-
testant Christianity. This explanation also remains current in ex-
planations for Latter-day Saints’ continued use of the KJV. The re-
printed edition of Clark’s Why the King James Version asserts: The
“use and acceptance of the King James Version is further en-
hanced by the fact that it still remains the largest-selling version in
the world today.”22 While the KJV no longer has this best-selling
status, it does demonstrate the desire to bring the LDS Bible into
what was seen as the mainstream. However, Mauss and Barlow see
a turn to retrenchment in the decades after World War II in which
the KJV promoted Mormon distinctiveness and supported a more
conservative and orthodox approach to the Bible.

For Latter-day Saints, the primary route to truth is through
revelation, available to the individual through the Holy Spirit, but
at all times guided by those authorised to reveal doctrine to the
Church, viz. the General Authorities and the institutions of the
Church that implement their will. No matter how good the mod-
ern translations, they are the products of scholarship, and Mor-
mons typically prefer to subordinate scholarship to revelation (2
Ne 9:28–29). Contrast the revelatory power of the lightly edu-
cated Joseph Smith with the famous tale of the Ivy League unbe-
lief of Charles Anthon, professor of classics at Columbia, who
could not accept the supernatural nature of the Book of Mormon
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translation (JSH—1:64–65). Mormon scripture does not speak
highly of attempts to translate and transmit the Bible by those not
man- dated by God:

And the angel of the Lord said unto me [Nephi]: Thou hast be-
held that the book [the Bible] proceeded forth from the mouth of a
Jew; and when it proceeded forth from the mouth of a Jew it con-
tained the fulness of the gospel of the Lord, of whom the twelve
apostles bear record; and they bear record according to the truth
which is in the Lamb of God. . . .

Wherefore, thou seest that after the book hath gone forth
through the hands of the great and abominable church, that there
are many plain and precious things taken away from the book, which
is the book of the Lamb of God. (1 Ne. 13:24, 28)

Modern Bible translators, inasmuch as they participate in
“higher criticism,” until recently would have found their work ref-
erenced with “apostasy” in Bruce R. McConkie’s still-inf luential
Mormon Doctrine.23 Translators of the “liberal” Revised Standard
Version (RSV)—the new biblical upstart at the time Clark wrote
his defence of the KJV—were, in conservative eyes, scholars first
and believers second (if at all). Compare them with the claimed
piety of the KJV translators, who prayed to God to guide their
work and who received no financial remuneration for their ef-
forts. Tyndale, who exudes the kind of piety inherent in such
translations, wrote, “Them that are learned Christenly, I beseche:
for as moche as I am sure, and my conscience beareth me recorde,
that of a pure entent, singily and faythfully I have interpreted itt,
as farre forth as god [sic] gave me the gyfte of knowledge, and
understondynge.”24

While obviously not Mormon, these translators are the para-
gon of the faithful scholar, learned but believing. It is no surprise
that they met with the approval of J. Reuben Clark, whom Lat-
ter-day Saints considered, by virtue of his status as a member of
the LDS First Presidency, as a “prophet, seer, and revelator.” Presi-
dent Clark was both erudite and authorized, and there has simply
been no similar Mormon proponent of another translation.25 In-
deed, the newest edition of the Church’s administrative hand-
book reiterates a commitment to the KJV: “English-speaking
members should use the Latter-day Saint edition of the King
James Version of the Bible. . . . Although other versions of the Bi-
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ble may be easier to read, in doctrinal matters, latter-day revela-
tion supports the King James Version in preference to other Eng-
lish translations.”26

The language of the KJV has also had an important inf luence
on Mormon prayer language and ideas of deference and rever-
ence. President Clark asked, “Could any language be too great,
too elegant, too beautiful, too majestic, too divine-like to record
the doings and sayings of Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ?”27 Mor-
mons tend to encounter the divine in a formal way, an enduring
inf luence of the KJV and to move away from it would be to or-
phan, among other things, the language of prayer. As Apostle
Dallin H. Oaks has stated: “When we address prayers to our Heav-
enly Father in English, our only available alternatives are the com-
mon words of speech like you and your or the dignified but un-
common words like thee, thou, and thy which were used in the King
James Version of the Bible almost five hundred years ago. Lat-
ter-day Saints, of course, prefer the latter. In our prayers we use
language that is dignified and different, even archaic.”28

Such is the Mormon commitment to the archaic language of
the KJV that the original informal function of these second-person
pronouns is consciously ignored. Terryl L. Givens describes the
unifying role of the KJV in Mormon speech as follows: “As an in-
tensely Bible-literate community, immersing itself in not just one,
but four volumes of King Jamesian scripture, Latter-day Saint cul-
ture was, and continues to be, comfortably familiar with those
speech patterns. . . . As a consequence of all this reinforcement,
King James English is, in Mormonism, firmly identified with sa-
cred language, and absolutely immune to any modernizing re-
form in the realms of prayer, ordinances, or the scriptures them-
selves.”29

To Grant Hardy’s claim that the KJV is too difficult to read,
many Latter-day Saints might respond with a certain dispassion,
for Mormon scripture reading is often as much a devotional as an
educational activity, where the emphasis is on cognition as a spiri-
tual and not just as an intellectual event.30 There is merit in the
struggle to understand, as it forces the Latter-day Saints to rely on
revelation. For example, Mormons are enjoined to read Isaiah (3
Ne. 23:1–3) but can have difficulty understanding it,31 a problem

50 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 2 (Summer 2012)



that might be improved by reading a newer translation. However,
to use a modern version of the Bible as a means of better under-
standing the text is to rely in the first instance on something other
than revelation. When Bruce R. McConkie gave his “Ten Keys to
Understanding Isaiah,” they did not include the suggestion to
read a modern version (or learn Hebrew for that matter). Instead,
he invited Latter-day Saints to, among other things, “have the
spirit of prophecy” and “use the Book of Mormon.”32

Of course, Latter-day Saints are not the only Christians who
struggle to understand ancient scripture whatever the translation,
which is why many Bibles include marginal notes and commentar-
ies, but for a Mormon to use such a Bible is to be possibly unduly
inf luenced by non-revelatory voices, no matter how erudite or
earnest. Seeking to understand the KJV, Mormons are likely to
turn to their own authorized commentaries and aids and to the
spirit of revelation through prayer.33 These are vital tools in the
pedagogical life of Mormons.

Unity with Mormon Christology
Despite the complaints of some Christians, Mormon beliefs

regarding Christ are in many ways very traditional, so it was no
surprise that President Clark (and others) were worried about the
RSV’s use of “young woman” rather than “virgin” in Isaiah 7:14 to
describe the famous Messianic prophecy of the woman (believed
by Christians to be Mary) who conceives and bears a son (believed
to be Jesus). Such was the indignation surrounding this passage
that copies of the RSV were publicly burned by some conservative
Christians. Senator Joseph McCarthy even claimed that the trans-
lation was part of a Communist plot to undermine American
Christianity.34 Thus, at a time when KJV use was being made offi-
cial in the LDS Church, the KJV was seen as conservative, Ameri-
can, and Christian, a grouping with which Mormons have tended
to feel socially comfortable.

Other dissonances with Mormon Christology found outside
of the KJV further led President Clark to state that the Church
“cannot accept any version that takes from Jesus the Christ any at-
tribute of Godhood.”35 Newer translations, for example, often
note textual doubts over the use of “Son of God” in Mark 1:1,
highlight the supposed problem of the end of Mark, and cast
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doubt on important elements of the Gethsemane narrative. Fol-
lowing are the marginal notes for these passages in the NRSV:

•Mark 1:1—“Other ancient authorities lack the Son of God.” As
Mark is widely considered to be the earliest Gospel, this alleged
later intrusion might be used to support historical Jesus studies
which claim that Jesus’s divinity was a later development in Chris-
tianity.

•Mark 16:8—“Some of the most ancient authorities bring the book
to a close at the end of verse 8,” i.e., with the empty tomb but be-
fore Jesus’s post-resurrection appearances, including his charge to
take the gospel into the world, so vital to the concept of Christian
evangelism.36

•The most troublesome is the question mark often placed over the
story of Christ’s bleeding from every pore in Luke 22, for which a
marginal note in the NRSV states, “Other ancient authorities lack
verses 43 and 44.” The verses themselves are bracketed in the
NRSV text. For Mormons, the Gethsemane narrative—Jesus’s “in-
ner crucifixion”37—is central to their view of the Atonement (Mos-
iah 3:7; D&C 19:16–19).

According to LDS scholars Richard Neitzel Holzapfel, Eric
Huntsman, and Thomas A. Wayment: “Although these important
passages are questioned by some textual critics, who note that
they are lacking from some, although not all, of the earliest manu-
scripts, other scholars have pointed out that some early copyists
felt that the account of Jesus’ sufferings and need for strength was
incompatible with his divinity, which led them to try to delete
these ‘plain and precious’ parts of Luke’s account.”38

Lincoln Blumell offers a recent, fuller treatment of these
verses and believes that there is good reason to consider them
original, although he notes the strong counter-view. Interestingly,
his argument uses evidence that further highlights the problem of
“plain and precious” deletion by some ancient theologians and
will thus ring true to Mormon ears: “It has recently been argued
that this account of Gethsemane may have been dropped by cer-
tain Christian groups, such as the Marcionites in their copy of the
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Gospel of Luke, because it portrayed a side of Jesus that was not
only too weak but also too subordinate to the Father (the Demi-
urge to the Marcionites).”39

The KJV raises none of these problems relating to the “plain
and precious” passages and thus supports what is, for Mormons, a
faithful view of Christ. Such support should not, however, be
taken as a convenient crutch. The Mormon view of Christ’s divin-
ity is robust and reliant on sources, such as the Book of Mormon,
which are unequivocal in their testimony. But as already stated,
gospel unity is important to Latter-day Saints and thus the KJV
serves a useful purpose.

Conclusion
Since President Clark’s apologia for the King James Version,

modern LDS authorities have not entered into detailed discussion
of the use of the KJV; and thus authoritative explanations, beyond
the statement that the KJV supports latter-day revelation, are lack-
ing. However, one can observe how the use of the King James Ver-
sion by Mormons represents an enlightening token of LDS beliefs
and practices and, in particular, how it intersects with the impor-
tance of unity in the faith: unity with the Restoration, the sources
of revelation, and Christ. For English readers, different Bibles can
interfere with this unity and thus there remains no popular
movement in the Church to move away from the KJV.

In the meantime, while it may seem increasingly idiosyncratic
to outsiders, Anglophonic Mormonism is indebted in vital ways
to both the KJV idiom and the kind of Bible the KJV represents,
and its importance cannot be overstated. It is true that these are
not problems encountered outside of the Anglophone church; it
is also true that Mormons are free to use other translations in
their reading and scholarship, something even evident in ser-
mons given by Mormon leaders at General Conference.40 How-
ever, for the time being,41 and for reasons including those dis-
cussed above, the KJV may be considered too useful a tool in the
spiritual life of the Latter-day Saints to be set aside in exclusive
favour of another translation.
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(Re)Interpreting Early Mormon
Thought: Synthesizing Joseph

Smith’s Theology and the
Process of Religion Formation

Benjamin E. Park

Nine months after Joseph Smith and his brother were assassinated
by an angry mob in June 1844, Parley P. Pratt published a procla-
mation addressed to the Church’s large and dispersed member-
ship to assure them that all was well. In doing so, he sought to
accomplish two things: first, to praise Smith’s legacy as the found-
ing prophet of a movement that had attracted thousands of con-
verts on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean; and second, to insist on
the necessity of the Quorum of the Twelve’s institutional leader-
ship—a role that meant not only continuing, but fulfilling and ex-
tending, Smith’s religious vision. “The chaos of materials prepar-
ed by [Smith] must now be placed in order in the building,” he
wrote. “The laws revealed by him must now be administered in all
their strictness and beauty. The measure commenced by him must
now be carried into successful operation.”1

Pratt’s metaphor of organizing chaotic matter is a potent sym-
bol for tracing the process of religious formation and succession
as a whole as well as an astute assessment of Joseph Smith’s leg-
acy. Only through admitting the role of reinterpretations and ap-
propriations performed by those not typically recognized as the
founders of religious movements is it possible to glimpse the scaf-
folding behind the “strictness and beauty” of the resulting “suc-
cessful operation.” To better understand early Mormonism and
situate it within its broader context, focus must be broadened
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from the movement’s founder to include his numerous followers.
Mormonism’s apostles, despite some backsliders within its own
ranks, as a quorum ultimately won the allegiance of the largest
group of Smith’s followers. What is more, they held it by navigat-
ing a tenuous relationship with, on the one hand, the inchoate
“material” left from the movement’s founder and, on the other,
ideas and tensions present in their surrounding American cul-
ture. Their motive was their need to validate their own succession
rights and to construct a coherent Mormon theology. Their suc-
cess depended on the ability to offer both resistance and accom-
modation to both internal and external inf luences.

Two theological essays published just months before Smith’s
death by Parley P. Pratt, one of the Twelve Apostles, offer a mi-
cro-historical lens through which we can examine the process of
synthesis and interpretation. Pratt’s 1844 writings are used as
gateway texts through which to explore two burning issues of the
period: Mormonism’s relationship to the American nation and
the LDS conception of continuing revelation. These two themes
strike at the heart of Smith’s religious legacy as an “American rev-
elator.” Indeed, they are rooted in the egalitarianism, amateur-
ism, and Americanness that often dominate the scholarly image
of Mormonism’s founding prophet and are central to the at-
tempts at placing Smith within his cultural context. Yet the direc-
tion the Twelve took with Mormonism’s theological corpus not
only nuanced but also challenged its democratic f lavor—a move
that brought stability to a f ledgling movement and authority to a
contested debate. Taken together, the debates over these features
in Joseph Smith’s thought magnify a synthesizing process that
shaped how Mormon theology was to be understood for the rest
of the nineteenth century and even until today.

I
This dynamic of interpretation and synthesizing was hardly

unique to the LDS Church. Three decades before the founding of
Mormonism, and thousands of miles across the Atlantic Ocean, a
similar debate raged over the interpretation of Immanuel Kant’s
(1724–1804) philosophy. German theologian Johann Gottlieb
Fichte (1762–1814), in defense of his interpretation of Kantian
idealism, argued for a distinction between “the inventor” of an
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ideological system, and “his commentators and disciples.” Fichte
explained:

The inventor of a system is one thing, and his commentators
and disciples are another. . . . The reason is this: The followers do
not yet have the idea of the whole; for if they had it, they would not
require to study the new system; they are obliged first to piece to-
gether this idea out of the parts that the inventor provides for them;
[but] all these parts are in fact not wholly determined, rounded and
polished in their minds. . . .

The inventor proceeds from the idea of the whole, in which all
the parts are united, and sets forth these parts individually. . . . The
business of the followers, is to synthesize what they still by no means
possess, but are only to obtain by the synthesis.2

In short, the progression of an intellectual movement always in-
cludes a gap between founder and disciple, and a pure continuity
in worldview is impossible when perpetuating a philosophical or
theological system—even from a systematic thinker like Kant.
While the specifics of Kantian philosophy that Fichte was debat-
ing are of little importance for the interpretation of Mormonism,
the tension he outlines between an “inventor” and “disciple” is a
useful rubric for examining the development of early Mormon
thought.

Students of the development of Mormon theology have long
focused on Joseph Smith, with good reason. As prophet and
founder of the LDS Church, his revelations and teachings laid the
foundations for the movement, and his voice is considered most
authoritative when considering early Mormon beliefs. However,
Smith’s theology is difficult to determine on at least two grounds.
First, his premature death at age thirty-eight prevented the com-
pletion of his religious revolution. Though he had been the recog-
nized prophet and leader for nearly a decade and a half, the ex-
plosive theological development during his last three years show-
ed no signs of slackening, and it can be assumed that much of his
religious vision was left inchoate and unfulfilled. Indeed, it was
not until the last three months of his life that Smith’s sermons
started to piece together what had previously been only theologi-
cal fragments; and in his private teachings, he began to expound
these ideas to his closest followers.3

The second reason for the difficulty of developing a coherent
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corpus of Smith’s theological work is the very nature of Smith’s
prophetic persona and relates to the Kantian dynamic outlined
above. Smith was by nature eclectic, rather than systematic, and
his teachings were emblematic of that approach. Though they
were perhaps a coherent whole in his mind, Smith’s teachings
were never presented in a systematic order but rather, as Richard
Bushman aptly described, in “f lashes and bursts.”4 This collec-
tion of fragments has left many historians bewildered at the diffi-
culty of presenting a coherent picture of his beliefs. For instance,
one recent writer waved the metaphoric white f lag by describing
Smith as “simultaneously an eminent Jacksonian, a scion of the
Yankee exodus, a creature and critic of the Second Great Awaken-
ing, a Romantic reformer, a charismatic utopian, a mystic nation-
alist, and a hustler in the manner of Barnum.”5 Further, Smith’s
eclecticism has made it difficult to position him among his ante-
bellum contemporaries, because his teachings are malleable
enough to be considered emblematic of numerous—and some-
times contradictory—cultural tensions. Gordon Wood wrote that
the principles Smith laid out contained elements “mystical and
secular; restorationist and progressive; communitarian and indi-
vidualistic; hierarchical and congregational; authoritarian and
democratic; antinomian and arminian; anti-clerical and priestly;
revelatory and empirical; utopian and practical; ecumenical and
nationalist.”6 Other scholars have cited Smith as an example of
the American prophetic voice, the preeminence of modern reve-
lation, the climactic merging of folk-magic and religion, the conti-
nuity of Renaissance mysticism, or merely as a theological re-
sponse to pluralism.7 Thus, just as Smith’s religious successors
inherited a dynamic theology with countless possibilities, modern
historians are left with a collection of innovative fragments from
which to make a distorted picture.

While attempts to articulate Joseph Smith’s vision will—and
should—continue, it may prove fruitful to look in other directions
for ways to understand and contextualize early Mormon thought.
It should be remembered that the vast majority of Mormon print
came from the disciples who were still trying to understand
Smith’s theology even as they were explicating it. Just as Fichte
worked from the bits and pieces of idealism he inherited from
Kant, Mormon thinkers like Parley Pratt, John Taylor, and Wil-

62 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 2 (Summer 2012)



liam W. Phelps sought to synthesize the Prophet’s revelations into
an intelligible dogma. Indeed, especially after the Quorum of the
Twelve took control of the Church in 1844, there was an acute
anxiety to complete and expand Smith’s vision even as ambiguity
remained. The diversity in these synthesizing attempts reveals not
only the pliable nature of early Mormon thought but also the dif-
ficulty of systematizing eclectic ideas into a coherent theology.8

Perhaps more importantly, the process of the theological au-
thority shifting from Smith to his successors is significant in its
own right. Sociologists Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge,
building on the religious theories of Max Weber, have argued that
this process of systematizing is an important moment in the devel-
opment of any religious movement. Religious formation, they ar-
gue, is “a two-stage process of innovation.” The first is “the inven-
tion of new religious ideas,” while the second is “gaining social ac-
ceptance of these ideas” through adaptation and expansion. The
latter stage is accomplished primarily by drawing from cultural
tensions and expectations in an attempt to further accommodate
the movement’s religious goals and make their message more per-
suasive.9 In other words, those synthesizing the innovative ideas
have a specific culture in mind as their audience and a distinct set
of cultural preconceptions as their tools. The doctrinal formula-
tions of the early theologians of Mormonism are marked not only
by the innovation of the religious innovator—in this case, Joseph
Smith—but also of the culture in which they interpreted the
innovator—in this case, antebellum America.

It is commonplace to view changes in early Mormonism as an
instance of Weberian “routinization of charisma,” sometimes
even locating the beginning of that transition prior to Smith’s
death. But these interpretations are often applied almost pre-
scriptively, assuming a linear development that progressed in pre-
dictable and perhaps even determinative ways. A closer examina-
tion of the Mormon example, however, reveals a dynamic system
with multiple possible trajectories and a development that was by
no means predetermined. Because they did not receive a coher-
ent intellectual system that could merely be taken to its logical
conclusions, those who followed Smith built with the raw materi-
als of the theology they inherited, guided by their own personali-
ties and beliefs, immediate contexts, and parochial concerns.
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While the internal dynamics of the church body dictated in broad
outlines the ways in which Smith’s legacy was to be reinterpreted,
external tensions were also inf luential—whether consciously or
not—in shaping the contours of those reinterpretations. Only by
examining the particulars of these transitions, then, and acknowl-
edging that other sorts of development were possible, can we both
make sense of the significance of Mormonism’s transformation
and properly identify the role of the surrounding environment in
the process.10

Thus, the synthesizing of Joseph Smith’s theology provides an
opportunity to examine the procedure of religious formation in a
tumultuous intellectual climate. The first half of the nineteenth
century is known for being rife with religious innovation, as nu-
merous new religious movements emerged from the fertile
ground of the Second Great Awakening. However, while many
new sects sprang into existence, only a few matured enough to last
beyond the first generation. Mormonism, as one of a handful of
movements that survived, is thus an important case study into the
dynamics of religious formation. The success of its maturation, I
argue, exists in the ability of Smith’s interpreters to merge their
prophet’s teachings with larger cultural trends, offer enough of a
critique of that culture to make the movement relevant and neces-
sary while still utilizing common cultural fears and misgivings,
and finally to provide parameters that were simultaneously broad
enough to enable theological divergence while still maintaining
legitimate boundaries.

II
“In the opening of this year [1844] I completed a number of

miscellaneous works, some of which were published in pamphlet
form,” reminisced Parley P. Pratt at some point during the 1850s
while penning his Autobiography. Pratt, one of the original apos-
tles chosen by Joseph Smith in 1835, had crafted a niche as the re-
ligion’s chief defender and extrapolator. He published numerous
works during his apostolic career, including theological treatises,
apologetic pamphlets, books of poetry, hymnals, and his own
memoirs (published posthumously), all of which served to spread
and synthesize the Mormon religion. His literary production was
halted only by his death at the hands of the ex-husband of one of
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his plural wives in 1857. The year 1844 found Pratt at the height
of his popularity. He had just returned the previous summer from
a successful three-year mission to the United Kingdom where he
had introduced Mormonism to thousands of converts and where
his printed works were published in tremendous numbers. Once
back in America, he discovered Joseph Smith’s religious develop-
ments of 1842–44—including human deification, theological ma-
terialism, divine embodiment, temple rituals, and the still secret
practice of polygamy. Pratt was anxious to explore these intellec-
tual possibilities in print and enter the dialogue of what Mormon
theology entailed.11

Eight months before his assassination, the Prophet took the
bold step of declaring himself a candidate for U.S. president, thus
thrusting Mormonism into national politics and coloring much of
the period’s writing with a patriotic and nationalist hue.12 The
first essay in Pratt’s collection was “An Appeal to the Inhabitants
of New York,” written in the context of the LDS Church’s contin-
ued effort to obtain redress for its forcible expulsion from Mis-
souri five years earlier. In a meeting on November 29, 1843, Jo-
seph Smith encouraged everyone willing and able to “wield a pen
[to] write an address to his mother country” in defense of Mor-
mon rights and restitution. Pratt responded promptly, compos-
ing his “Appeal” in less than a week, and presenting it to Smith
and other leaders of the Church on December 4. Staking his claim
as a descendent of the “early settlers of the colonies of Plimouth
and Sea-Brook” with regard to his national pride, and appealing to
the “honest and patriotic sons of liberty” and “lovers of your coun-
try,” Pratt positioned the Mormon movement in a way that not
only made the movement appear worthy of the nation’s help but
which also described Mormon believers as appropriate represen-
tatives of America’s promise and potential—a theme that was cen-
tral to Joseph Smith’s teachings, yet an idea that was subtly appro-
priated in the years following his death. Smith provided a com-
plex and paradoxical corpus of teachings on America, and it was
left to his successors to reorient and reframe those teachings to
meet immediate needs, both by appropriating Smith’s teachings
and also by incorporating contemporary inf luences.13

The broader intellectual and religious context in which Pratt
wrote was equally vibrant. The antebellum period was simulta-
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neously a triumphant and unsteady time for Protestant America.
Religious disestablishment led to the f lowering of new religious
movements with variant expressions of faith claiming national le-
gitimacy, yet the relationship between religious belief and Ameri-
can citizenship remained alarmingly tenuous. Churches claimed
not only theological validation from their adherents but Ameri-
can approval from the general public: Just as citizens in the Early
Republic sought to label their country as a “Protestant Nation,” re-
ligious movements, even those that originated in Europe, fought
to prove that others should recognize their churches as “Ameri-
can religions.” Being heir to the biblical Christian tradition was
not enough—religionists had to prove that they were also heirs of
the American Revolution. Thus, in constructing religious “Oth-
ers” in an attempt to validate one’s own identity, competing faiths
were depicted as not only wrong, but as un-American. The battle
over the title of “citizen” was just as important among American
religious movements as that of “Christian.”14

Mormonism’s relationship with the American nation was con-
sistently tenuous during the nineteenth century. Most of those
who joined the faith in its first decade were children and grand-
children of the Revolutionary generation and were raised in a pe-
riod of great national pride following the War of 1812.15 This de-
votion was severely tested as Mormons were forced out of their
communities and were unable to secure restitution from the lo-
cal—and later, federal—governments. But despite deep conf licts
with competing religionists and citizens, they still held on to what
they believed to be the pure patriotism of America in the face of
being denigrated as outcasts. Shortly after Mormons were forced
out of their settlement in Independence, Missouri, in 1833—the
first of many conf licts between Mormons and their neighbors—
Joseph Smith penned a revelation stating that God himself “estab-
lished the constitution of this Land by the hands of wise men
whom [he] raised up unto this very purpose.”16 Even in Nauvoo,
when external difficulties were increasing and a possible civil war
seemed imminent, Joseph Smith’s solution was not to reject the
American nation altogether, but instead to run for the American
presidency himself with the goal of realigning the nation with its
divine purpose. Just as Christianity had fallen into apostasy and
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was in need of a restoration, so too did the nation descend into a
degenerate state that required divine recovery.

Parley Pratt made it clear to his audience that the current
atrocities committed against Mormons were a rejection of Amer-
ica’s founding virtue. “Here then is an end of our western em-
pire,” he bemoaned in a typically grandiose f lourish. “Here then
is the consummation of all your labors, toils and suffering.” The
nation’s true enemies were found amongst Mormonism’s adver-
saries, and the constitution—that “sacred instrument”—was being
“trampled under the feet” of those who oppressed the LDS
Church. Pratt urged Americans to locate “that pure fire which an-
imated the bosoms of our fathers,” and to offer the help due “by
the kindred ties of citizen-ship” toward their fellow Americans. In-
deed, Mormons owned “a right to claim [America’s] aid and assis-
tance” stemming from their identity as rightful heirs of American
rights, liberties, and patriotism.17 Writing even before Joseph
Smith’s presidential candidacy, Pratt implied that Mormonism’s
cause was central to the nation’s principles.

This appeal to American citizenship only became more com-
plex and vehement following Joseph Smith’s death. To many Mor-
mons, the murder of their prophet was an affront to what they be-
lieved to be religious liberty in America, and the fault was laid at
the feet of the American nation. Eliza R. Snow, Mormonism’s po-
etess and one of Joseph Smith’s plural wives, penned, “Where are
thy far-fam’d laws—Columbia! Where / Thy boasted freedom—thy
protecting care?” Yet Mormons’ allegiance to America became
even more complicated. On the one hand, they were weary of the
nation’s failure to protect their liberties and were anxious to f lee
its borders; on the other, they felt certain that they, as the true in-
heritors of divine promises on the nation, would be taking Amer-
ica’s pure tradition with them.18

In one anonymous editorial written in 1845—the year after
Smith’s death—this connection was more than merely implied:
“When in the course of the divine economy it becomes necessary
for one people to separate themselves from the religious and po-
litical fellowship which has once bound them with another, and to
assume among the powers of the earth that just and equal stand-
ing to which God and nature has designed them, a decent respect
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for the opinions of others would seem to require them to show the
causes which impel them to separation.”19

These words, appearing nearly seventy years after America’s
Declaration of Independence, were explicitly written to demon-
strate how Mormonism inherited its identity not only from Joseph
Smith but also (at least in its rhetoric) from Thomas Jefferson. In
depicting the battle between Mormons and anti-Mormons, the
author makes the former not only God’s chosen people but also
the very representation of America’s promised citizenship; Lat-
ter-day Saints were recapitulating not only the biblical narrative,
but also the Revolution of 1776. As Parley Pratt wrote elsewhere,
a Mormon was not only “a believer in revealed religion,” but also
“a patriot, who stands firmly for the laws of his country, and for
equal rights and protection”; an “Anti-Mormon,” by contrast, was
not only a “mobber,” but also “a man opposed to the laws of his
country.”20

This tension—rejecting America while still preserving the
“American” ideal—was a crucial paradigm in constructing a co-
gent post-Joseph Smith Mormon identity and was key to their cre-
ation of a stable religious movement. Those who followed Joseph
Smith inherited a collection of scriptural texts, written revela-
tions, and oral teachings that, though perhaps coherent in
Smith’s own mind, came across as disjointed messages pregnant
with meaning. This corpus of theological materials, then, could
be synthesized in different ways to produce different results. Yet
historians have continued to treat these developments from one
ecclesiastical leader to the next as if they were all part of a logical
and cogent trajectory.21 As Michel Foucault noted, this type of in-
tellectual genealogies inherently “credits the discourse it analyzes
with [a] coherence” that was not really there.22 There were in-
deed persistent strains that continued through the period follow-
ing Smith, but it remains crucial to acknowledge the multiple
directions and open-ended possibilities that were available at
each point of transition.

One way in which Smith’s successors navigated this obsta-
cle-strewn sea of continued meaning was by determining a distinc-
tion between America the nation and America the land. In doing
so, they creatively unearthed portions of Smith’s scriptural texts
that had previously been either overlooked or under-theorized.
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While Smith and others had previously used these texts to present
a tenuous future for the American nation, his followers now used
them to divorce the principles and potential associated with the
ideals of America from what they believed to be a corrupt govern-
ment that had apostatized from those ideals. They accomplished
this end through an emphasis and reinterpretation of the Book of
Mormon that placed the American continent rather than the
American nation at the center of God’s divine will.

Parley Pratt outlined this perspective in an editorial nearly a
year after Smith’s death. In contrasting the Bible and the Book of
Mormon, Pratt proclaimed that the latter held more importance,
not only due to its “home production,” but due to the fact that the
narrative took place in a more relevant physical geography. “This
point need not be argued,” he wrote, “as all persons must admit
that America, is a larger and better country than Palestine, Egypt,
Arabia and the neighboring provinces generally encluded [sic] in
the bible history.” He then waxed eloquent upon the importance
of America based entirely upon the actual land rather than the
symbolic nation:

It must be admitted on all hands to be a country of vastly more
importance, both as it regards the history of the past, and its future
destiny.—Being larger in extent, and more firtile [sic] and productive
in mineral and vedgitable [sic] wealth; consequently better calcu-
lated to sustain a numerous population. And this is the principle
point in the estimated value and importance of any country. And
judging from the antiquities which are daily coming to light, we feel
safe in saying, that America has been more densely populated than
almost any country in the world. And as to its future destiny all are
willing to admit, that it must stand foremost, and take the lead of all
other nations and countries while time endures.23

Pratt was drawing upon a common cultural sense of Ameri-
can exceptionalism that argued that America’s preeminence ex-
tended even to its natural landscape. It was akin to Thomas Jeffer-
son’s strenuous efforts to prove the American continent better
suited for vegetation, animals, and human population than any
other piece of land in the world, repudiating the “regeneration”
thesis that had previously been popular among Enlightenment
thinkers.24 Even the American continent, it seemed, was destined
for the climax of humanity. Thus, for Pratt, America was unique,
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not just for its constitutional government—that very government
that was depriving Mormons of their rights—but also for its physi-
cal location, something Mormons could still claim and embrace.
Yet rather than making the United States the fulfillment of the
continent’s potential, Pratt argued that the American republic
was just one more temporary tenant.

Further, Mormons emphasized America’s chosen status
through attachment with the Nephite civilization and the future
role in God’s kingdom. Apostle Wilford Woodruff recorded how
reading the Book of Mormon “teaches the honest & humble mind
the great things of God that were performed in the land of prom-
ise now called America,” as well as “the fate & Destiny of the
American Nation.” The scriptural text taught that there were ex-
pectations and standards that must be met to retain possession of
the physical geography and that failure to do so would trigger
dangerous repercussions. “Unless [the American nation] speedily
repent of their sins & humble themselves before God,” Woodruff
wrote the year after Joseph’s death, “they will be destroyed from
the land.”25 This separation between the promised Zion of the
American continent from the actual nation then in control al-
lowed Mormons to maintain loyalty to the ideals of Americanism,
for now those ideas transcended the American nation.

Immediately before the migration from Nauvoo in February
1846, Mormon newspapers were filled with disillusionment at
America’s failure to live up to its scriptural and principled man-
dates. Particularly, they were obsessed over the injustices shown
toward God’s chosen people—not just the Mormons, but also the
Native Americans, whom they believed to be the descendants of
the Book of Mormon people. Importantly, the native population
symbolized the American continent’s other chosen civilization, a
group alienated, like the Mormons, from the American nation.
Mormons were especially critical of the government’s treatment
of Indians through westward imperialism, “shoving these Lords
of the soil ‘further west’” whenever the American “gentiles” ran
out of space.26 Smith had shown support for the nation’s manifest
destiny before his death, but that support was contingent on “the
red man’s consent.”27 But now Smith’s successors determined
that America had trespassed a moral line and was unworthy of its
geographic birthright. “It is a melancholy fact, among all classes,
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sects, and denominations, (save the Mormons only),” one Mor-
mon editorial critical of America’s dealings with the Oneida Indi-
ans summarized, “that there is not virtue enough among the
better to create a reverence for purity among the worse portions
of community.”28 The American land and its ideal principles
were destined for the House of Israel, and the government’s mal-
practice meant that retribution was imminent. As a result, Amer-
ica’s fall and degradation would pave the way for Mormonism’s
kingdom of God. Apostle Orson Hyde preached: “Here is the
United States. . . . But we are told that the kingdom of God shall
come, and his will be done on earth, as it is done in heaven.” The
ideals and principles of America that Mormons so cherished
would depart from the degenerate nation and merge into God’s
kingdom.29

Where many of Smith’s predictions for the American future
rested on a restoration and reformation—he did, after all, run for
president of the United States hoping to right the nation’s
wrongs—Smith’s texts and revelations were now used to call for a
more radical refutation, and perhaps even revolution. Pratt’s
views expressed in his “Appeal to the Inhabitants of the State of
New York” soon morphed into his “100 Years Hence,” an 1845
apocalyptic article that looked to a future time in which the Amer-
ican nation was wiped out and the kingdom of God ruled unmo-
lested. These elements were embryonic in Smith’s own teachings,
but the new leadership and circumstances brought new emphases
and, in turn, a new framing for American nationalism within the
Mormon movement.30

But to be culturally relevant, Smith’s successors could not rely
only on Mormon texts; they also responded to broader cultural
themes. Indeed, these Mormon apostles spoke not just for their
Mormon constituents, but also for a large—if often overlooked—
segment of antebellum society that struggled with the juxtaposi-
tion of ideals and reality in American culture. Political strife,
growing consumerism, religious intolerance, the continuance of
slavery, and other dividing factors weakened the faith of Ameri-
can citizens only two generations removed from the Revolution.
The antebellum period led many to question the nation’s excep-
tionalism and wonder how, as one historian puts it, “America
should gain, or regain, its stature as an exemplar of liberal democ-
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racy,” a position seemingly lost somewhere in the previous five
decades.31 By drawing on this cultural unrest, as well as giving
new attention to several passages from the Book of Mormon and
Joseph Smith’s revelations, Pratt, Woodruff, and Hyde were able
to construct a dynamic and compelling identity for Mormonism
within the American nation.

Indeed, in the wake of Joseph Smith’s death, Mormons were
forced to reinterpret what it meant to be “Mormon” and “Ameri-
can,” and eventually determined that an exodus to the West, leav-
ing the confines of the American republic, was the only option re-
maining. Ironically, however, due to westward expansion in 1848,
Mormonism would remain within the confines of the United
States and continue a tense battle over citizenship and American-
ness for the rest of the century—a battle that began with Joseph
Smith but continued long after his death.

III
Even beyond overt appeals to patriotism and Americanism,

LDS theology both challenged and appropriated subtle—if still
important—themes within American democratic culture. Part of
what made Mormonism so scandalous was its claim of new scrip-
ture in an age dominated by Bible-centrism. Joseph Smith’s en-
trance into the religious marketplace was not with a theological
treatise, published sermon, or even a conversion-oriented pam-
phlet; rather, it was a book claiming ancient origins, supernatural
translation, and scriptural authority, challenging the traditional—
and staunch—views of canonicity of the period. In his essay “The
Fountain of Knowledge,” published in early 1844 as part of the
same compilation that included “An Appeal,” Parley Pratt coun-
tered the generally accepted Protestant epistemology of antebel-
lum America by arguing that religious knowledge stemmed not
from the Bible, but from immediate revelation from God.32 In do-
ing so, he synchronized a Mormon discourse that both embraced
and adapted American notions of common sensism and a f luctu-
ating canon.33

America had long been a Bible-oriented culture. British sub-
jects in colonial America and citizens in the new United States
perceived themselves as members of the modern-day house of Is-
rael. Cities were named after Old Testament towns, children were
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named after biblical figures, and rules of society were modeled
closely after biblical prescriptions. This emphasis only increased
in the early nineteenth century, which one book peddler de-
scribed as “the very season . . . of the Bible” because “the crater of
the public appetite” was so large that it consumed anything Bi-
ble-related.34 But the Bible was far from just a cultural symbol—it
was also the measuring stick for knowledge. Biblical common
sense was how Americans differentiated their rationality from
that of the deist Tom Paine, and which, coupled with the Scottish
philosophy of common sense, provided an epistemology that not
only based human knowledge on revelation but also allowed the
Bible to be the standard of truth. “Theistic common sense”—as
Mark Noll aptly put it—dominated American religious discourse,
as a religion’s validity depended on whether a movement could
tether its belief system to the biblical text.35

“Modern men have been traditionated to believe that a sacred
book was the fountain of Divine knowledge,” Pratt wrote in “The
Fountain of Knowledge.” They believe “that the heights and
depths, and lengths and breadths of heavenly intelligence is con-
tained therein, and that the human mind must be limited and cir-
cumscribed thereby, so as never to receive one particle of knowl-
edge except the small amount contained within its pages.” Pratt
challenged this quintessentially Protestant notion, arguing in-
stead that divine truths were independent of the written word;
imagining the Bible as superior to independent revelation was
placing the buggy before the horse. Relying entirely upon one
book of scripture was stultifying to humankind’s progress: “A sa-
cred book could never be made to contain a millionth part of the
knowledge which an intelligent being is capable of receiving and
comprehending.” It would not be until Christians “burst the
chains” of Bible-centrism that they could fully comprehend the di-
vine will. Biblical common sense emphasized building on the
foundation of scriptural text—Pratt sought to attack and adapt
that very epistemology. “Does not common sense teach you,” he
responded, “that you must feast as well as [those in the past], or
perish forever?” Like Ralph Waldo Emerson’s iconic manifesto—
though bent toward a completely different end—Pratt essentially
proclaimed, “the sun shines to-day also.”36

But in rejecting biblical common sense, Mormon thinkers
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were introducing a unique epistemology that worked to merge em-
piricism and supernatural discourse. The cultural context in
which they lived was similarly at a crossroads. On the one hand,
even though the American Enlightenment was in decline by the
beginning of the nineteenth century, it had made a lasting impact
on the intellectual climate. As E. Brooks Holifield wrote, “Never
had the issue of rationality assumed as much importance as it did
in the early decades of the nineteenth century,” when it gave rise
to what he titled “evidential Christianity.” Paradoxically, this was
also the moment at which Romanticism encouraged rebellion
against the neo-classical structure of the previous age deemed
both stif ling and limiting to human potential. Romantic thinkers
argued for an ideology that placed no limits on the soul and, with
its yearning to know the unknowable, privileged the sublime and
the supernatural. But while Romanticism inf luenced many reli-
gious groups of the day—including the Mormons, the requirement
for a rational presentation and defense still remained. What reli-
gionists of the period desired was an intellectual approach that
balanced rational inquiry while at the same time maintaining the
reasonableness of religion, revelation, and supernaturalism.37

Nowhere was this epistemological convergence more evident
than in Joseph Smith’s account of how to differentiate false from
true angelic beings. “If an Angel or spirit appears offer him your
hand,” Smith explained to his close confidants. “If he is a spirit
from God he will stand still and not offer you his hand. If from the
Devil he will either shrink back from you or offer his hand, which
if he does you will feel nothing, but be deceived.”38 Elsewhere, the
instructions included the addition that, if the angel were a resur-
rected personage, he would grasp the individual’s hand—literally
interlocking mortal f lesh and blood with what Smith described as
immortal f lesh and bone—and the physicality of the angel would
thus prove his pure intentions and divine authority. Not only were
supernatural, extra-canonical experiences possible, but they were
capable of withstanding empirical testing. Similarly, Smith ex-
plained in an editorial that Mormons believed in the supernatural
gifts of the Holy Spirit, but only “rationally, reasonably, consis-
tently, and scripturally, and not according to the wild vagaries,
foolish notions and traditions of men.”39 Most importantly, these
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moments of knowledge were available to all, and could be
confirmed through individual reason and revelation.

Especially during the Nauvoo period, Joseph Smith and other
early Mormons fully employed this version of the common-
sensical approach to color their theological discourse. When Jo-
seph Smith preached on the possibility of salvific certainty, he
prefaced his remarks by claiming, “It is so plain & so simple & easy
to be understood that when I have shown you the interpretation
thereof you will think you have always Known it yourselves.”40

When he attacked the idea of creation ex nihilo, he explained that
it was not only on the basis of revelation but also because “it is
contrary to a Rashanall [rational] mind & Reason. that something
could be brought from a Nothing.”41 It was this combination of
reason and revelation that Parley Pratt felt was the key to unlock-
ing theological truths: “Revelation and reason, like the sun of the
morning rising in its strength, dispel the mists of darkness which
surround him; till at length heaven’s broad, eternal day expands
before him, and eternity opens to his vision. He may then gaze
with rapture of delight, and feast on knowledge which is bound-
less as the ocean from which it emanates.”42

Debates over revelatory authority within Mormonism stretch-
ed all the way back to 1830, when Hiram Page claimed his own
revelations and forced Joseph Smith to emphasize his own preem-
inence over those matters. Yet even as Smith continually affirmed
his prophetic position, his revelations and sermons emphasized
the revelatory responsibility placed on every member of the
Church. This paradoxical strain continued through his life and
created a complex web of revelatory responsibilities in which
Smith was the center while the peripheries still maintained a de-
gree of autonomy. It is to be expected, then, that this dynamic ca-
nonical structure, based on consistent tension, faced a substantial
challenge when the center figure was removed.43

The dynamics and tensions between reason, revelation, and
tradition immediately took center stage in the dialogue that fol-
lowed Joseph Smith’s death, but were now tinged with the
Twelve’s authoritarian zeal. With Mormonism’s founding proph-
et gone and several competing factions struggling over Smith’s
authoritative mantle, the question of how truth was obtained was
a defining feature of one’s claim to legitimacy. While the Quo-
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rum of the Twelve eventually took control and moved the largest
coherent unit of the Saints west, their approach to revelation and
epistemological authority, their mode of interpreting Smith’s re-
velatory legacy and their emphasis on prophetic authority were
deeply affected by their debates with competing successors and a
desire to centralize institutional authority.

Most importantly, they met a surprising challenger in James J.
Strang, a recent convert in Michigan who asserted his claim based
on angelic visitations, a new book of translated scripture, and a
corpus of continued revelations that composed an impressive
prophetic mimesis in opposition to the Twelve’s claims to leader-
ship. The most significant problem the Twelve faced when com-
batting Strangite missionaries was that the latter group empha-
sized exactly what Mormonism had hitherto highlighted: the ne-
cessity of a prophet and immediate dialogic communication with
God. Brigham Young and the Twelve were at a theoretical disad-
vantage because they lacked a prophetic figure as compelling as
James Strang. Previously, Parley Pratt had adapted a common
American folk song to proclaim, “A church without a Prophet, / Is
not the church for me / It has no head to lead it, / In it I would not
be.” However, now that they lacked that very “head” celebrated in
the hymn, the Twelve—according to one amused Strangite ob-
server—dropped the song “like a hot potato.”44 Meanwhile,
Strang’s followers embraced both the song and its message, posi-
tioning themselves as the true successors to Mormonism’s revela-
tory claims and Joseph Smith’s prophetic legacy.45 These battles
waged between followers of Brigham Young and James Strang
over the dynamics of revelatory authenticity and canonicity are
acute examples of how Smith’s corpus of teachings was molded to
fit internal questions.

These tensions played out in a debate that took place in
Nauvoo on March 3, 1846, just as thousands of Saints were begin-
ning their exodus out of America and into the West. John E. Page,
formerly an apostle in the LDS Church but now a loud and per-
suasive convert of James Strang, argued against the Twelve’s au-
thority because they lacked the power of continuing revelation: “It
is for the voice of God to say who the [leader] shall be, & then the
people shall say amen.” To follow the tradition of Joseph Smith, a
divine intervention and infallible voice from the heavens was the
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manifestation needed to identify God’s chosen prophet. But, he
lamented, now there is only “talk of the people appoint[ing] a
[president],” and by so doing, “we have to trample upon the
Doc[trine] & Cov[enants]”—the collection of Joseph Smith’s reve-
lations, and the tangible manifestation of Smith’s mantle and ex-
pansion of the scriptural canon. The problem with Brigham
Young was he “had no more power to give rev[elations] than any
of the other[s]—it requires the ‘thus saith the Lord’ to put a man in
his place.” Page emphasized that his embrace of Strangism and re-
jection of Young was a product of being a faithful follower of Mor-
monism for over a decade. “If I have erred,” he insisted, “it is be-
cause I placed too much confidence in them that taught me.” Per-
suasively, Page sought to demonstrate that the only possible inter-
pretation of Mormonism required a figure of continuing revela-
tion—the “thus saith the Lord”—and anything else was counter-
feit.46

In response, Orson Hyde, one of the apostles left behind to
watch over those remaining in Nauvoo after the first company
moved west, voiced what had come to be the dominant rhetorical
message of the Twelve: Smith’s revelatory position was not being
“trampled,” but it had evolved into the esoteric rituals of the tem-
ple—the climax, according to Hyde, of Smith’s prophetic career.
Through temple ordinances, the Church was still linked to Smith
and the fountain of revelation. “Joseph Smith is [still] the Hook in
Heaven—the 12 [are] the next link—& you [are] all linked on,”
Hyde explained.47 The image of the hook reinforced the con-
nected nature of the gospel structure, with the Twelve maintain-
ing a central position that made all others peripheral and de-
pendent. This interconnected chain drew from Smith’s cosmol-
ogy, where all spirits were located within an evolving web of famil-
ial sealing, a web made literal and imminent through priesthood
rituals and ecclesiastical control.48

Hyde continued his sermon four days later, expanding the
linkage between Smith, gospel knowledge, and the Twelve’s au-
thority: “Recollect Jesus Christ was the president of the Church
he choose 12 Apostles & they were witnesses, to go to all the na-
tions & preach—by & bye the Lord was crucified & ascended to
heaven—did he take the keys with him or leave them on the
Earth—he did both—he left knowledge on Earth & took knowl-
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edge with him, & Knowledge is power—says he to Peter, I give unto
thee the Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.”49 Just like Christ in the
meridian of time, Smith passed the keys of knowledge on to the
Twelve.

In the early years of the Twelve’s leadership, “knowledge” and
“priesthood keys” became intrinsically connected, creating a
canon of religious knowledge centered on priesthood authority.
Whereas with Smith the temple rites were to be the apex of gospel
learning, with the Twelve they became the standard of all knowl-
edge and validity—a merging of several disparate themes into a
centralized base. It was only through the priesthood keys that the
fountain of knowledge could continue. Indeed, that the term
“keys” came to be the dominant descriptor for salvific truth dem-
onstrates the lengths to which the Twelve routinized epistemo-
logical authority. Smith’s revelations had laid the foundation, but
now the temple ordinances ritualized and fulfilled that spirit and
message. “I asked Elder Page the other day,” Hyde mused, “which
is the greater, this Book (the D&C) or the Sprit [sic] that gave
it?”50 And for the previous year, in the aftermath of Joseph’s
death, the Twelve had emphasized that the temple was the apex of
this spirit of revelation. Strang, himself, had never been inducted.

Because this debate between Hyde and Page took place less
than six months after thousands of Saints initially experienced
these salvific ordinances and because the discourse was given in
the shadow of the temple, listeners would have recognized the
connection between “knowledge” and “priesthood keys” as fur-
ther confirmation of the apostles’ succession claims. While Smith
made this connection himself during his Nauvoo sermons and
further emphasized it through private teachings and rituals to
close associates, the extent to which it touched the average Saint
was mostly limited. The Twelve, however, further publicized it,
making it a focal point of the Mormon lived experience. Though
Smith had intended these rites to be shared by all those found
worthy within the Church, they still played an important role in
cementing the Twelve’s authoritative claims. Knowledge could
and would be gained through reason and revelation, but it could
be solidified only through priesthood rites. In this sense, Mor-
monism’s canonicity expanded to include not only recorded
revelations but also ritual experience.

78 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 2 (Summer 2012)



This rhetorical and interpretive strain also dominated the
Twelve’s debate with another schismatic figure, Sidney Rigdon,
further demonstrating the malleability of their message. Previ-
ously, Rigdon had been the first counselor in Smith’s First Presi-
dency, possibly placing him second in authority and power. How-
ever, he had gone through significant periods of alienation from
Smith, especially over plural marriage, and had not participated
in the new doctrines Smith had shared with his inner circle.
Rigdon challenged the Twelve, urging his own claim to be
“guardian” of the movement until Joseph’s oldest son, then
twelve, came of age. Similar to Strang, Rigdon claimed a revela-
tion that he felt validated his authority. Thus, in their battles with
Rigdon—and especially his excommunication trial—the Twelve
emphasized that the former leader lacked the knowledge, power,
and authority necessary for Church leadership, which could only
be gained through the highest temple ordinances. In the episte-
mological crisis in which competing supernatural revelations are
claimed as support for practical concerns, the only determining
factor was priesthood keys, which the Twelve emphasized they ob-
tained from Smith himself. By binding knowledge to priesthood
rites and authority, it lessened the threat of competitors who
presented ecclesiastical claims and doctrinal revelations as valid-
ation.

“There is a way by which all revelations purporting to be from
God through any man can be tested,” Orson Hyde explained at
the trial over Rigdon’s membership. “Brother Joseph said, let no
revelation go to the people until it has been tested” in the highest
councils. This interpretation of Smith’s teachings emphasized or-
der and authority in determining what was truth. Further, this
precedent was especially relevant in the months preceding
Smith’s death, bolstering the Twelve as the central figures in this
epistemological hierarchy, because they “were in council with
Brother Joseph almost every day for weeks.” Smith had prepared
them for this position by “conduct[ing] us through every ordi-
nance of the holy priesthood and when he had gone through with
all the ordinances he rejoiced very much, and says, now if they kill
me you have got all the keys.” It was only then, Hyde recalled
Smith proclaiming, that “Satan will not be able to tear down the
kingdom” and corrupt the doctrines and ordinances of the gos-
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pel. Parley Pratt added to Hyde’s testimony, explaining that,
though “the quorum of the Twelve have not offered a new revela-
tion” since Smith’s death, that was only due to the fact that “we
have spent all our time, early and late, to do the things the God of
heaven commanded us to do through brother Joseph”—most es-
pecially, building the temple and officiating in its ordinances.51

Revealed truth had all pointed to the temple and its priesthood
sealings. Future knowledge depended on its completion.

The antebellum period in which these debates took place was
riven by competing ideas: It was heralded as the age of demo-
cratic freedom, in which each individual believer set off to pave
his or her own religious path, but there was an equally palpable
fear concerning this radical dispersion of knowledge. In terms of
scriptural canonicity, there were “those who overtly punched
holes in the traditional boundaries of the biblical canon in order
to make room for new truths that they considered worthy of can-
onization,” one historian has written, “and those who expressly
viewed the rise of new moral or religious imperatives as a sinister
threat to the sanctity and unity of the closed canon.”52 On one
side were figures like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Lorenzo Dow
who argued for a more egalitarian model of spiritual truth, and
on the other there were those who maintained a skepticism to-
ward the excesses of democratic power, even—and perhaps espe-
cially—in a religious setting.

Mormonism, at different times and in different situations, oc-
cupied positions on both sides of these cultural tensions. Smith
himself, while often heralded as the epitome of opening the
“canon” of spiritual truth, took steps to restrain a concomitant
outpouring of revelatory anarchy. These restraints included a hi-
erarchical priesthood structure not too dissimilar from Methodist
conferences in their ability to oversee and manage an otherwise
democratic structure. And, as it had within Methodism, this turn
to more centralized and systematized knowledge introduced
more stability in the tumultuous environment of the mid-nine-
teenth century—a religious trend that pervaded much of the pe-
riod. So in drawing from these contemporary tensions, Smith’s
successors incorporated a potent blend of cultural tools and in-
f luences while adapting Mormonism’s revelatory tradition in re-
sponse to immediate concerns.53
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By placing the temple and priesthood keys at the center of
Mormonism’s epistemological claims, the Twelve succeeded in es-
tablishing a theological framework in which their claims could tri-
umph over competing schismatic options while drawing from ele-
ments in both Mormon and American culture. By holding the
keys to the temple, Brigham Young and the apostles held the keys
to knowledge. But in doing so, they dictated that Joseph Smith’s
revelatory legacy would be understood in a way that led first and
foremost to the future temple rituals—ordinances that had been
introduced only two years earlier and not made public until
shortly after his death. What had been a set of secret rituals lim-
ited to a small circle of initiates—though they planned to have
larger participation once the Nauvoo Temple was completed—was
now the only path by which believers could gain salvific knowl-
edge. Pratt’s “Fountain of Knowledge” of 1844 focused on Smith’s
teachings of dialogic revelation through personal connection to
deity; now the “fountain” was more to be experienced rather than
merely learned. But more than just experiencing truth—a frame-
work that could inherently be disruptive—the experience was es-
tablished within a strict set of liturgical boundaries and overseen
by tight ecclesiastical control. While this adapted perspective of
revelatory knowledge threatened to routinize what had hitherto
been a dynamic understanding of truth, it succeeded in centraliz-
ing epistemological power in the hands of Brigham Young and
the Twelve and in attaching believers to a unified religious move-
ment; personal and familial revelation was still possible, but
validation and control were further centralized.

IV
The process of correlating and synthesizing Joseph Smith’s

revelations and teachings largely continued in step with the new
developments and evolutions in Mormon history and culture. Set-
tlement in Utah introduced theocratic dominance, frontier dis-
course, and sometimes violent reformations; the end of isolation
brought more spiritually oriented boundaries; the stepping back
from authoritative support for polygamy by 1904 forced a refor-
mulation of what constituted “families” and “kingdoms” in the
Mormon cosmos; and finally, the twentieth century brought a
growth of fundamentalist and neo-orthodox thought in reaction
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to an increasingly secular and skeptical world. Indeed, the trans-
formations in LDS thought during its first two centuries offer in
microcosm the larger intellectual trends of the cultures in which
Mormons acted within and reacted to.54

And therein lies the significance of the interpretation(s) and
reinterpretation(s) of LDS theology. The growth and develop-
ment of Mormonism from a frontier faith to a Utah theocracy to
the twentieth-century “American” religion depended to a large
extent on the ability of Smith’s successors to both incorporate
and challenge broader cultural tensions in the process of synthe-
sizing and expanding the teachings of its founding prophet. This
task required innovation in sustaining—or recreating—a uniquely
Mormon and coherent theology with a tenuous and dynamic rela-
tionship with the broader culture. As a result, the study of how
that theology developed not only sheds added light on the move-
ment itself but also on the dynamic process of religious formation
and transformation in both a vibrant movement and an energetic
culture.
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Our Dinner with Levi Peterson

Ruth A. Starkman

Levi Savage Peterson, the beloved and controversial Mormon
writer, throws a quietly skeptical glance over his menu in a posh
Palo Alto nouveaux-Middle Eastern restaurant on a recent evening
in early June 2011. My partner, Russell A. Berman, of Stanford
University, president of the Modern Language Association, and I
had invited Peterson to speak about his work and his contributions
as a “literary intellectual” in the American public sphere. On cam-
pus, Peterson had read selections from his work, answered some
questions from an audience of young and adoring Stanford under-
grads, most of whom were Mormon, and now was seeking some
respite at dinner before the seminar that would follow on the sec-
ond day.

The menu doesn’t seem to entice him.
This is the moment I have been awaiting for a long time: din-

ner with my beloved author, Levi Peterson. I have read all his
works—his seminal The Backslider (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
1986), a comically profound story of a Mormon cowboy who wres-
tles with his doubt; his provocative biography Juanita Brooks: Mor-
mon Woman Historian (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,
1988); a novel Aspen Marooney (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
1995); two compilations of short stories, and his recent autobiog-
raphy, A Rascal by Birth, A Christian by Yearning (Salt Lake City:
University of Utah Press, 2006). So thinking I know something
about Levi Peterson and, having lived in Utah, about Mormons,
too, I try to be reassuring about the exotic offerings.

“Levi, you’re a meat and potatoes guy.”
“I’m a meat and potatoes guy.” He obliges, still in a state of dis-

traction.
“Then how about some steak and potatoes?”
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“Maybe.” He fends me off.
At his side perches Althea Peterson, his wife of fifty-plus years,

slight, brown-haired, whose large, blue doe-eyes rest on me with
gentle but keen 20/20 vision. She has decided on a vegetable plat-
ter. Althea, a non-Mormon, or as described in the dialect of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, a “nonmember” and
thus a “gentile,” looks on patiently as Peterson makes his choice: a
light halibut dish with vegetables, which he’ll share with his wife.

No alcohol, no coffee, though he had just told the seminar au-
dience that he has for years been unable to obtain—one wonders if
he has tried—a “temple recommend,” the official document sign-
ed by two high priests of his Church certifying that a Church
member has sufficient Mormon worthiness to enter the temple,
the secret/sacred ceremonial space of Mormon rituals. He in-
forms us gamely that he has succumbed to the “demon of coffee”
and “has been known to take a glass of wine now and then.”

But tonight his austere alcohol- and coffee-free light meal
makes one wonder how similar Levi is to his troubled protagonist
Frank from The Backslider, who, unlike Levi, is a believer deeply
disturbed by what he imagines to be his own moral shortcomings.
In one of Frank’s many stringent efforts to atone for his (imag-
ined) excesses, he renounces his beloved steak, pork, buttered bis-
cuits in gravy, and potatoes for his mother’s bland and very as-
cetic vegetarian diet.

Could it be that Levi Peterson, the strapping, jaunty, fearless
jack-Mormon (jack = one who has lapsed) is also as strictly ascetic
as his characters?

Remembering him from fifteen years ago when I saw him read
in Ogden, Utah, where he was a professor (now emeritus) of Eng-
lish at Weber State, I now encounter a somewhat slighter sev-
enty-eight-year-old Peterson. Still bearded and mustachioed, dress-
ed in professorial corduroy jacket and khaki trousers, very much
the cowboy writer from Snowf lake, Arizona, with a light drawl to
match, Peterson is also a vision of profound humility.

But such modesty is wholly unnecessary. This is the American
writer of God, man, and the American West, who shaped Mor-
mon literature, who edited the unorthodox journal Dialogue: A
Journal of Mormon Thought from 2004 to 2008, whose writing and
life have inspired many readers, Mormon and not, to confront the
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demons of humanity and examine existential doubt. No dark
brooding, politically programmatic Sartre with an arid mockery
of faith, nor a transnational Camus, Peterson is a local guy, an
American writer of contemporary American literature as Kafka
was for modernism, a writer of poetic yearning, who translates
Kafkaesque despair (“there is hope but none for us”) into a
tragic-comic (“there is hope, and maybe even for a rascal like
me”). Most of Peterson’s readers find their faith affirmed by his
depictions of the gulf between religious ideals and everyday prac-
tice. Others discover in Peterson a kindred spirit of a yearning
nonbeliever, a sensualist with a twinkle in his eye for scandal. For
Americans, who despite their daily voluptuary embrace of the cul-
ture industry, the questions of faith and belonging are central. Pe-
terson speaks to those questions.

It is fitting that Peterson appears at Stanford University, where
Dialogue was co-founded by his colleagues Eugene England and
Wesley Johnson, and where he offers insight into a part of Ameri-
can culture that struggles with assimilation, identity, and self-un-
derstanding. Stanford University harbors a sizeable group of Levi
Peterson fans: young and old, undergraduates and full professors,
both members and nonmembers of the Church.

Yet even as he faces a eager audience, Peterson doubts his sta-
tus as a “public intellectual,” wonders which audience he actually
reaches beyond the liberal Mormon reading public. For him and
his small group of liberal peers, the Mormon Church is an “au-
thoritarian institution” in need of modernization and liberaliza-
tion, as can be evidenced by what Peterson calls “the debacle of
Proposition 8,” California’s ban on same-sex marriage, which was
widely supported by the LDS Church.

His life has been a story of the larger questions of human exis-
tence. At the opening of his autobiography he introduces himself
simply:

I will introduce myself with a few facts. I was born and raised in
Snowflake, a Mormon town in northern Arizona. I have lived most
of my adult life in the cities of the American West. Although I con-
sider myself a religious person, I know very little about God. At first I
intended this book to be about wilderness, but as I wrote it, it be-
came an autobiography with many themes. Among these themes are
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wilderness, my vexed and vexing relationship with Mormonism, my
moral and emotional qualities, and my family.1

Peterson actually knows quite a lot about God, his and others’
search for divine connection. He also understands the pain of
families and communities that are more conf licted in practice
than in their ideal. The youngest of thirteen children born to a de-
vout mother, who often doubted her own worthiness for salvation
and wished out loud that Levi had been a daughter, Levi Peterson
is also boldly individual, complex in his identity and self-under-
standing, Peterson appears surprised and honored that his writ-
ing has been meaningful to others.

To my right at the dinner table, Russell Berman, my partner of
several years, silently studies the menu. I have no doubt what is on
his mind: Surrender to the high-calorie, cholesterolemia-inducing
dishes that beckon, or choose a healthier lighter fare. In the end,
Berman virtuously chooses the same dish as Levi and asks for
sparkling water instead of alcohol.

On my left is Nikil Saval, the handsome young graduate stu-
dent organizer of the symposium, a vegetarian who describes
himself both as a “non-practicing Hindu” and as someone who re-
mains ever conscious of the weight of his dissertation dangling
over his head like Damocles’s sword. He is not drinking either to-
night, maybe with a plan to return to dissertating-mode.

I drink neither coffee nor alcohol simply because I don’t like
either. Nor do I smoke. Nor do I swear in the presence of anyone
younger than thirty-one or older than sixty-one. Except for the
swearing, I might pass for Mormon if I mention things like the
“Aaronic Priesthood,” tell people that I grew up in what was
semi-rural California riding horses, or if anyone had seen me dive
into my mashed Idaho potatoes in heavy cream that evening. But
I’m Jewish, like Russell.

Tonight I’ve decided that Peterson, despite his Scandinavian
name and Nordic looks, is, perhaps unbeknownst to himself, actu-
ally Jewish in spirit.

“Maybe you’re Jewish!” I exclaim.
“How’s that?”
“You know how you say you go to church just for the human

connection?” I try. “Just for the opportunity to allow a restless
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one-year-old girl to climb up on your lap and play with your beard,
as you told us. Or to connect with people and hear about their
lives?”

“Yes . . . ” He allows, curious though unpersuaded.
“Well, that human bond for us Jews is the presence of God.

We don’t have testimonies about a ‘burning feeling in the chest’
like Mormons do. But we believe we can see the face of God in a
young child or a bride or when we feel true human understanding
between people.”

Peterson nods politely. The imagery I’ve just offered him is ac-
tually a jumble of Hasidic thought mixed with a little Talmud,
Maimonides, and Martin Buber, all of my own invention. Won-
dering if I’m getting through, I continue: “I can tell from your
writing and what you say in public that you are very directed at
this world, that you reject a kind of ‘worldlessness’ of religious in-
stitutions.” I’m pushing some Hannah Arendt at this point, which,
if it applies to him at all, must exist in his concept of nature, but I
don’t think to ask about nature.

“Your public can tell that heaven for you is on this earth.” I
cast about. “That one has to make heaven here by doing good and
connecting to others. When you die, your body may go in the
ground and there is no afterlife, but you live on in the memories
of others.”

Russell, who has just returned from an unveiling of his late
mother Evelyn’s tombstone, may her memory be a blessing, nods
his affirmation of at least this last statement.

Peterson looks tense and uncertain.
I can tell that I’m losing him, but at that moment, it doesn’t

occur to me that heaven remains a tantalizing concept for Peter-
son, the unbeliever. I know from his writing he hasn’t given it up
and that he still wishes for a benevolent Christian God, so unlike
my tough-guy Jewish God, who gives us in turns the “silent treat-
ment” or, when he’s not ignoring us, acts like an ill-tempered
gambler from Las Vegas. Surely Peterson, who loves his wife
deeply, has written at length about whether there is an eternity
for them, a blissful undying bond that the LDS Church will deny
them for not marrying in the Church and not participating in
temple ceremonies.

“Of course—” I strike out in another direction, thinking I
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could bond with him over our shared American identity “—Jews
have to be circumcised.” Isn’t every American man? I think.

Levi’s face pales. I can’t understand why. Here is a famous au-
thor who writes in detail about sexual acts, his own youthful mas-
turbation, and a male character’s horrifying genital self-mutila-
tion in The Backslider. He can’t be offended, can he?

I dare not glance at poor Nikil, who is cringing next to me, not
wanting to def lect a faculty member, but surely utterly embar-
rassed by the topic. Nikil is American, too, after all, and has just
shared with us his ideas about being an Indian-American, who has
grown up without much of an Indian community and whose liter-
ary interests are European. Althea is puzzled and waiting to see
what transpires. Russell looks blithely on.

Levi gazes at me steadily and says softly, “I guess I wouldn’t fit
in.”

“Oh,” I stumble on, horrified that I have just trapped this
great American author of distinguished age into discussing his
anatomy. “Um . . . well . . . there are some Jews who reject ritual
circumcision now. I mean, you can still be Jewish if you want.”

“Funny what a lot of fuss there is about a little piece of skin,”
Peterson offers, hoping someone will change the subject and
knowing full well that a “little piece of skin” remains, like many
other small, trivial things about the body and humanity, enor-
mously contested.

Althea comes to the rescue, asking Russell about foreign lan-
guage acquisition; and the conversation turns to more pressing
topics like American literacy.

Meanwhile, I’m wondering how I could possibly make amends
to Peterson. Maybe he would feel better if I told him it didn’t mat-
ter, he could be whatever he wanted. But that was already true.
Maybe a funny story would help? One about how, after my oldest
son’s ritual circumcision at home when he was eight days old, the
rabbi handed me the foreskin in a piece of gauze and told me to
bury it in my backyard with a prayer. I couldn’t do this, though,
because the yard was being dug up for a garden. I put the foreskin
in the freezer, planning to bury it later. Then the garden seemed
to be taking forever while a part of my firstborn child’s body lay in
the freezer next to the Dreyer’s French vanilla ice cream and Mrs.
Paul’s frozen fish sticks. Before I knew it, the fridge broke and was
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hauled away one day with all its contents while I was on campus.
Who knows what kind of burial that foreskin received? I could
mourn, I could tell Levi this story and hope he would laugh, but
the moment was gone and the conversation had turned to yet an-
other topic: the question of visions.

Do Mormons really believe in visions and what are they? Cer-
tainly not my vision of the contents of my old freezer. Peterson af-
firmed that Mormons have visions and apologized that he had
none really, unless by vision, one meant literary images like his
Cowboy Jesus, who comforts the troubled protagonist in The Back-
slider. My mind wanders to how Russell and I miss his late mother,
how we gaze at the light ref lected on the ceiling at night, joking to
ourselves that it marks the enduring presence of the Berman ma-
triarch. Our elegiac longing contrasts with the Mormon under-
standing that such images and even dreams may constitute actual
visitations.

For us that night, however, Levi Peterson’s literary vision
more than sufficed. In fact, it seemed to offer a redemptive prom-
ise that a person like him could extend his gift to others and that
we’d be so moved. Peterson is writing something new now. A
non-Mormon story. I wonder who his audience will be. I wonder if
we thanked him enough that night?

Note
1. Levi S. Peterson, A Rascal by Birth, A Christian by Yearning (Salt

Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2006), 1.
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Undie Running on the Line
between Church and State

Max Perry Mueller

They were wearing next to nothing. Thongs, boy-shorts, string bi-
kinis. A lacy Victoria’s Secret red and black nightgown seemed
downright conservative. Pro-gay slogans—“Marriage Equality!”
and “Down with Prop 8!”—were plastered on chests, legs, butt-
cheeks, cheeks. “Judge not lest ye be judged” read one bill-
board/lower back, scrawled in what might have been red lipstick.
Tattoo ink had rendered many of these mostly twenty- and thirty-
something-year-old bodies more permanent canvases.

And they were running. Downhill. The body parts—exposed
and (only slightly) unexposed—of the some 3,000 participants of
Utah’s Undie Run giggled, bounced, sloshed in full view of the
few dozen spectators and unsuspecting passersby on the corner
of State Street and North Temple in Salt Lake City on September
27, 2011.

I was one of the unsuspecting. So were two of my college
friends, Nate and Kevin, who had come to Salt Lake to visit me
and play in Utah’s great outdoors during my year in Zion as the
Mormon Studies Fellow at the University of Utah. After summit-
ing Pfeifferhorn in the morning, that evening we had gone for
Mexican food and margaritas at the Salt Lake City institution, the
Red Iguana. Returning home on North Temple, we found our-
selves caught in a growing line of cars, piling up at the intersection
(literal and figurative) of Church and state in Utah—a fuzzier line
in this state than in most. The Utah Capitol towered above on our
left, the Salt Lake City Temple—the axis mundi of Mormonism—to
our right.

At first, when the first few dozen exposed male torsos came
sprinting down the hill, Nate, Kevin, and I thought it was just
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some small, early fall 5K. But as we inched our way closer, we no-
ticed that this was less a competition than an exhibition. More
bodies, less muscled bodies, began passing the corner, running,
skipping, and sauntering down the street. The three males in my
car—two married, one in a long-term relationship—were silent,
mouths agape, enjoying the view and feeling a little guilty about
it. After making our way past the scene and up into the Avenues
where I was renting a small, sunny, fourth-f loor f lat in a cen-
tury-old brick apartment building, we ditched the car and headed
back downtown on foot.

Our intentions were noble, we told ourselves: to “investigate”
this novel cultural phenomenon. After a few Google searches on
our smartphones and after interviewing the event’s slower mov-
ers, we found out that what we were witnessing was a “protest”
run conducted in the all-but-buff. Starting from a modest Face-
book posting in early August, the officially dubbed “Utah Undie
Run 2012 Protest against Utah Being So Uptight” grew past the
event organizer Nate Porter’s wildest expectations. Porter had
hoped that he’d gather a few hundred of his closest friends,
united in their frustration with the conservative nature of the
state’s political (and religious) environment. After some 15,000
signed up to run, Porter thought he might set a Guinness record
for “largest gathering of people wearing only underpants/knick-
ers.”

While records weren’t broken—he couldn’t get the 3,000 or
so who did show up to stand in one place long enough for an of-
ficial count—Porter was successful at creating a cultural sensa-
tion. The Undie Run made the news in almost every media out-
let in Utah. The Boston Globe, Washington Post, and even the UK’s
Daily Mail picked it up. Perhaps even more significant for the en-
trepreneurial organizer, the body-focused event served as fantas-
tic free advertising for Porter’s “Huka Bar”—a trendy nightclub
in Murray which, according to its website, employs “the hottest
collection of bartenders and servers along the Wasatch.” Like
hip-hop mogul Jay-Z’s attempt to cash in on the Occupy Protests
with his own brand of “Occupy WAll Streetz” T-shirts, Porter
seamlessly stitched together social protest and capitalism. Run-
ners painted declarations of “Down with 3.2 Beer!” alongside ad-
verts for “Huka Bar” on their backs, midriffs, and backsides.
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Be Wary of a Mass of Women in Long Skirts!
The Undie Run was not the only significant gathering of bod-

ies on display that Indian summer evening in and around Salt
Lake City’s Temple Square. Just two hours before, on our way to
the Red Iguana, the boys and I had driven west along North Tem-
ple. On Temple Square, we witnessed not an exercise of political
rights but a performance of religious modesty. Some thirty thou-
sand women and girls, all dressed in demure skirts and blouses in
muted colors, manifested as if summoned by some shofar from all
directions and with quiet efficiency entered the LDS Conference
Center. Slowing traffic to a crawl as they crossed North Temple
and entered into one of the twenty huge Conference Center
doors, moms held daughters’ hands with one hand and copies of
the “Quadruple Combination”—the standard Mormon single-vol-
ume scripture set including the LDS version of the King James Bi-
ble, the Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl
of Great Price—in the other.

Watching this pageantry of piety, the boys’ eyes grew big with
wonder and (frankly) a little fear. “What the hell is this?” Nate
asked the Mormon expert praetendere, their chauffeur for the eve-
ning. But not having grown up LDS or in Utah, I had never wit-
nessed such a huge and orderly gathering of women—and women
who all looked the same: slender, white, and conservatively dress-
ed. I offered a tentative guess that it was a gathering of the Relief
Society. I tried my best to explain that, while the LDS Church does
not allow women to serve in ecclesiastical leadership positions,
women do serve in many service roles for the Church and com-
munity. “Actually, it’s probably the oldest and largest women’s
philanthropic organization in the world.” I parroted the line I’d
heard many times from Church members and read in Church
publications.

While I asked Kevin to search on his phone for any announce-
ments of Relief Society gatherings, Nate and I made a game of try-
ing to find the few men among the crowds of thousands of faithful
women. We found a handful and speculated that they were acting
as event coordinators or perhaps, out of chivalry, were walking
their wives and daughters to the women-only gathering. Because
driving that long Salt Lake City block took more than five min-
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utes, this game got old. Nate suggested switching the “I spy” target
to finding black women in the crowds; he thought that I, as an as-
piring scholar of race and Mormon, might find this variation par-
ticularly interesting. While this switch proved to be as fruitful as
trying to find men, I spouted out another line of Mormon apolo-
getics: “Actually,” I announced, “most Mormons now live outside
the United States and probably there’s a large plurality of people
of color in the Church.”

With this speech, as with my soundbite on the Relief Society,
as soon as I uttered the words I realized that they sounded a lot
like something that could come out of the LDS PR office. For
some reason, even perhaps more frequently than many of my
Mormon friends, I am wont to give the company line about the
Church when talking to the non-initiated. I feel a need to combat
stereotypes. I need to dispel mischaracterizations that even my
well-educated friends have about the Church. (Thanks, Jon Krak-
auer and Big Love.) After all, with a few noted exceptions (Jan
Shipps, Sally Barringer Gordon, and Laurie Maff ly-Kipp), non-
Mormon scholarship has traditionally been “sectarian”; it is intent
on exposing the supposed Mormon crimes against theology, or
women, or African Americans, or reason, or democracy. And of-
ten all of the above, at the same time.

Especially when visiting the new, grand LDS Church History
Library next to which Nate, Kevin, and I found ourselves parked,
waiting for the last wave of Relief Society sisters to cross North
Temple, I find myself defending my non-membership status. “I’m
not a Mormon, but I grew up with Mormon playmates in Wyo-
ming!” I explain to the missionaries assigned to assist library pa-
trons, friendly but initially suspicious of why I would stake my pro-
fessional life on studying something which I’m not willing to em-
brace for time and eternity.

But neither Nate nor Kevin was really listening to my pro-
Mormon lectures. They were too busy watching in wonder the
mass of (female) humanity moving with such patience and grace
toward the ten-acre Conference Center, with its terraces and roof-
top garden that might be at home in a Middle Eastern desert or in
a Mesoamerican jungle.

“So they’re all Mormon?” Nate, not really expecting a serious
answer, posed his question more as a statement of awe than an ac-
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tual inquiry. We non-Utahans aren’t used to seeing so many Mor-
mons all in one place. Everywhere outside of Utah, Mormons are
minorities. They have their meetinghouses. A few big cities have
temples. Mormons don’t typically form ghettos. Instead, while
they live “among the gentiles” as our neighbors, cheerful and
friendly, they for the most part keep to themselves, choosing to
spend most of their free time with other Mormons at Church wor-
ship, participating in service, or at LDS social functions. For
many Americans, Mormons outside of Utah seem quaint, charm-
ing, innocuous, perhaps because almost everywhere, there are
not that many of them occupying one space. But what I think
shocked us was less the “Mormonness” of seeing this sea of sister
Saints than the monolithic nature of the group. This uniformity,
especially uniformity due to shared religious commitment, seems
out of place and out of time, even in America, the most religious
democracy outside of India.

We three liberal, and liberal arts-trained young professionals
have grown up in an America where pluralism of religions, races,
and ethnicities, not homogeneity, is the norm. This supposed
“secular age” is really a pluralistic one. During last year’s Arab
Spring, scenes of neat lines of Muslim protesters in Tahir Square
all performing the salat toward Mecca made many Americans—
and the State Department—nervous. But the image of a ring of
Christian Egyptians forming a human shield to protect their fel-
low Muslim protesters in prayer comforted us. Salt Lake City,
which is majority non-LDS, is almost certainly more pluralistic
than Cairo. Catholic cathedrals, Congregational churches, syna-
gogues, and store-front mosques anchor the street corners not oc-
cupied by Mormon meetinghouses. But on this night, in Salt
Lake’s equivalent to Tahir Square, Mormon women en masse
show that this city belongs to the Saints.

“Gayest City in America”
Once we headed back downtown to walk among the undie

runners, it became clear that the choice of location and timing
was intentional; undies and bare skin juxtaposed with modest
skirts overlaying sacred underwear. “Uptightness”—the organiz-
ers’ supposed target of protest—was a thinly veiled euphemism for
“Mormon.” And the veil came off along with the participants’
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clothes: “Separate Church and State” and “I’m a Utahn and I’m
not Mormon!” were some of the most direct critiques of Utah’s po-
litical and religious culture. Others were more tongue in cheek:
“Satan Worshipper” read one young woman’s lower back. “Mor-
mon”—with a pentagram replacing the O, read her girlfriend’s
motto. At least, I’m guessing it was her girlfriend as the pair made
a point of displaying a not-so-sisterly kiss as they celebrated com-
pleting their run at Salt Lake City’s outdoor concert venue, the
Gallivan Center, where the runners gathered after their trip down
State Street.

Downtown Salt Lake, in particular the area around Temple
Square, is a contested space. During the semi-annual general
conferences in April and October, anti-Mormon protesters oc-
cupy 100-square-foot boxes demarcated by bright electric tape
on the sidewalks on North and South Temples. Conference-
goers pass the sometimes humorous, often caustic protesters
armed with placards denouncing the Church as satanic, as blas-
phemous, as merely ridiculous. Following California’s successful
Prop 8 initiative in 2008, the sidewalks that line Temple Square
also attracted pro-gay activists, denouncing the Church and its
membership for meddling in American politics and in American
bedrooms.

But the national uproar over the Church’s political involve-
ment on gay rights issues became a local controversy in July
2009. Two gay men, Matt Aune and Derek Jones, were arrested
for trespassing when they kissed on the Church-owned Main
Street pedestrian promenade between North and South Temple
Streets. Walking home from a summer concert at the Gallivan
Center, the couple stopped for an embrace on what they be-
lieved was public property. In fact, in 1999, the Church had pur-
chased the plaza and, with it, bought the rights to regulate be-
havior and speech in the space. After witnessing what they de-
scribed as “inappropriate behavior,” LDS security guards
quickly detained the couple, handcuffing both, and forcing
Jones to the ground. Salt Lake City police officers then re-
sponded to the scene and ticketed both for trespassing. Aune
and Jones complained to the police that the LDS security force
roughed them up after what Aune called a “modest” display of
affection; Jones displayed some pretty nasty bruises on his arm
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for the Salt Lake Tribune’s report on the incident. The Church re-
sponded by stating that the couple were the provocateurs: ac-
cording to a Church statement, the two “engaged in passionate
kissing, groping, profane and lewd language, and had obviously
been using alcohol.” Within days, the couple convinced the Salt
Lake City prosecutor to drop the charges. Aune and Jones
claimed that theirs was an act of ignorance. They did not know
that there “is no longer is a public right of way, or accompanying
free-speech rights, on the plaza.”

If the streets and sidewalks are battlegrounds between the
LDS Church and its critics, the latter seem to be winning, at least
in the court of public opinion. Jones got a bruised arm after he
kissed his boyfriend on Church property in July 2009. The
Church got a black eye. Like the response to Prop 8 in November
2008, the state and national press picked up the story of a couple
arrested for a kiss. For those ready to see the episode as such, the
forced detention of two gay men for what they claim was an inno-
cent and romantic display of affection encapsulated the LDS
Church’s efforts to police public morality in ways that interfere
with the rights of private American citizens. It also emboldened
gay activists to take their fight directly to the Church—or at least
directly to the Church’s property lines. The week after the ar-
rest, several dozen protesters staged a “kiss-in” on the sidewalk
on the Main Street promenade—within clear view of the LDS se-
curity force who called the police when protestors refused to
stage their demonstration elsewhere. This time no arrests were
made.

As recently as January 2012, the nation’s leading gay maga-
zine, The Advocate, named Salt Lake City the “Gayest City in
America.” Excluding New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, Salt
Lake City beat out places like Cambridge, Massachusetts, and
San Francisco for its “per capita queerness.” For this year’s “to-
tally accurate if decidedly subjective criteria,” The Advocate edi-
tors all but admitted that they put their fingers on the scales by
pre-selecting categories in which Salt Lake City would finish
first. Salt Lake City apparently earned points for having an
LGBT bookstore and a nude yoga class, and for sending a repre-
sentative to the gay men’s beauty pageant, the “International Mr.
Leather Competition.” Leaders of the Salt Lake City gay com-
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munity reacted to the award with ironic bemusement. They un-
derstood that the recognition honored the home of the “Mor-
mon Tabernacle Choir” not because it was so gay but, as the Ad-
vocate itself pointed out, because the city is “far less oppressive
than it used to be.” The director of the Utah Pride Center in Salt
Lake City said, “All humor aside, I think that our city has come a
long way. If we were to rate the cities that have made the greatest
amount of progress over the last 10 years, I think we certainly
would rank among the top.” Like the Undie Run, the Advocate’s
unorthodox choice of Salt Lake City as the “gayest city in Amer-
ica” was a protest pick, an attempt to “queer” Utah even if the
prophets and politicians of Utah refuse to recognize queer as a
legitimate modality of human identity and human love.

A Family Fight, an Act of Pluralism
In such rhetorical and legal contests over space, political in-

f luence and public policy, one assumes that the belligerents have
little in common. That’s what Nate, Kevin, and I thought as we
walked toward the Gallivan Center to participate in the festivities
at the end of the run. By this time, the Relief Society sisters had
been released from their meeting. This meant that packs of over-
dressed Saints mingled with underdressed sinners on the side-
walks of downtown Salt Lake. At the Gallivan Center, beer (I be-
lieve it was stronger than 3.2) was served. Men and women, al-
most naked, danced to the heavy riffs of the Salt Lake City-based
band, Royal Bliss. Boys kissed girls. Boys kissed boys. Girls kissed
girls.

A few hours before and a few blocks to the north, Relief Soci-
ety General President Julie B. Beck, paraphrasing the great nine-
teenth-century Mormon poetess who had occupied the same of-
fice, taught that her community should be “a select society, sepa-
rate from all the evils of the world, choice, virtuous, and holy.”
Herself making a declaration of counter-protest against the dem-
onstrations taking place outside the Conference Center, Beck at-
tested: “As our times become more difficult, the faithful sisters of
Relief Society will unite to protect the homes of Zion from the
shrill voices of the world and the predatory and provocative inf lu-
ence of the adversary.” Beck’s message to her sister Saints was
clear: The devil is on our doorsteps and on our streets. Let this so-
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ciety and the Church of which it is a part be, as Beck describes it,
“a place of safety, refuge and protection.”

The recently opened LDS-owned megamall occupying four
city blocks between Temple Square and the “worldlier” rest of
downtown Salt Lake also provides a literal buffer zone between
New Jerusalem and Gomorrah directly to its south, with its evils
of heavy metal, beer and unsanctioned sex.

But in this idea of creating a place “of refuge, safety, and pro-
tection,” the undie runners and Relief Society sisters have com-
mon cause, even common ground. The undie runners could have
employed much of the same language as Beck; by protesting
against “the shrill [Mormon] voices of the world” that labeled
them as deviants, the undie runners attempted to create their
own refuge, their own space where their acts of love would not be
condemned as “predatory and provocative” but human, even di-
vine. The undie runners would not claim theirs was a religious
community like the sister Saints meeting in the Conference Cen-
ter, but they would claim that theirs was a moral one, formed out
of a commitment to the love ethic similar to the one articulated by
a Jewish sage 2000 years ago: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy
self” (Mark 12:31).

This common ground between the Relief Society and the
undie runners leads to a recognition of other connections be-
tween the two groups of Utahns. It was likely, if not almost a cer-
tainty, that undie runners had mothers and grandmothers at the
Relief Society meeting. One could even imagine, earlier that af-
ternoon in a bedroom of some Salt Lake City suburb, two sisters
preparing for their respective nights on the town, one sister
choosing which long skirt to wear, another choosing which
sports bra. Nate, Kevin, and I talked about this potential sister-
hood between the two groups as we walked back home after the
concert let out. We noticed groups of underdressed girls and
women also heading home, shivering in the chilly early fall night
air but nevertheless at ease, without any concern of what they
might encounter on the dark streets. This couldn’t happen in
Nate’s hometown of Minneapolis or Kevin’s hometown of Bos-
ton without raising serious concerns about the women’s per-
sonal safety.

Ironically, what allows the undie runners to feel safe in their
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underwear is the same culture they’re protesting. Utah’s conser-
vatism provides one of the highest degrees of safety in the coun-
try. If Salt Lake City isn’t the gayest city in America, it is among
the safest. Not unlike the Christians encircling the Muslims at
prayer in Tahir Square, the Relief Society sisters form their own
prayerful circles around their undie-running sisters and brothers,
even as the latter decry the former as oppressing them. The only
place such an undie run could happen—an act of pluralism on the
streets of Salt Lake City—is in the city the LDS Church dominates
and protects.

Acts of pluralism are, by nature, reciprocal. The undie run-
ners do something for the Relief Society sisters, too. By exercising
their rights to protest, by guaranteeing the continuation of a free
society, the runners protect the Mormon women’s rights of free
expression and religious liberty. The undie runners descend
thus—in blood and in spirit—from the same lineage of Utah protes-
tors as the Relief Society: the late nineteenth-century Mormon
women who protested against oppressive and discriminatory laws
that criminalized their marriages and their acts of love.

Back in my apartment, Nate, the doctor and mathematician,
speculated that simply due to the laws of statistics, there must,
must have been at least one woman who participated in both
events. A 100 percent separation between such large groups of
people—30,000 at the Relief Society meeting, some 3,000 at the
Undie Run—was simply impossible. And, after all, many Mor-
mons don’t agree with the Church’s position on gays’ place in so-
ciety and in the Church. We imagined some Relief Society sister
leaving the Conference Center and going to her car to take off her
long skirt and modest blouse and apply some pro-gay rights slo-
gan to her now exposed torso. We pictured her jogging down to
the Gallivan Center to join some friends for the concert, avoiding
the beer but enjoying a libation of Diet Coke. She wouldn’t think
of her membership in these seemingly disparate communities as a
sign of undiagnosed schizophrenia. Instead it would be part of
her holistic Mormon identity, an identity that requires that she
live by a certain code of piety but also an identity whose history of
persecution teaches her the dangers of requiring that others live
by this same code.

Even if such a woman didn’t exist, we realized that the partici-
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pants of these two events were existentially dependent on each
other. Long skirts and undies are not the uniforms of opposing
armies, one of heaven, the other of hell. They are the insignia of
different battalions in the ragtag militia that keeps America’s sa-
cred but tenuous peace with pluralism.
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Fierce Joy and Proof
That It Happened

Libby Potter Boss

In my CD collection is a set of two semi-bootlegged discs, their
cases held together with a rubber band, each marked La Pietà,
1/21/01 in permanent marker. The recording itself is perfectly le-
gal; I arranged for it with an ebullient phone contact at NPR’s
“Performance Today,” along with recordings of several other con-
certs on the “Chamber Music in Historic Sites” schedule that sea-
son. That I ended up with a copy of it is sheer luck, or divine
intervention, or chutzpah. The music is a French-Canadian all-girl
band, playing music written for young women, and it is my favorite
CD.

* * *
I grew up playing Suzuki method violin, which is something

like a religion. (“Only practice on the days you eat” is one of the
figurative rosary beads.) My violin teacher signed several of us up
for the Utah Symphony Youth Guild; and as a Youth Guild mem-
ber, I spent a lot of weekends checking coats at concerts, slipping
in to hear the performance during the applause after the first
piece. This, too, was like a religion, complete with a high priest in
white tie and tails and a worshipful congregation of mostly
gray-haired disciples. The music was grand, self-important, estab-
lished, fundamental. Only years later would I realize that it was ac-
tually very young, that the idea of the civic orchestra, complete
with large numbers of paid performers, is roughly the same age as
the United States of America. Its Important Composers are new-
comers, too. Mozart was a contemporary of George Washington.
Shostakovich died two days before my third birthday.

My best friend and I, the angry feminists of the seventh grade,
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sat in this gold-leaf temple celebrating old male composers wear-
ing wigs and counted the women on the stage. A few violinists and
violists, f lutists, always a female harpist. The percussion section
and double bass players were exclusively male. Not once in years
of guest conductors did we see a woman hold the baton or hear
music written by a woman—not even the short contemporary
pieces that we missed because they showed up on the first part of
the program, while we were still collecting coats.

It didn’t add up. We performed violin/piano duets regularly,
mostly in our own wards’ sacrament meetings but occasionally in
a random ward where the bishop knew our families and was tired
of a weekly congregational hymn. There, we would sit on the
stand, obvious visitors, keenly aware that our talent carried with it
a kind of authority that granted two tweenish girls in velvet
dresses and our first high heels access to the realm of graying men
in charcoal suits. We spent several weeks every summer at rigor-
ous music camps, always surrounded by other girls. (The sole
male f lutist we knew, a good-looking blond guy built like a full-
back, got equal measures of awe and teasing.) The best musicians
we knew were girls. So we watched the stage and asked, Where are
all the women?

* * *
Twenty-five years later, the scene inside concert halls around

the world has changed little. There are more women performing
in orchestras, thanks to the widespread practice of blind audi-
tions. The musicians literally play behind a screen, and walk on
and off the stage on thick carpet to mute the distinctive tapping of
high heels. It took a government order to integrate the Vienna
Philharmonic—in 1993. Yet not a single top-tier American orches-
tra is led by a female conductor. Marin Alsop, despite appearing
regularly as a guest conductor with the Philadelphia Orchestra,
the New York Philharmonic, the Los Angeles Philharmonic, and
the London Symphony, makes her artistic home at the second-tier
Baltimore Symphony; her colleague JoAnn Falletta leads the pe-
rennially struggling Buffalo Philharmonic.

* * *
The occasion for the La Pietà concert was the seventy-fifth an-

niversary of Mount St. Mary’s College, the Catholic women’s col-
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lege in Los Angeles that houses the Da Camera Society, where I
was working as the marketing manager—a bit of a misnomer: We
had a staff of exactly seven people, and I was the entire marketing
department.

The concert was a collection of music written for young
women, including a sinfonia and several concerti by Vivaldi, who
wrote them as maestro di violino at a girls’ orphanage in Venice that
was famed for its music; the young ladies performed behind a
screen or grate for the sake of modesty, playing for paying tourists
as well as for men who had come to the orphanage seeking wives.
The chamber orchestra La Pietà takes its name from this orphan-
age, and each of its twelve women wears something red in honor
of Vivaldi, who was known as the “red priest” for the color of his
hair. Also on the program was a suite Gustav Holst wrote for his
students at St. Paul’s Girls’ School in Hammersmith after com-
plaining, “I get reams of twaddle sent me periodically, and that is
all publishers seem to think is suitable for girls.”1 It is a madcap
piece, a romp, a constantly accelerating roller-coaster ride that
ends at a gleeful sprint.

La Pietà had already produced three best-selling CDs, but tours

are usually a chamber group’s bread and butter, and this was their

first tour. The logistics were overwhelming. Not only was there the

normal problem of arranging for twelve women, their instruments,

and their luggage to be in the same city (and preferably in the same

hotel) at the same time, with the solo violinist arriving as early as pos-

sible before each concert to allow for media appearances, but there

was also the timeless problem faced by a large group of women in

their twenties and thirties. Most of them were mothers of small chil-

dren, and elaborate child-care arrangements had to be executed in

their absence.
Aside from the logistical details, the tour had the air of a sto-

len girls’ weekend. The musicians’ collective excitement came
through in the performance as a buoyancy, an enthusiasm, a
highly contagious virus of joie de vivre. A reviewer from the Los An-
geles Times wrote that they played with “fierce joy.”2 Our artistic di-
rector, unfortunately, read their joy as a lack of professionalism
and mentally filed them in the same distasteful category as the
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Eroica Trio, another all-girl band known for their low-cut gowns
and sensual on-stage affectations.

The audience members, in contrast, were entranced. On their
feet, they demanded not one but two encores.

* * *
And then consider the case of a Milanese composer born over

four hundred years ago. Northern Italy in the early seventeenth
century was a dangerous and unstable place. Margarita Cozzolani
was born in 1602 into a city whose prosperity had earned it the
wrong kind of attention. During the previous two centuries, rule
of the city-state had passed through warring Italian families, the
Spanish, and the Austrian Hapsburgs; eventually the political up-
heaval led to economic decline, and families of standing began to
disinherit younger sons in the interests of keeping the family
wealth in a single pair of hands. Daughters of these families,
whose marriage dowries could be a significant drain on financial
resources, were more likely to be placed in convents than married
off.

Young women of wealthy households brought with them the
interests and talents that had been cultivated by their parents—in-
terests that would not have been easily continued after mar-
riage—and several of the cloisters began to be known for their mu-
sic. Cozzolani, a gifted singer, entered the convent of Santa
Radegonda when she was seventeen, taking the religious name
Chiara (“clear”) to complement her given name (literally,
“pearl”). Twenty years later she would publish the first of her four
known groups of compositions, only two of which survive in their
entirety.

Milanese writer Filippo Picinelli described the fame of Cozzo-
lani’s convent: “The nuns of Santa Radegonda of Milan are gifted
with such rare and exquisite talents in music that they are ac-
knowledged to be the best singers of Italy. They wear the Cassin-
ese habits of [the order of] St. Benedict, but under their black
garb they seem to any listener to be white and melodious swans,
who fill hearts with wonder, and enrapture tongues in their
praise. Among these sisters, Donna Chiara Margarita Cozzolani
merits the highest praise, Chiara in name but even more so in
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merit, and Margarita for her unusual and excellent nobility of in-
vention.”3

So this was a particular moment, a particular opportunity in a
unique time and place, where a few fortunate women were able to
express themselves musically. The popularity and widespread use
of the printing press meant that, with some money, they could
even publish their music. The first sacred choral music written by
a woman to appear in print was written by Raffaella Aleotti, an-
other nun, and was published in 1593, just a few years before
Cozzolani’s birth.4 Even the turmoil of the times, which included
not just political and financial upheaval but also the Black Death
(bubonic plague), which killed nearly half the Milanese popula-
tion between 1629 and 1630, may have led to a relaxation of
Church rule over the convents; the nuns not only sang their music
but also, for a time, were allowed musical instruments to serve as
accompaniment, which resulted in ever more complex harmonies
and forms.

The window was narrow. Cozzolani published for only ten
years, though she was one of more than a dozen religious women
in the region who did so. Later in life, as prioress and then abbess
of her house, Cozzolani would battle with the archbishop of Milan
over the nuns’ right to perform their music—and, indeed, have
contact of any form with the world outside their walls. I do not
know what was in her heart when she and her sisters sang the alle-
luias at the end of her “Ave mater dilectissima,” a dialogue be-
tween the risen Christ and his mother contained in her Messa
Paschale. I cannot imagine it to be less than the “fierce joy” of the
women of La Pietà.

* * *
The Messa Paschale, written early in what we call the Baroque

period (the name was not used until early in the twentieth cen-
tury), retains much of the sustained polyphony of the music of the
Renaissance, my own favorite music. A friend commented a few
years ago that she knew I would love Boston because it has “such a
great early music scene.” Early music the Messa Paschale is, but its
form is decidedly forward-looking, anticipating the mathematical
structures that Bach would write nearly a century later. The in-
strumentation is built on a basso continuo part: a mainstay in Ba-
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roque music, the sustained low notes on which the more intricate
(or “baroque”) variations are constructed. The low bass could be
played by any instrument in the register, from organ or harpsi-
chord to viola da gamba (a kind of second cousin once removed to
the cello and double bass), and provided a depth to the music that
the nuns’ high voices would have lacked. Though Cozzolani’s pub-
lished vocal scores include a bass line, it is almost certain that the
nuns sang it an octave higher than written; the score, after all, was
intended for the public at large.

There are even passages of the music that remind me of the
concerti Vivaldi wrote for his students, which is logical. The “red
priest” certainly would have known of Cozzolani, whose fame had
spread throughout the Italian peninsula and who had died the
year before he was born in a city just 225 miles away.

* * *
When I emailed Angèle Dubeau, the leader and soloist of La

Pietà, to let her know that NPR had asked to record her ensemble,
she replied with an unusual question: Could the group have a
copy of the recording? I passed along the request to my contact at
NPR, who after only a slight pause, said that yes, it would be fine
to make an unofficial copy of the tape for the group—it was their
music, after all—provided they not release it to the public. It also
had to be done quickly; he intended to air it the following week,
and he had to allow enough time for editing.

The day after the concert, I took the digital tape to a studio on
Santa Monica Boulevard which had promised same-day transfer
to CD; that afternoon I would FedEx the tape to Washington,
D.C., and the CDs to Montreal. When I handed over the tape, I
found myself asking for two copies. The experience of a perfor-
mance occurs just once, in a particular place and time; but a re-
corded disc, like a printed folio, is tangible evidence that it did
happen, and that it can happen again.

To listen to Chiara Margarita Cozzolani’s music,
visit The Cozzolani Project at http://www.cozzolani.com.
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Perplexed by the Revelator’s Heaven

Scott Cameron

The earth in its sanctified and immortal state will be made like
unto crystal (D&C 130:9)

Aren’t leaves crumbling against the edge
of autumn, the fibrous tangle
of the lesser shrew’s heart, and a prophet curled
in the belly of night, shaking like a reed fragile enough?

Why transmute Alps or Andes into Spanish crystal
or celestialize black forests into a clarity
that can shatter?

Won’t porcelain branches snap
like the camel’s leg, the donkey’s left ear,
the Christ child’s outstretched
wrist, glued and glued but always somewhat scarred?

I have seen too much of crystalline nativity to wish
the world’s rebirth a sea of glass.

POETRY
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Mass Transit Madonna

Will Reger

She looks around wondering if
The driver remembers her stop.
She does not speak to me
But bends her white neck
To check the child she holds.
Her hair was quickly gathered—
Pinned in haste against
The wind, uncorrected.
Her young eyes watching,
Gather age, take on the first,
Bolder lines of death
As though her life had crested:
Her gathering tide has turned.
On her knees are big brown eyes
Swaddled in white. They stare
From a gray plastic car seat.
Beyond them a low counterpoint
Of conversation and snatching
Laughter at the back
Of the rocking city bus
Reminds of an earlier peace.
The eyes meet mine, then sleep,
Content in their gathering life.
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Runaway

John Schouten

A bus token jingles
against the nickels and dimes
in the pocket of his Pendleton coat
as he lingers at the door
of the Salvation Army
bookstore and wonders, if he enters,
what new thing will happen to his soul?
Will it fold itself up like the city map
now lined more with creases
than with the streets he’s yet to search
for someone who might know her
who might have seen the face
that haunts him like a shadow of the one
ref lected in the storefront glass
looking back with empty eyes
through words that spread
like ink across his brain:
all romance twenty-five cents
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Finding Place

Doug Talley

A fire in the pasture undulates
of blue and white and yellow f lower,

a fire like a snake, it would seem, iridescent
by sunlight and undulant in the wind.

Here one will understand the Nazarene’s joy,
awash in the lilies of his own field, a spicery
of uncommon radiance in a common hour

rising from the dark, speluncular sod.

Consider, he said. Simply consider. Flowers
catching light like the scales of a serpent’s skin,

a yellow apple sun delicious to the taste,
and temptations to joy irrepressible!

The kingdom of heaven found on earth
is like a pasture, a strange, little kingdom

full of spicery, the undulant and speluncular,
all the words with which we choose to frame it.

In this life we find the peaceable kingdom
within, then above, beneath, and all around.

What can a person driven by grandiosity
know of the quiet, hidden God found here?
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After Her Stroke

Shannon Castleton

Above this cold chair
they say vegetable. Voices like calves
bawling for their mother’s teats.
I think yellow squash, summer,
radish the shade of my lips
in sun, all the ways to be beautiful.
Even after five dull children,
my breasts really never sagged.
I cradle them days when he nods
across from me. He spreads his cold palms
on my cheeks, looks deep
though he thinks it’s just his face
he sees in my blue irises.
I want to say Lawrence
you never held me right. And when
did you see my legs never sprouted
one blue vein? The kind wandering
down a thigh like a wet blue trail of mud.
You can’t kiss a thigh like that.
What I love is my skin, how cool
it presses me. They watch scared.
I breathe to say it and everyone circles
my face. Scared I whisper, and they think
I mean me, and who knows
how long they’ll weep, pray me out
of my body, when it’s what I want to keep.
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Revelation

Elisa Pulido

I am ten, sitting on your sofa.
I watch as you paint and talk.
Your voice is a swallow,
which sometimes loops through the Andes,

spins over the terraced slopes
of Machu Pichu, then dips suddenly
to the bucket of pig slop by the kitchen sink,
or hovers over Little Bryant’s shot-off toe.

It is August. You recite Revelation.
Grandchildren bang through the back door,
interrupt the four horsemen of the Apocalypse.
They ask for glasses of milk, take you away from

the canvas you have tacked on the living room wall.
Cattlemen pass through the front door.
Their barnyard boots crisscross your Persian carpet.
You pause to chat, then paint again—

I remember you giving Moses eyes,
so he could watch Pharaoh’s daughter
lift him from the Nile.
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Atlanta to Salt Lake

Elizabeth Garcia

(for Sally)

Prose will not capture some people, the way
they drift. You can only see them dragging
their furniture through Wyoming night,
down a dark throat of road, the ice
clear and slick. We stopped to sleep in a solitary
town: Rawlins, Wyoming. Ahead:

a slow hundred miles of snow. (Things ahead
are always murky, but we go anyway,
forward.) Oklahoma was first, the solitary
landscape scarred with arthritic trees, as if dragged
up by their bones. We stopped only twice,
once at a motel with “crap” on the walls, and all night

she couldn’t sleep, fearing what other nights
(“hookers and pimps”) had left in the sheets. And still ahead
of us, Nebraska f lats and the Wyoming ice
a vast white cliché. It wasn’t the way
I expected, but an easier slope for dragging
that U-haul than I-25. Just solitary.
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Only a semi every few miles. We played laptop solitaire
by turns—her black skirt in the window shading her like night,
blocking the sun, while my toes went numb—dragging
the load away from failed relationships, hoping ahead
for clarity, like Thelma and Louise. But that’s not the way
it works. Still, we ate at that truck stop the night before. Ice

shrapneled our faces; her dad phoned to warn us of icy
roads that could lead to cliffs and a solitary
death where our car might “blow up. That would suck.” His way
of cheering her up—and it worked. That night
we laughed through the rattlesnake backscratchers, Dead Head
T-shirts, Jesus figures, stuffed pigs dressed in camo, dragging

ourselves to warm beds in a decent motel. Then that dragging
day through whitewash, WY, horizons of ice,
to Rock Springs, shouts, and a Pizza Hut buffet. Ahead
was Utah, final destination for her solitary
path without men, though every night
she would think of the same one. But that’s the way

it works—in circles. The way she came dragging
back home, still obscured by night, months later, the ice
still thick inside. More solitary. Less looking ahead.
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The Afternoon Hour

Terresa Wellborn

(For my mother)

You colored me
sienna, azure,
a shape I was becoming,
a bird, perhaps,
a cloud,
a field of trees.
I don’t remember much, only
the low table,
how we knelt,
how you held the crayons
like f lowers,
tipping color,
a petal pouring rain.
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Field Walking

Angela Hallstrom

Jennifer is a mother of three—Sadie in high school, Carson in mid-
dle school, Jordan in elementary—which means weekdays start at
6:00 A.M. and quickly unspool, devolving into a mad scramble of
showers and hair dryers and cold lunches and lost homework and
family prayer and kisses good-bye, the front door slamming its ex-
clamation with each departure until 8:00, when her husband,
Dean, loads Jordan into the car to take him to school on his way to
work.

By 8:05, the house is perfectly still. Most mornings, Jennifer
turns on the Today Show while she does her chores, the hosts’
friendly chatter filling up the quiet as she unloads the dishwasher
and sweeps the kitchen f loor. Then she takes off her pajama top
and puts on her sports bra and does her Thirty Minute Yoga Blast
DVD. Then she takes a shower. Then she puts in a load of laundry.
Then she does her make-up and her hair. Then she decides what
else she needs to do, and how, and when.

Most mornings.
Not this morning, or the last few weeks of mornings. A few

months have passed since the miscarriage, and for the first time
in her adult life, she feels the charge of rebellion in her veins.
Over the years, she’s dealt with anxiety and sadness. She even ex-
perienced a full-blown bout of post-partum depression after Jor-
dan was born. But never before has she felt this urgent impa-
tience, more powerful than frustration but not quite tipped over
into rage. And she’s doing all sorts of surprising things. One
morning last week she stayed in her pajamas all day long and ate
s’mores for lunch, toasting the marshmallows over the bright red
coils of the stove burner. A few days after that, instead of going to
the grocery store, she drove forty minutes south to the Mall of
America, where she bought two new bras from Victoria’s Se-
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cret—neither of them white—and a book by a self-proclaimed psy-
chic about energy healing. She sat in the food court overlooking
the Nickelodeon Universe indoor theme park, hysterical adoles-
cent screams approaching and receding as the roller coaster rat-
tled by (why were these kids not in school?), and read the strange little
book cover to cover. She pulled in the driveway just minutes be-
fore the kids were due home, but none of them asked her what
she’d done all day or where she went. When Dean arrived home
from work and asked, “How was your day?” she answered, “Fine,”
then paused and said, “Different.” He responded with a dis-
tracted kiss on the top of her head. She left the new bras in the
shopping bag, the tags still on.

So this morning, as soon as the front door clicks behind
Dean’s back, she winds her dark hair into a messy ponytail and
heads for the car. Last night’s dinner dishes remain in the sink
and she hasn’t done laundry in almost a week, but she doesn’t
care, and this apathy both astonishes and thrills her. Today, she
thinks, will be a movie day. She’ll head to the library and stock up
on a few films she’s been meaning to see but hasn’t made time for.

She drives to the library with the windows down and the mu-
sic up high, the radio tuned to a station her daughter Sadie likes,
and she sings along with Lady Gaga—no you can’t read my poker
face—impressed with herself that she knows both the singer and
the words. She’s aware, too, that if any of her children were in the
car with her, they’d beg her to stop singing.

Inside the library, Jennifer stands in front of the rack of
DVDs, disappointed. Most of these movies are old, and many are
of absolutely no interest to her. She considers Shakespeare in Love,
a blushing young Gwyneth Paltrow on the cover, but Gwyneth
seems suddenly unbearable to her, so stridently blond and
healthy and apple-cheeked, as if she’d tucked the key to happiness
inside her ruff led blouse, right next to her perky twenty-
five-year-old bosom. No, she doesn’t want Gwyneth, and she does-
n’t want Julia Roberts or Reese Witherspoon or even Kate Win-
slet, bonneted and demure on the cover of Sense and Sensibility.
Jennifer also moves quickly past any movies for or about children
or teens. She wants to watch a grown-up film—a movie made by
grown-ups, for grown-ups.

And then she sees a title that makes her stop and consider.

126 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 2 (Summer 2012)



Brokeback Mountain. She remembers the movie receiving a good
deal of acclaim years ago, but back then she never would have con-
sidered seeing it. Not only does the movie deal with homosexual
relationships, but it’s rated R, and Jennifer hasn’t seen an R-rated
movie since the early 1990s. She pulls the DVD case from the rack
and recognizes one of the leads, Heath Ledger—the poor young
actor who died a few years ago. She’d seen him as the Joker in that
Batman movie Dean dragged her to (“PG-13 for cartoon violence,”
he’d said when she objected) and his performance had literally
haunted her dreams: his menacing, blood-red smile; the wildness
in his eyes. On the cover of this DVD, he looks like an entirely dif-
ferent person—so lovely and so sad. She realizes her heart is
pounding at the thought of taking this movie home. Should she?
Can she? Then she feels her apprehension turning inside her,
twisting into indignation and, finally, cool decisiveness. She is a
grown woman. Grown. Who’s to stop her?

She watches the movie in her bedroom, tucked up under her
covers, the blinds closed tight, and her heart races with anguish
and empathy as each character on the screen tries so hard to love
and be loved, and then fails. The pathos is almost unbearable
when Heath Ledger is on screen. He’s so vibrant in all his
doomed beauty, his wild blond curls and the sweaty shimmer of
his skin radiating life. So young, so unaware that his real-life death
sits crouching just around the corner, waiting to steal away his
earthly promise. God needed him. Surely someone said those terri-
ble words to his grieving mother; someone will say them, some-
day, to his orphaned daughter. The thought of it makes her want
to weep. Who are we to feign understanding of God’s mysterious needs?
she thinks. Why must we bend our tragedies to fit His unknowable will?

It must not have been the Lord’s time. Those were the words her
own mother said when Jennifer called to tell her about the miscar-
riage. Jennifer didn’t answer her or acknowledge the platitude in
any way. She simply gripped the phone and breathed. As the si-
lence between them continued, her refusal to speak gathered
weight and power, becoming an act so aggressive and courageous
that she still can’t quite believe that she, Jennifer, was the woman
withholding even a murmur of assent.

After the movie she curls onto her side, her knees pulled up
against her chest, and when she finds herself sliding into sleep,
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she doesn’t fight it. She sleeps deeply, never dreaming, until she
hears Carson home from middle school, pounding on the locked
front door. She hurries downstairs, apologizes for locking him
out, and then busies herself cleaning up the house and preparing
dinner as usual—grilled cheese sandwiches and chicken noodle
soup, one of the few dinner combinations each member of the
family will eat without objection.

But she doesn’t sit down to the meal with the rest of the fam-
ily. Instead she grabs the keys and the movie that needs returning,
holding the DVD case with the scandalous title facing out, and
when Dean asks where she’s going, she answers simply, “Errands.”
When she arrives home, she walks right past Dean and Jordan at
the kitchen table, sweeps by without a word as her husband quiz-
zes her son on his times tables (it’s the sevens—the unbearable, un-
knowable sevens, a quiz he keeps failing, the cause of incalculable
tears). From her bedroom, Jennifer can’t help but hear Jordan’s
voice escalating, stressed and panicked, punctuated occasionally
by Dean’s rumbling baritone, but she chooses to stay in her room,
reading. At one point, Carson lingers outside her open door, un-
accustomed to seeing his mother lying down unless she has a mi-
graine or is ready for bed. But she doesn’t look up from her book.
She doesn’t go downstairs and join any of them until it’s time for
family prayer.

Then all night long she sleeps fitfully, Dean’s rhythmic snor-
ing and the stif ling weight of the bed covers bringing her up out
of her dreams. By 5:30 A.M. she’s given up the struggle and lies
there, fully awake and sweating in the muggy morning air of a
late-May heat wave.

She speaks one sentence aloud. To the ceiling. To God. “What
do You want from me?” She doesn’t bother whispering. Dean
doesn’t rouse.

This is all the praying she can muster, a single line f lung up
into blades of the fan spinning lazily above her head. She digs her
fingernails into the palms of her hands, narrows her eyes, and
waits. The house is so still she can hear the metallic whir of the re-
frigerator in the kitchen. She remains quiet, tensing in the silence,
daring God to answer. Listening. Breathing.

Nothing.
Then Sadie’s alarm begins its rhythmic bleating, and Jennifer
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hears her daughter fumbling with the clock. Then she feels the
ground shake as Jordan, always anxious to be the first one up,
leaps from his top bunk. Then she hears her name, “Mom!” as
Carson yells down the hall, “Where in the crap is my baseball
shirt?”

All her life, since she was a little girl, she’s tried to do what she
thought God asked of her: marrying in the temple, having chil-
dren young and staying home to guide them, serving faithfully in
her callings. She’d been trained to listen for the promptings of
the Spirit, and she thought she knew how to hear them. But for
years now—four years, maybe five, definitely since Jordan started
first grade, and more emphatically once her children began
transitioning to their teens and her failures as a mother were re-
f lected in them more starkly—for all that time, as the emptiness
inside her yawned wider, she’s been unable to decipher God’s will
for her life.

At first she thought it was a phase, a normal spiritual f luctua-
tion, and she tried to wait patiently for the day when God would
open his mouth. She studied her options. Should she go back to
college and finish her degree? Start working part-time, see if she
could get a job at Jordan’s school? Or perhaps God wanted her to
keep her free days free, blessed as she was with a husband who
could support her—it could be that a big calling in the Relief Soci-
ety or Young Women’s or early morning seminary was in the
works. But the years passed, and the only calling change was from
Sunbeam teacher to CTR 7; no part-time jobs opened up at Jor-
dan’s school; she looked into the University of Minnesota and
found that she’d have to retake way too much math.

So she increased her temple attendance. She woke up early to
read her scriptures before the rest of the family claimed her day.
She got on her knees and told God the truth: how paralyzed she
felt by her own aimlessness; how she feared she would soon be
overwhelmed by her creeping sense of failure. She pled with Him
until the silence whistled in her ears.

And then, after all that pleading, she thought she finally
found her answer. Have another baby. It was hard to be sure
whether the prompting came from God. There was no over-
whelming spiritual feeling; no prophetic dream. The idea took
hold slowly, beginning first as an example of something she could
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do, then slowly evolving into something (perhaps?) she should do,
until finally becoming something she felt she must, at least, at-
tempt. Dean had been surprised that she wanted another baby.
She’d been so adamant that they were done at three. And they
were getting old, it was true. But once the idea implanted itself,
she couldn’t let it go. After a year of trying she finally conceived,
and immediately she felt jolted out of her terrible inertia, as if
she’d been living for years on a broken carnival ride that had been
miraculously repaired and was finally moving forward. So this is
what God had in store, she’d thought, and the relief had been
intoxicating.

The bed springs creak as Dean rolls over, finally awake. He
moves closer to her and wraps his arm around her waist, his warm
hand finding her stomach’s bare skin.

“You okay, hon?” he asks.
She can’t turn around. She can’t look at his face. “I’m fine,”

she says, her shoulders rigid and unyielding.
“You seem . . . I don’t know,” he says, his breath pulsing

against the back of her neck.
“I’m fine,” she says again.
The day is breaking across the Midwestern horizon. Yet an-

other day. Suddenly an idea comes to her, clear as the sunlight
bleeding in through her window: Today, she will go field walking.
She throws off her covers, releasing herself from Dean’s loose em-
brace, and rises.

By 9:30 A.M., she’s ready to go: the f loor swept, the dishwasher
chugging, the comforter on her king-sized bed pulled tight, its
pale blue accent pillows arrayed in an artful pile. Jennifer herself
is wearing comfortable jeans and a good pair of tennis shoes, and
she’s prepared a small backpack containing a water bottle, some
granola bars, her journal, her phone, her credit card, a Cedarville
City trail map, and $200 in cash.

Jennifer realizes that “field walking” isn’t the perfect term to
describe her plans for the day. The descriptor doesn’t work in the
literal sense, since the trails she’ll be walking don’t cut through
fields, but through suburban neighborhoods and nature pre-
serves. And she’s not exactly going field walking in the figurative
sense, either—the sense that she and her best friend from a de-
cade ago, Amanda DeWitt, adopted during the daily phone calls
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they indulged in as punchy, sleep-deprived young mothers. After
all, Jennifer isn’t bringing a gun. She doesn’t even own a gun.
And she has no plans to kill herself, although a part of her under-
stands why suicide might appeal to some as a seductively rational
solution. No, if she picked up the phone today and dialed Aman-
da’s number to confess her plans, her best friend from ten years
ago would sigh in that ironic, drawn-out way of hers and say, No
gun, no suicide, no field? It’s not field walking.

Then Jennifer would agree. Technically, she would tell Aman-
da, it’s true she’s not going field walking. But she plans to embody
the spirit of the thing. She intends to open her door and wander
away for a while, from her home, her family, her life, her self. And
whether she’ll decide to come back? That remains an open ques-
tion.

Well, when you put it that way, she can imagine Amanda answer-
ing. I get it. I see.

* * *
As young mothers, Jennifer and Amanda often joked about

killing themselves. Jennifer remembers this time fondly. Aman-
da—smart, tough, wry, everything Jennifer wished she could be
but wasn’t quite—Amanda was the first to dare joke about such a
thing, and Jennifer was more than willing to laugh along.

The two of them talked on the phone nearly every day.
Jennifer waited for the ring amid the smear of jelly sandwiches
and the yammer of Elmo or Blue; and when the call finally came,
she would take the phone to the master bathroom, close the door
behind her, and join Amanda in the cathartic pleasure of com-
plaining.

“I’m going field walking,” Amanda would say, her three-year-
old daughter howling in the background.

“Oh no,” Jennifer would answer, the sound of barely sup-
pressed laughter in her throat. “What today?”

“Pooping on the stairs. Preschool drop-off tantrum. Bounced
check.”

“Definitely a field walking day. Heading straight out the back
door?”

“Yep. Right out the door. No looking back. Locked and
loaded, baby!”
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Then Amanda would laugh and Jennifer would join her, their
voices tired and musical and young.

Occasionally, their shared black sense of humor made Jenni-
fer feel a bit guilty, especially since the phrase “field walking” re-
ferred to an actual woman who’d killed herself: a mother of eight
kids ranging in age from infant to teenager living in the Salt Lake
City suburb just south of their own. Jennifer and Amanda didn’t
know her, of course; Jennifer liked to think they’d never joke about
such a thing if she’d been an actual acquaintance. The truth was,
not many people in the community had known the woman well,
but they’d all been shaken by the incident. It’s not every day that a
mother of eight escapes out the back door and shoots herself in
the head. According to news reports and neighborhood gossip,
the morning wasn’t out of the ordinary: the kids were fighting
over the cereal, the oldest had missed her bus, and in the midst of
all the squabbling, the woman stood up and left. She didn’t say a
word to anybody. She simply headed for the field behind her
house, barefooted and in her bathrobe. She’d hidden the gun in
her bathrobe pocket.

Even today, fifteen years later, Jennifer remembers the irony
of the dead woman’s name: Joy. She also remembers the woman’s
age, thirty-nine, because it seemed so terribly old to Jennifer at
the time, too old to still be having kids. The whole scenario rein-
forced Jennifer’s decision to have a smaller family—at least by
Mormon standards—and to be done having babies early so she
could enjoy the rest of her life. Jennifer was twenty-six when the
shooting happened and already the mother of two. Three years
later, she had one more. A year after that, she began her long-
standing relationship with her IUD.

Jennifer and Amanda were in fierce agreement regarding
matters of family planning and family size. Have ‘em young. Have
three, four tops—although four might be pushing it. Amanda her-
self had three girls, and whenever somebody would ask her when
or if she planned to have number four—“try for a boy?”—Amanda
would narrow her eyes and deliver her answer with calculated
coolness: That’s between me and the Lord, don’t you think? It was a
horrible, wonderful thing to witness, the unfortunate questioner
babbling her apology and Amanda icily dismissing it with a wave
of her hand. Only Jennifer was allowed to ask Amanda such per-
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sonal questions; only Jennifer was privy to Amanda’s secrets and
motives and deepest, most complicated feelings.

For reasons Jennifer never understood and that still remain
unclear, for five whole years, she was Amanda DeWitt’s anointed
best friend. Then a Ph.D. student and divorced single mother
named Chelsea moved into the ward; and in a matter of months,
Jennifer’s phone stopped ringing. Later that year, Dean accepted
an offer to head up his company’s Midwestern sales division in
Minnesota. Amanda and Chelsea co-hosted a good-bye party for
Jennifer and her family, during which Chelsea kept Amanda and
all the neighborhood men raptly entertained with witty stories
and slightly ribald pop culture observations, while Jennifer some-
how found herself in the kitchen, helping the children decorate
sugar cookies.

Amanda and Jennifer called each other on their birthdays for
a few years after the move, but the conversations grew briefer and
more stilted until they finally ended altogether. Now, they stay in
touch via Christmas card. Last December, Jennifer opened the en-
velope to find a family photo of Amanda, her husband Will, and
their three beautiful girls all decked out in holiday finery. And
then, a surprise: a gloriously bald baby boy grinning up from
Amanda’s lap.

Jennifer had learned of her own pregnancy just days before
receiving the card, and she’d been tempted to call Amanda, to
revel in the serendipity of it all, to pepper her with questions
about pregnancy and childbirth in the face of what doctors called
“advanced maternal age.” It would be like old times. The thought
of listening to Amanda on the other end of the telephone line—
her sharp laugh, the joy thrumming through her rich, throaty alto
as she exclaimed at the news, a sound Jennifer had once truly
loved and hadn’t heard in years—it tempted her so much that she
picked up the receiver, despite the decision she’d made with Dean
not to breathe a word of her condition until she’d reached twelve
weeks. But then she hesitated. She looked at the phone in her
hand, and her heart clenched, apprehensive. No, the thought
came. Don’t.

Looking back, she counts this one event as the single tender
mercy of the entire pregnancy and its aftermath. The one time
that the Spirit actually protected her from harm.
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* * *
Jennifer steps onto her porch and locks the front door behind

her. The morning sun hangs low in the sky; the air is warm and
filled with frantic birdsong. Her neighborhood, lined with impos-
ing two-story homes and neat green lawns, is devoid of human
noise: garages and windows closed tight, no little children riding
tricycles on the sidewalks or playing ball on the driveways.

She slings her backpack over one shoulder and strides across
the silent street toward her subdivision’s nature preserve. Once
inside the canopy of trees, she inhales the ripe, heavy air and feels
her body relax. She loves these trails, even if she doesn’t use them
much anymore. Cedarville is famous for its extensive citywide
trail system—one reason Jennifer chose to buy a home here was
because she liked to imagine herself running on these paths, a
f leet figure moving underneath the trees, alongside the lakes—
but she hasn’t run on them for years. Not since the summer she
tore the meniscus in her knee training for a half marathon that a
woman in the ward had talked her into attempting.

She heads south, knowing she has hours of walking ahead of
her if she keeps following the connected trails, and that, if she
keeps following them, she’ll end up on the outskirts of Cedarville,
its southeastern corner. There, the suburban sprawl abruptly
ends, becoming farmland. Long, straight country roads. Fields.

Perhaps, she thinks, if she walks long and far enough, she’ll
end up field walking after all.

Moments after plunging into the nature preserve she feels her
cell phone buzz against her hip. A text. She knows if she’s getting
a text it’s from one of her kids, since Dean doesn’t text with her,
and neither do any of the handful of middle-aged women friends
who have her cell phone number. What she should do is ignore
the text. But. If she ignores it, then whichever child is sending it
will worry because Mom always answers texts; then that child will
call home and the phone will ring, unanswered; then that child
will call Dean who will call both the cell phone and the home
phone and become increasingly more alarmed until he decides to
come home for lunch and start looking for her. Then the jig, as
they say, will be up.

She pulls the phone out of her pocket. Sadie.
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Hey ma so sry but i left my math book home & it has my

hmwork in it & i need it by 4th per so i don’t get docked. Thnk u

thnk u thnk u!

Sadie is a high school sophomore and forgets her homework
(or her cell phone, or her permission slip, or her cheerleading
shoes) at least once every couple of weeks. Jennifer has tried
grounding, allowance-docking, raging, long talks about the psy-
chological reasons behind her disorganization, the silent treat-
ment, and cell phone confiscation as means of treating the prob-
lem, all to no avail. Dean has told her over and over again that the
real problem is Jennifer always rescuing her. She punishes Sadie,
yes. But only after delivering the forgotten item to school.

No, Jennifer types, and presses send. She sits on a fallen log,
the phone cupped in her hand, waiting for the hammer of her
daughter’s wrath to descend.

Wat do u mean no? Where r u? Y cant u come?

I CAN come, Jennifer types. I simply choose not to.

The response is immediate. But ma this is an emrgncy. If im

late i get docked & thn my grade will be a C+ prblby and then i get

on probation for cheer this summer. U know this!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Yep. Consequences suck.

It will take u like 10 mins!!!!!!! Srsly mom this is not a good time

for u to tch me some lesson or smthing!

Sorry, hon. I’m not coming. No amount of begging will change

my mind.

Jennifer’s heart beats fast and she realizes she’s smiling. Smil-
ing! What kind of sadism is this, when a mother enjoys her child’s
suffering? Well-deserved or not?

Ugghhh! I dont believe this! U picked the wrong day 2 go crzy

mom! UGGHGHGHG!

Is there ever a good day to go crazy? Jennifer thinks, then sends
one final text: Love you, hon. Have a good day.

She waits for a few minutes but her phone has fallen silent.
Other than the shirring of the trees overhead, the whole world is
still. Jennifer stands, brushes off her backside, arranges her pack
over both shoulders, and starts to jog.

Hallstrom: Field Walking 135



She jogs for twenty minutes straight, the longest she’s run
without stopping in years. Her knee feels fine. She’s passed a few
people on the trail—an older couple out for a walk, an intense
young man all decked out in racing gear—and each person has in-
spected her with curiosity. She realizes she must be a confusing
sight: a woman in street clothes with a backpack over her shoul-
ders, running. The older gentleman even looked concerned, as if
Jennifer were running away from someone or something and
needed rescue, but she made eye contact as she passed and smiled
reassuringly. He smiled back and raised his hand in a faltering
wave.

Once her breath turns ragged she slows her pace, walking
briskly out of her neighborhood preserve and through an older
residential area. She walks alongside the busy thoroughfare bi-
secting Cedarville, her hair f lown loose from her ponytail and
whipping in the wind as cars barrel by. She walks past a play-
ground, near a mother sitting on a bench reading a magazine
while her toddler, a redheaded girl in pink tennis shoes, piles
rocks at the bottom of the slide. She walks across the cracked as-
phalt of a gas station parking lot. She walks the eastern length of
Carver Lake. She walks past a municipal tennis court where two
gray-haired women play, their legs wide and white in their tennis
shorts, their practiced swings both elegant and strong. She walks
into a dense patch of forest ringing a medium-sized pond. She can
hear the frogs, their cries like a screen door creaking.

She has walked now for over three hours without stopping,
and she’s finally hungry and tired. She’s on a little-used trail, an
offshoot of the main trail encircling Carver Lake. A number of
beautiful homes back up against this path, the nicely kept grass of
their long green back lawns sloping down toward the jumble of
wilderness just beyond the walking trail. Jennifer sits on the
slightly damp grass of a particularly well-tended yard, not caring
whether her jeans get wet. After she takes a long swig of water, she
opens a granola bar and eats it slowly, considering. It’s almost one
o’clock. She is a three-hour walk away from home, and Carson,
her middle schooler, gets off the bus at 3:15. He knows the garage
code and can let himself in, but thus far in Carson’s middle school
career he hasn’t had to do it. Jennifer always makes sure she’s
there. But there is no way, now, she can make it back in time.
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No way. She’s walked too far.
She pulls the trail map out of her backpack and studies it. An

hour’s worth of brisk walking will lead her to the southwestern
outskirts of her town, emptied into the stark brightness of farm-
land. Once she reaches the end of the map, she knows there are
no bus stops. No municipal trails. No canopies of sheltering trees.
Just long straight roads, furrowed fields, and the occasional car
whizzing along the two-lane highway.

She wants to keep walking. She wants to keep walking until
she disappears.

She imagines what it would feel like to reach the end of the
trail and step off the pavement into the mounded furrows of
newly planted crops. She would pick a path through the wispy
sprouting corn until the road behind her fell away, until the farm-
houses receded to smears of color against the horizon, until only
the buzz and hum of silence filled her ears. Then she would lay
herself down against the loamy brown earth until the sun burned
itself to darkness, and when the night air covered her body, she
would close her eyes and rest. All alone. Her whereabouts a
mystery.

But she can’t do such a thing. Can she? An image of her family
crowds into her mind: Dean and Sadie and Carson and Jordan,
each of them standing as still and expressionless as chess pieces
on a board. They are light and hollow, carved out of balsa wood or
pine, and she sees her own hairless arm sweeping across the f lat
plane of her imagination, sending them all tumbling. It’s so easy.
One swipe and they topple, helpless.

Her family. The family she made.
She remembers a voice from her young adulthood, a non-

Mormon college professor at Utah State, telling her class full of
mostly Mormon students that they should wait until they’re older
to marry and have children, not only for their own sakes, but for
their children’s sakes as well. She remembers the professor’s
words exactly: Children deserve to be raised by grown people. Oh, how
this woman offended her! She remembers putting a hand over
her abdomen—Sadie was growing inside her—and seething. But as
she thinks back on all her failures as a mother, all those mistakes
born of na�veté and blindness, she can’t help but wonder who her
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children would be if they’d been raised by someone more mature.
Sadie would be kinder, Carson would have learned how to manage
his anger, Jordan would have received the early intervention or
medication or (what? can she even think it?) the undivided, fo-
cused attention that she knew he needed as a preschooler, but
that she was too exhausted—too selfish—to provide.

But she can’t change any of that. No matter how long or how
far she walks, she can’t escape these truths: She is her children’s
mother. She is her husband’s wife. The past trails behind her like
a cobbled path, each stone set into the ground with her own two
hands.

Jennifer pulls out her phone. It’s almost 1:00. Dean will be at
lunch with a customer, she’s quite sure. He’s a good salesman be-
cause he knows how to keep his people happy, which means that
every day from 11:30 to 2:00 he’s usually out of the office, sharing
an afternoon steak with some middle-aged plant manager. Jenni-
fer can call his office phone and leave a message so at least he
won’t panic. She can do that much.

The phone rings once. Twice. She composes the message in
her mind: Hello, Dean. I’m fine. Please don’t worry about me, but I’ll be
gone for a little while, maybe until tomorrow. I promise I’m healthy and
safe and I have every intention . . .

“Hello?”
Dean’s voice sends a jolt of adrenalin straight to Jennifer’s

heart. He’s at his desk? Her mind races, scrambling her memo-
rized explanation into an incoherent jumble.

“Jen? That you?” He has caller ID. There’s no turning back
now.

“Yes. Yes, it’s me. I didn’t think you’d be at your desk.”
“Oh, I get it! You only call me when you think I won’t be here?

Ha! How’s that for wifely devotion?” He laughs at his own joke, his
powerful voice booming in her ear. Jennifer closes her eyes and
inhales slowly. It’s difficult having a happy husband. She’s never
admitted this to anyone—she has a hard time even admitting it to
herself, it sounds so ungrateful—but it’s true. He’s never under-
stood her, really. Her sadness. Her fear.

“Listen, Dean,” she begins. She has no choice, now, but to tell
him. “I just want you to know I’ve been out today, doing some
things. Some thinking. It’s been good to be out.”

138 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 2 (Summer 2012)



“Good, good. I’m glad. You needed to get out. Hey, did you
call that new woman in the ward who wanted to go to lunch? An-
nie? Or was it Amy. You know—the youngish one with all the hair
. . .”

She can feel her resolve crumbling beneath the weight of his
optimism. She interrupts him. “Dean.” Her voice isn’t loud, but
it’s sharp.

“Oh, hey, sorry. Go ahead,” he says.
She steels herself. “Here’s the thing. I need some . . . space.

Some time alone, I think. Not a lot of time alone; not weeks or
even days or anything like that. But just, you know. Time.”

Silence fills his end of the line. She imagines him holding the
phone to his ear, his face blanched with confusion and concern.
Finally he answers her. “Is this about the baby?”

Is this about the baby? She wants to laugh, or cry, or both. That
he even has to ask! Is this about the baby? Dean was the one she
rousted awake in the middle of the night, her abdomen clenched
like a fist, the bed they shared crimson with blood. He was the
one who knelt beside her on the cold bathroom f loor while she
sat on the toilet, moaning and sobbing, overcome with pain and
fear. He was the one who yelled at their son Jordan when he ap-
peared, ghost-like and stricken, at the door of their room: Get out!
Get out! He was the one who wrapped his arms around her broken
body and let her sob until she was ready to clean herself up and go
to the hospital.

He had been there. And then it was like he hadn’t. Let’s think
positive, he told her. We can have another. Just days after the miscar-
riage he told her this, all confidence and peace. We can have an-
other. As if it hadn’t been her idea in the first place to have this
baby, not his. As if it hadn’t taken them more than a year to con-
ceive. As if she wasn’t forty years old. As if this wasn’t a sign from
God that His answer was no, she’d been wrong all along, and He
wasn’t going to let her try again.

“Of course it’s about the baby,” she answers, her patience
straining. “It’s about the baby, and it’s about you, and me, and life,
and God, and loneliness and futility and rage.” She spits out the
last syllable. She can’t help herself.

“Rage?” He speaks the word as if it’s a stranger to his mouth,
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as if it belonged to a foreign language he’d learned in his youth
but had since forgotten.

The sound of rushing blood fills Jennifer’s ears. “Dean, please
just understand. I need a little more time, is all. Away.”

“Away,” he says, not a question this time, but a statement, tight
with understanding. He swallows. “You need some time away,” he
repeats again.

Then a sadness wells up inside her, a sorrow too corrupted by
guilt to be sympathy. “I know how this sounds, but you have to
trust me,” she says. “I’m not leaving, leaving. I just need some
time.”

She hears the sharp crack of his office door closing. “So let
me get this straight,” he says, louder now, and she’s somehow re-
lieved by the sound of his anger rising. “You went on a walk, but
now you don’t want to come home and you thought, what? You
could leave me a message and nobody would worry? You realize
you sound like a crazy person, right? Do you have the car? Do you
have money? Are you lost?”

She answers him slowly. “I don’t have the car. I told you, I’ve
been walking. I have money. I have food. I have my phone if
there’s an emergency.”

“But, Jennifer, where are you going? What does this mean?”
She doesn’t answer him.
“What is it you want?”
Again, she is silent. She wishes she could answer him, but she

simply doesn’t know what to say. What is it you want, Jennifer? Not a
question, but a stone—so huge and impossibly heavy that she’s lost
hope of ever turning it around, a portion of its surface forever
curving just outside her range of vision.

“We can have another baby,” he says, a note of pleading in his
voice. “It’s not too late.”

“Isn’t it?” She wants to know. Hasn’t it suddenly become too
late for almost everything? Can’t he see how narrow, how strait,
their road has become? We can have another baby, he says, and he
says it without thinking, without paying attention to the words as
they leave his mouth. Can. Such a slight little word—just one stac-
cato syllable—and so deceptive. As if the act of claiming a choice is
simple enough to be contained in one tiny burst of sound.

“I’ve told you, Jen, I’ll support you in this. Whatever it takes.
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Testing. In vitro, if you need it. I know we don’t have much time,
but it’s still possible. If having a baby is what you want, we can
make it happen.”

Her hands are shaking and she needs to take a few deep
breaths, but the desperation in her chest won’t let her inhale. She
misses the child she carried, the child she lost, its absence a hol-
low ache inside her rib-cage. She’d envisioned an entire life with
her (she’d imagined this baby a girl), a life more beautiful and
purposeful than the one she currently led, one where she par-
ented with patience and vision and could call herself wise. This
baby, this girl that she lost—she could have been her delight and
her redemption.

Who was she to ask such a thing of a child? Who is she?
She’s exhausted, so tired she can barely speak. “I can’t talk

about this right now, Dean. I’ve got to go.”
“Wait! Just wait. Let me come get you. We’ll talk, I promise. I’ll

take you wherever you want. We can go . . .”
“Dean!” She is not deaf to her husband’s pain. She feels like a

criminal, like an assassin. Truly cruel. “I’m hanging up now. I am
fine. I will be fine. I’ll be in touch with you tomorrow. But I’m
hanging up now.”

“Jennifer, wait! I need . . .”
She presses “end.” She holds down the power button and lis-

tens as the phone chimes three times, signaling its good-bye. She
lies back against the grass and closes her eyes.

When she opens her eyes again, the angle of the sun tells her
that it’s early evening. Five o’clock, perhaps? She would take out
her cell phone and look, but she doesn’t want to turn it on again.
She knows there will be a message and she’d be tempted to check
it. Her body is stiff from sleeping f lat on the hard ground. Her
bones are not young.

She rises up on her elbows and listens. She hears the sighing
wind, the birdsong, the creak of the frogs, but there’s another
sound, too, higher and more insistent, riding just above the rest. A
thin, urgent wailing. The noise registers deep inside her brain: a
newborn’s cry.

The sound comes from behind her. She turns and looks up at
the house set back from the trail and realizes immediately that
she’s being watched. She can make out the form of a woman hold-
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ing a baby, standing inside the screened-in back porch, inspecting
her. Although the length of the manicured back-yard separates
them and the woman stands behind the gauzy mesh, Jennifer
senses the moment their eyes meet, the subliminal click of seeing
and being seen. The baby in the woman’s arms continues to
scream. Jennifer stays frozen on her elbows, caught. How long has
this woman been watching as she sleeps on her lawn? How will
Jennifer explain herself ?

Finally, the woman opens the screen door and steps onto the
deck’s top step. From this distance, Jennifer can tell she’s close to
her own age. Her dark hair hangs like heavy curtains against her
shoulders and her long gray T-shirt shows a telltale circular stain
against one breast. The baby is swaddled tight in a blue receiving
blanket, and his cries pierce the evening stillness, tense and
rhythmic.

“Do you need help?” the woman calls.
Jennifer raises one hand and shakes her head, embarrassed.

She begins to stand.
“I’ve been watching you for a while now,” the woman says

loudly, the sentence carrying past Jennifer and across the water. “I
was beginning to get a little worried.”

Finally, Jennifer is able to speak. “I’m so sorry!” she says. “I
was on a jog. I mean, a walk. I sat down to rest a little and before I
knew it . . .” She lets the sentence trail away. She raises a hand and
sweeps a few blades of grass from her matted hair.

The woman takes the three steps down onto the cement land-
ing of the deck. She squints at Jennifer. “You sure you’re okay? You
look a little—I don’t know. Shaken?”

Jennifer tries to laugh dismissively, but it sounds stiff and
forced. “No, no. I’m okay. I don’t do stuff like this usually.” She in-
creases her volume over the wailing infant. “Sleep on people’s
lawns!”

The woman moves across the grass toward her. She’s not smil-
ing but her bearing is friendly, even as her eyes run up and down
Jennifer’s body. “Yeah. You don’t look like the type,” she says con-
fidently, standing a few feet away now. “Although I don’t think I’ve
interacted with another human being in, oh, seventy-two hours, so
my judgment could be a little rusty.”

Jennifer lets some of the tension out of her shoulders, relieved
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that the woman is kind. “The baby doesn’t count as a human be-
ing?” Jennifer asks with what she hopes is a playful tone. The
red-faced bundle bucks against his mother’s tight grasp.

“Ha! Sometimes I wonder.” The woman smiles ruefully. “I
probably should have said adult human being. Or even verbal hu-
man being. I think I would take a conversation with a three-year-
old at this point.”

“How old is he?” Jennifer asks. “Three or four weeks?”
“You guessed it. Three and a half.”
“Three and a half weeks old. I remember three and a half

weeks old. Does it help to remind yourself that the crying usually
tapers off around six weeks?”

The woman sighs. “That’s what the books say. They also call
breastfeeding a ‘beautiful bonding experience’ instead of ‘hellish
physical torture,’ so I’m a little skeptical.”

“I hear you,” Jennifer says. “I bottle-fed mine. Couldn’t do
breast feeding, although heaven knows I tried. But you know
what? It didn’t kill them.” Jennifer knows her nonchalance is mis-
leading. She still remembers her defeat as she filled those bottles
of formula, an ace bandage wrapped around her breasts like a
guilt-grip on her heart. Three times she couldn’t get her baby to
latch on right, three times her nipples cracked and bled, three
times she gave up, conquered. She couldn’t bring herself to feed
her babies in the mothers’ room at church, feeling somehow un-
worthy to be around the breast-feeding moms and their easy, nat-
ural mothering. And she still blames herself, just a little, for her
children’s average test scores. The correlation is scientifically
proven. She’s read articles. “It’s great that you’re breast feeding;
don’t get me wrong. But don’t let them make you feel too guilty
about formula. Being a mom is hard enough without all the guilt.”

The woman closes her eyes a beat longer than a blink. When
she opens them, Jennifer is surprised to see tears welling up, then
spilling out and down her cheeks. “You’re right,” she says softly,
shifting her gaze away from Jennifer’s face, embarrassed. “This
really is hard enough. It’s harder than hard enough.” The boy in
her arms has maneuvered his upper body free from the swaddling
and one hand f lails above his angry red face.

Without thinking, Jennifer opens her arms. “Would you let
me take him for a minute?”
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The woman’s eyes find Jennifer’s and fill with relief. “Would
you? He won’t let me put him down. I don’t know what I’m doing
wrong but he won’t let me put him down.” Her voice breaks. “My
mother left two weeks ago, and then on Sunday my husband went
out of town, and I told them I could handle it. I told everybody I
could handle it, but I can’t handle it. He won’t let me put him
down!” She’s sobbing now, unashamed, her nose running and her
tears staining the baby’s blue blanket.

Jennifer takes the baby gingerly, then turns him so he’s facing
outward, his body running lengthwise along her arm, her hand
gripped between his legs. She swings him slowly, side to side. All
three of her babies were colicky, and all three liked this hold best.
He keeps crying, but the pitch seems a little less frantic.

“Thank you,” the woman says, and wipes her face with both
hands. She takes a deep, shuddering breath. “What you must
think of me!”

“And you’re saying this to the lady who’s been sleeping on
your lawn?”

“You have a point,” the woman says, and smiles. “I know this
sounds arrogant, but I never considered that this might be too
hard for me. I’m a lawyer, you know? I deal with crying babies all
day long.” She shakes her head. “But truly, what was I thinking?”

Jennifer smiles sympathetically.
“I’m asking you in all seriousness. What was I thinking? You

said you did this three times. Three times! I can’t imagine that.
What were you thinking?”

Jennifer looks at this woman, this stranger, with her long un-
washed hair and her tired, middle-aged eyes, and she feels a surge
of love and sisterhood well up inside her, a visceral expansion so
powerful that for a moment she can’t bring herself to speak. “I
don’t know,” she says quietly. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I
simply did it back then. It was what I was meant to do, so I did it.”

“But would you change it? If you could go back, I mean. Would
you change any of it?”

Jennifer knows the answer that almost any mother would give:
no. Automatic, deep, instinctual. She, Jennifer, wouldn’t alter the
fact of choosing motherhood when she did because her children
are the fruit of that decision. Her living, breathing children, with
their warm skin and f lashing eyes and fragile wrists. Hers. But she
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can’t simply answer this woman with a “no.” The question is too
complicated.

“I wouldn’t trade my children for anything. I wouldn’t change
having them,” Jennifer says. “But there are things I regret. I think
you can regret things even if you’d never change them.”

The woman nods, understanding her. The baby has relaxed
against Jennifer’s arm and his crying has mercifully ceased.

“Look at you,” the woman says. “A pro.”
“I don’t know about that. No. Not a pro.”
“You have three kids. Don’t they give you some kind of up-

graded status for that? A mothering medallion or something?
Baby whispering certification?”

Jennifer laughs, loose and honest, the kind of laugh she re-
members sharing with Amanda and can’t recall sharing with any
woman since. “Nope, no certifications here. Anyway, I was young
when I had them. Too young, probably. I made a lot of mistakes. I
was actually hoping for a do-over.”

The woman tilts her head to one side, curious.
“I was going to have one more. Actually, no. I did have one

more, just a few months ago. It was a miscarriage at eleven weeks.
But there was a baby.” Jennifer takes a deep breath, preparing her-
self to say it. “And that baby died.”

“Oh!” The woman’s single round syllable stabs the air, full of
surprise and sympathy. “Oh, no!”

She reaches out and gathers Jennifer in an embrace. Jennifer
wraps her free arm around the woman’s waist and keeps her other
arm tightly grasping the baby, his warm body fitting snugly be-
tween them. She buries her face in the woman’s dark hair and she
cries.

The two women spend hours that evening on the back lawn,
talking and passing the baby between them. The woman’s name is
Candace, and she is forty-one years old, twice-married, Episcopa-
lian, more Libertarian than Republican, and her high jump re-
cord at Eden Prairie High School still stands. Jennifer tells Can-
dace everything: about field walking and Amanda DeWitt and
Utah and Mormonism and her worries for her children and her
husband’s infuriating cheer. She tells her about the two new bras.
The fascinating book by the energy healer. The last phone call
between Dean and herself.
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“You can stay here tonight, you know,” Candace says. “I mean
it. Is that weird? But you can stay with me, if you want.”

Jennifer looks up at the rows of windows lining the back of
Candace’s house. She imagines entering Candace’s mysterious
guest bedroom and slipping between the cool sheets of a relative
stranger. She’s surprised to realize she wouldn’t be afraid. She
could do it. But not tonight.

“Thanks,” Jennifer says. “Truly. But I think I need to be alone.
For one night at least, I need to be alone.”

Candace nods. “But where will you go? You realize you can’t
do the thing where you lie down in the middle of a corn field,
right?” She smiles.

Jennifer laughs again, soft and knowing. “I know. But the Days
Inn is just a few miles away. It’s not too late yet. And I can walk. I
want to walk.” Her legs feel strong, and the night air is perfectly
cool. She’ll be at the hotel before it gets too dark, and then, for the
first time in her life, she will check into a room under her own
name and stay there, alone. The desire to do this thing—pull out
her credit card, claim her anonymous shelter—wells up inside her
with the force of inarguable necessity. One night, she thinks. She
can give herself one night. A stake planted in the ground so she
can tether herself.

“So after tomorrow, then,” Candace says. “What do you want
to do?”

For the first time in years, the question doesn’t sound like an
accusation. “I have no idea,” Jennifer says, and then she begins to
laugh again. “Isn’t that awesome?”

Candace’s brown eyes are luminous and wise. It’s so easy to
meet her gaze. “You’ll figure it out,” she says, and the timbre of
her voice—so serious and kind, so unambiguously certain—sounds
the way Jennifer had always imagined God’s might, if she’d ever
heard Him speak aloud.

Jennifer embraces Candace, tight. She smells like mother
sweat and milk. “You have my number. You call me.”

“I’ll call you,” Candace says firmly, and Jennifer believes her.
Jennifer leans down to kiss the baby. “What is his name?” she

asks, suddenly aware she’s never learned it.
“Henry,” Candace says. “After my father.”
“Henry,” Jennifer says, brushing her lips against the top of his
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warm head. “Beautiful Henry. I’ll see you again.” Then she pulls
on her backpack and starts along the trail, heading west, retracing
her steps toward the hotel and into the setting sun. She doesn’t
need her map. Even in the gathering darkness, she remembers
the way she came.
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Mormon Authoritarianism and
American Pluralism

Note: This conversation between David Campbell, Russell
Arben Fox, Matthew B. Bowman, and Kristine L. Haglund
took place February 3, 2012, at the Lucerne Hotel in New York
City.

Russell: I wanted to start off this conversation by asking David
about the subtitle of his book, “How Religion Unites and Divides
Us.” That concern over unity and division has been a serious one
for the Mitt Romney campaign. He’s made efforts to bridge di-
vides in order to make his candidacy appealing to a particular seg-
ment of conservative Republican primary voters who, generally
speaking, have not looked well upon Mormons. He’s also made ef-
forts to downplay the significance of his religious identity entirely
in this election cycle, to keep the focus on the economy and on
beating President Obama in November. What, if anything, do you
think someone working for the Romney campaign could learn
from your book that they could make use of in helping their candi-
date along?

David: Well, one thing they would learn—and perhaps they’ve al-
ready learned it the hard way—is just how it is that Mormons are
perceived by other Americans. Even though I’m LDS myself, my
co-author, Robert Putnam and I did not set out to write a book
that emphasized Mormons or any other religious tradition in par-
ticular. Still, it does turn out that Mormons are very distinctive in
many ways, and so we just couldn’t help but point out what makes
Mormons unusual. One of those things is the way other Ameri-
cans perceive them. The degree of negativity in that view is quite
striking, actually. Now, those working for Mitt Romney probably
wouldn’t find that fact surprising. What they would also learn
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from our book is the reason why we think Mormons are perceived
so negatively. And the reason is that, compared to other religious
groups in America, Mormons are much less likely to form bridges
or social connections with people outside their faith.

Why are Catholics and Jews viewed more positively today than
in the past? They’re also groups that have experienced discrimi-
nation throughout American history. The reason is simply that
those two groups “bridge” far more than Mormons do. So the
challenge for the Romney campaign is something that they proba-
bly can’t do anything about. It’s hard to imagine a presidential
campaign somehow encouraging Mormons to go out and make
close friends with people of another faith. So what they would
learn from the book is that they’ll have to deal with the reality that
Romney’s Mormonism is going to be foreign and alien to most
voters because they simply do not know any Mormons.

Kristine: Bob Goldberg, a history professor at the University of
Utah and director of its Eccles Center, recently gave a talk in
which he compared Mormons and Catholics—and Jews, to some
extent. It seems to me that intermarriage was a really key factor in
those groups’ assimilation, and somehow we have to account for
the doctrinal difficulty that makes it less likely for Mormons to
marry outside the faith if that’s the most important bridge.

David: That observation relates to a message I’ve been delivering
to various LDS audiences. I emphasized the challenge that the in-
sularity—the social cocooning that goes on among Mormons—
presents for how they’re perceived in the rest of the population. I
take pains to point out one aspect of that bonding is not going to
change—that is, that Mormons have a much higher tendency than
other faiths to marry “their own kind.” And we all know the rea-
sons for that—strong doctrinal reasons that go far beyond what
you find in most other faiths. That’s not going to change. But it ex-
tends beyond that. Mormons are also more likely to have close
friends who are of the Mormon faith and less likely, therefore, to
have close friends who are of another faith. So the message I de-
liver is that because of the challenge of same-faith marriage (in this
context of intra-religious bonding), there’s an extra imperative to
reach out and make friends and form connections with people of
other faiths, all of which is 100 percent consistent with what Gen-
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eral Authorities have taught recently. It should not come as a
surprise for Mormons to hear. Mormons just don’t do it.

Russell: I was thinking of the recent article by Fred Gedicks, a law
professor at BYU, where he, after taking a look at Romney’s candi-
dacy in 2008 and then at the battle over Proposition 8 in Califor-
nia, concludes that it’s really very silly for someone in Romney’s
position to try to assuage doctrinal differences and find a way to
get on the turf of the civil religion establishment within the
United States.1 He felt that a much wiser approach would be to
embrace a more aggressive ecumenism, a liberal pluralism—to
stop trying to build doctrinal bridges, and try to build more social
bridges. Do you feel that the argument you’re laying out here
feeds into that sort of a conclusion? Would you agree with the as-
sessment that Mormons trying to get along with Christian conser-
vative voters are doing it wrong?

Matt: Can I complicate that a little bit? Mormons are insular, but
isn’t it that insularity that gives them all the social capital to build
the kind of community strength you were speaking about earlier?
If we were to reach out to other Christians, play games with them,
and have nice social events with them, would that dilute some of
the social capital Mormons have?

David: Both excellent points. Let me first address the idea of mak-
ing social links, rather than trying to find theological common
ground. I haven’t read that article, but I would agree with the
point Russell drew from it. As I’ve said, Americans feel very posi-
tive about Catholics and Jews and other religions as well, but
there’s no evidence that they really know much about what those
religions believe. The Pew Research Center has done some excel-
lent research, in which they’ve come up with factual questions to
ask about religion, and it turns out that Americans know very lit-
tle their neighbors’ religion—or for that matter, their own. But
they know they like their neighbors. They know they feel warmly
toward their neighbors of other faiths. So, why is that? It’s not be-
cause of beliefs those people have. It’s because of the relation-
ships they’ve built.

Now, Matt’s question about whether building bridges beyond
Mormonism might lead to a dilution or weakening of the vitality
of Mormonism is the $64,000 question for any religion that wants
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to be in the mainstream of American life. One could argue that
the arc of Catholic history over the last fifty years has been gain-
ing acceptance in the mainstream of America at the price of what
made Catholics distinctive. (One can argue about what’s cause
and what’s effect there, because lots of changes were happening
in Catholicism at the same time it was moving into the main-
stream.)

In the case of Mormonism, I actually think that Mormons to-
day have such a tendency to bond that, even if they were to bridge
to other religions more, they’re in no danger of losing distinctive-
ness in either this generation or the next—maybe three genera-
tions from now we could talk about that. But as long as Mormon-
ism maintains its distinctive practices—temple worship and all the
other practices that set Mormons apart—I’m not terribly con-
cerned about the dilution of the faith’s vitality.

Russell: This discussion about how Americans may be confident in
their knowledge of their own beliefs but generally have very little
accurate knowledge about what their neighbors believe or what
any other churches believe feeds into a model of American public
life that a lot of people would describe as “liberal.” They’d say that
this is a liberal, individualistic society, where belief is decided by a
person’s individual conscience and it’s not much dictated by the
churches they might happen to associate with. A lot of liberals
would argue that that’s a good thing, that it’s going to create a
public square that’s very amenable to the sorts of things that allow
democracy and the principles we value about a free society to
f lourish. Are organized religions with a strong authoritarian
structure, like Catholicism or Mormonism, a threat to that kind of
society? And in order to build the kinds of social bridges we’re
talking about here, are we going to have to anticipate a liberaliza-
tion that will move us away from that authoritarian structure? Is
that a price that will simply have to be paid because there is no way
to function or f lourish politically in a liberal society without it?

David: Well, I understand what you’re saying, but I think it’s easy
to overstate the authoritarian nature of Catholicism (and I say
that as someone who teaches at Notre Dame) and of Mormonism.
And I say that because we know that, within Mormon culture,
there’s a lot more “play in the joints” as to how people live out
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their Mormonism than you might be led to believe by just reading
the material produced by the Church or just visualizing those or-
ganizational charts on paper that say they’re describing how
things are supposed to work. My experience is that, in a typical
ward, the chain of command that is supposed to be followed is of-
ten loosely interpreted. And I think that’s just the nature of peo-
ple, or at least the way that Americans live their religion, because,
after all, we live in a world of religious choice. That’s a fact of so-
cial life that even local LDS leaders have to be thinking of. If
you’re not allowing your religion to meet people’s expectations,
they’ll stop showing up. They’ll go elsewhere. So, even though we
don’t normally think of local LDS leaders as having to be innova-
tive and entrepreneurial and creative the way Protestant pastors
do, they still do have to be somewhat responsive. There’s a little
bit of latitude given.

I’d say further that it’s important to keep in mind that not only
can people choose to leave the Church, but people also choose to
come into the Church. So despite the “authoritarian” nature of
the Church you’re describing, it’s still something people choose
to be a part of, and that’s a very different world than one in which
people can’t leave or enter at will. This is not a matter of ascrip-
tion, it’s a matter of choice, and that’s what helps Mormonism or
Catholicism or any other top-down hierarchical organization
function in society—that there’s a little more democracy than it
might seem at first.

Kristine: There’s a lot of talk lately about threats to religious free-
dom from this pluralistic society, a sense that the United States is
somehow newly or more intensely threatening to the ability of
Mormonism and other religions’ ability to practice their faith on
the ground. Do you see that? Or is it issue-driven? Will it go away
when our anxiety about gay marriage lessens?

David: Well, these are real concerns, not just within the LDS com-
munity but with other faith groups, especially this week with the
decision by the Obama administration to require all health insur-
ance plans to cover birth control. The particular issue of birth
control per se is not of huge concern to Mormons, but I can assure
you that it’s a big concern at Notre Dame, and it should matter to
Mormons, on principle. So this is a live issue; it’s a real thing. I’m
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not as convinced that religious freedom is truly under attack, how-
ever, in the United States, because this is still a highly religious
country. It’s a country that has provisions written into its Constitu-
tion protecting free exercise and avoiding establishment of reli-
gion, and I see lots of counter-evidence suggesting that religions
are f lourishing.

What’s different—what we’re undergoing right now—is a rec-
ognition of increased diversity of religions, the question of how to
accommodate religions that don’t fall within the Judeo-Christian
framework. But we should remind ourselves that the very fact that
we use the term “Judeo-Christian” means we’ve done this before.
There was no such thing as “Judeo-Christian” at the time of the
founders; it was introduced later on. And one day we may have an-
other term that accommodates Jews and Christians and Mormons
and Buddhists and Hindus and Sikhs and Muslims.

Russell: You already hear people trying out “monotheistic reli-
gions” to include Muslims. So there’s diversity but also the intro-
duction of choice. Maybe in matters of law, that choice was always
there, but I think that technological and economic changes in
American life have resulted in a significant pluralization of soci-
ety and the breaking apart of a lot of customary norms, with the
result that choice has become a greater reality in even these
authoritarian religions.

Matt, you’ve just published a book about the Mormon people.
Do you feel as though there came a particular time when choice
and other sorts of liberal concerns, as they might be defined
American society, became issues for the Mormon Church? I can
see several points in history where you could argue that it was be-
ginning, but where do you see it?

Matt: Well, I think to some extent, it’s there from the beginning.
Mormonism is one of these new religions that’s playing around in
a disestablishment America. Mormons are losing people to Meth-
odists, Methodists are losing people to Mormons, and there’s
some clash there, some going back and forth. We talk about Mor-
monism becoming a denomination, but there’s a sense in which it
really was just a denomination for the first ten years or so. It was
not seen as that different from, say, the Disciples of Christ or
other innovative Protestant sects. Mormonism’s exclusivity and
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its claims of being the “New Israel”—the sense that this was a cul-
ture as much a religion—doesn’t really emerge until Missouri in
the late 1830s.

Russell: So in earliest Mormonism, let’s say, you’ve got Oliver
Cowdery penning Section 134 of the Doctrine and Covenants . . .

Matt: And you’ve got Cowdery and Whitmer getting excommuni-
cated for saying things like “we will not allow religion to trammel
our freedoms.”

Russell: Very liberal language. So, let’s say that goes away and is
followed by a theocratic period. When does it come back?

Matt: I don’t know that it ever really goes away. We have this idea
of a Golden Age in the early Utah period, but the reality looks dif-
ferent. Inactivity has always been as much of a problem as it is
now for the Church; meeting attendance is just not that high in
the Utah period. Brigham Young is always complaining about
people like Almon Babbitt being “lukewarm Mormons.” Mem-
bers will go off to the East and not come back, and he’s constantly
preaching that members who don’t live their religion should go to
California and hell in that order. This is going on—this is why they
have the “Reformation” in 1856–57, because there’s this sense
that this idealized Zion, this New Israel, is not what it was cracked
up to be.

David: And this same dichotomy between the ideal and the real
continued even into the early part of the twentieth century. We ac-
tually have empirical data—surveys done of BYU students—who
are asked questions basically about the Mormon catechism: Do
you believe that the First Vision really happened? Do you believe
in the historical nature of the Book of Mormon? And the percent-
age of students who answer affirmatively is very low, shockingly
low. Something changed between then and the beginning of the
twenty-first century.

Matt: Part of that is that there were a fair number of non-Mor-
mons at BYU until the Wilkinson period—a lot of children of min-
ers from Price and other non-Mormon Utahns sending their chil-
dren there. But, yeah, there’s a hardening of notions of ortho-
doxy and exclusivity in the 1950s and 1960s.

Kristine: But pre-correlation?
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Matt: Where I’ve seen these surveys is in The Angel and the Beehive,
and Mauss contrasts the answers in the ’30s with those done in the
’70s. By the ’70s, the percentages who answer these questions af-
firmatively is way, way up. By the ’70s, 99 percent say that Joseph
Smith is a prophet, 95 percent say that the Book of Mormon is his-
torical, that sort of thing.2

Russell: Well, then, to tie in some of the concerns we were raising
before, does this trend suggest that the political problem of Mor-
mon insularity—the lack of bridge-building between Mormons
and their neighbors—is a recent one, a problem two generations
old, and that, perhaps, if Mitt Romney had run for president in,
say, 1948, Mormonism wouldn’t have seemed weird?

Matt: You know who didn’t have a “Mormon problem”? George
Romney. George Romney is giving interviews in 1968, going on
about how wonderful it is to be a Mormon, and how Mormonism
has made him the man he has become, and Time magazine is
fawning all over him. So there is a shift. I think much of it has to
do with the rise of the Evangelical Right.

Russell: So it’s not that we became insular, but that they raised the
bar for inclusion?

Matt: I think it’s much like what David was saying about Catholi-
cism earlier. There’s a sense that Mormon authoritarianism, this
grim specter of the hierarchy, is something that has always been
more image than fact, something that other people fear more
than Mormons actually experience it.

David: It’s actually hard to make this comparison between Mor-
monism today and its insularity—that’s maybe too strong a word;
let’s call it social cocooning—and what we might have observed in
the 1800s or the first half of the twentieth century. Today, while
Mormons are still concentrated in the Mountain West, they’re
much, much more widely dispersed throughout the country than
they were then. So, while there was a lot of insularity then, it was
dictated by geography.

Russell: And by the communication technologies of the time.

Matt: But actually, the percentages of Church members living in
Utah in the first few decades of the twentieth century are fairly
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low. At statehood, it’s 56 percent.3 So, there’s this myth of Zion
that maybe has never actually been true.
Kristine: Can we talk about generational attrition? Is that new? Or
has the retention of the next generation always been this much of
a problem for the Church?
Matt: It is true, I think, that the Reformation in the 1850s, the es-
tablishment of the Retrenchment Association in 1869 (that turn-
ed into the Young Women’s Mutual Improvement Association),
the Aaronic Priesthood reforms of the 1870s and the correspond-
ing Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Association, were aimed at
young people, but I don’t know if that ref lects an actual drifting
away, if Perry Miller’s “declension of the young generation” is
really happening, or if people are just responding to anxieties
about what might happen.
David: I don’t have any data on trends in Mormon retention rates
over time. I can speak however, about the retention rates in Mor-
monism compared to other religious traditions now. For all the
concern that is raised about defection/disaffiliation/going inac-
tive, Mormons actually set the bar pretty high for themselves. If
we used a relative standard, Mormons are doing better than most
other denominations. But “better” is nowhere near 100 percent;
“better” is 60–65 percent.
Kristine: That’s still higher than you’d think from some of the
alarmist rhetoric.
David: That’s captured at one point in time. That’s Mormons-
across-the-age-spectrum. If we had better data and could focus
more specifically on young people, maybe it would be higher or
maybe we’d locate some large-scale defection. That’s certainly
happening in other faiths; and if it were happening in Mormon-
ism, it’s likely to be just Mormons following the national trend,
rather than there being any distinctive problem among Mormon
youth.
Matt: Are these people switching faiths or simply becoming non-
affiliated?
David: A little bit of both, although the dominant trend is to be-
come unaffiliated.
Kristine: “Spiritual, but not religious?”
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David: Yes. The term Robert Putnam and I and others have used is
the “Nones.”

Russell: So, going back to my original question about Romney’s di-
lemma, let’s say that there’s some recognition among the Mor-
mon cohort around Romney that this “insularity” is the result of a
mutually reinforcing perception that has become real, or at least
reportable, in terms of data. Do you think this means that a hypo-
thetical President Romney could, safely, simply set aside the his-
torical forms that journalists or others might cast their concerns
or suspicions in? I’m thinking in particular of my friend Damon
Linker’s book,4 where he describes what he thinks a liberal soci-
ety should be and, with an admirable lack of irony, takes a look at
Mormon history and some rather apocalyptic statements that
have been made in the past—and some more recently—and con-
cludes that Mormonism is an authoritarian religion. Now, maybe
it has never really been all that authoritarian, and maybe that mu-
tually reinforcing perception we were talking about has been go-
ing on for a while. But now we have a situation where there’s this
historic distrust, Mormons are a little more insular than they per-
haps ought to be, and that makes it easy for people to throw
around words like “cult,” and worry about the prophet calling up
President Romney. So do you think Romney can sail above all
these concerns and simply not engage those perceptions (distor-
tions)? Or will he be forced to dig into them, explain Mormonism,
and insist that he’s not getting calls from Salt Lake in order to
establish his liberal bona fides?

Matt: It’s true, I think, that in practice Mormonism is much less
authoritarian than detractors have accused it of being. There is,
nonetheless, rhetorically and theologically in the Church, this
idea that the prophet is someone who speaks for God. The Pri-
mary children sing “Follow the Prophet.” And the case that Rich-
ard Bushman and others have made against this rhetorical strain
is that in practice this has never actually happened. In practice,
Reed Smoot was a boring, middle-of-the-road Republican senator
who did not try to do anything bad to the republic; in practice, the
First Presidency does not send telegrams to members of Congress
telling them how to vote. But this authoritarianism exists on an
ideational level.
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Russell: So is the fact that it is mostly ideational going to enable
Romney to escape it? Or will any Mormon president be dogged by
the constant suspicion that he’s an illiberal theocrat just biding
his time?

David: I’m often asked by reporters whether Romney will have to
give a speech about his religion, and my answer is that we just
don’t know and that he doesn’t know. Barack Obama did not
know that circumstances were going to conspire to compel him to
give a significant speech about race (and religion) in the heat of
the 2008 primaries. Mitt Romney does not know whether circum-
stances are going to conspire to compel him to give a speech about
Mormonism. Should he become president, we don’t know wheth-
er some issue would arise or whether some pressure will be
brought to bear that would require him to address these questions
directly.

I suspect that, as a candidate, he’ll do everything he can to
avoid speaking about his religion, but should he win the presi-
dency, all bets are off. We don’t know what will happen. We can
be confident that the Church leaders in Salt Lake City will do ev-
erything they can to avoid any suggestion that they’re trying to in-
f luence the White House. So I don’t think Romney would ever
have to worry about responding to something his church does.
But who knows?

Russell: I know some people at BYU and elsewhere who think that
the Church leadership doesn’t want him to win.

David: I wouldn’t be surprised if, behind closed doors, some Gen-
eral Authorities might express ambivalence.

Russell: Well, that’s saying something, since they’re all Utah Re-
publicans. Admitting ambivalence is pretty impressive.

Kristine: They’re not all Utah Republicans! There are at least two
Democrats!

Matt: Would the Church have mounted something like Prop 8 if
Romney were president?

David: That’s a really great question. I am willing to go on record
as saying I don’t think the Church would have. The Church is very
careful about how and where it chooses to mobilize its members.
We don’t really know what the criteria are for making those deci-
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sions; but even with gay marriage, the Church doesn’t get in-
volved in every ballot initiative.
Russell: Well, then, maybe liberal Mormons should want Mitt
Romney to be elected, because it would force the Church to re-
treat even further from political life, to avoid the perception of be-
having theocratically.
David: And of course, it also raises the question of whether the Ta-
bernacle Choir could perform at Romney’s inauguration without
an apparent conf lict of interest!
Russell: Or Donny and Marie!
Kristine: Well, the question of what liberal Mormons should want
tempts me to get on my soapbox about why the Church should be
more involved in politics, rather than less.
David: Because politics is a moderating force on the Church?
Kristine: No, just because there’s a broad range of issues with
moral valences about which I think the Church should not be si-
lent—poverty, child welfare . . .
Russell: I’ve thought for years that it would be a good thing if the
Church, institutionally, got involved in partisan politics. And the
reason why I thought that—and I still kind of think so (although I
recognize that there are huge holes in my reasoning)—is because
then there would be no getting around the fact that there would
be active, temple-recommend-holding members who disagree
with their Church leaders about politics. That situation would
force the Church to recognize political pluralism within its own
ranks.
David: There’s another wrinkle here—a thread I was trying to
tease out. Let’s look at the case of Evangelical Christians. At the
time of the emergence of the Religious Right, the activists in
those ranks were far, far from the mainstream of American poli-
tics. They held opinions that were way out in right field. But if you
look at members of that group who became involved in politics on
a regular basis—the kinds of people who became party delegates,
attended national conventions, that sort of thing—there’s good
evidence that, over time, their attitudes have shifted. They’ve be-
come more accepting of democratic norms, and their opinions
have moved toward the moderate middle. There’s a lot of evi-
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dence that simply being involved in the process of politics, the
give and take and compromise that even intra-party politics en-
tails, has a liberalizing (small “l”) effect.

Russell: Is there any kind of historical analogue here, Matt? Say,
when statehood came and all of a sudden we had apostles serving
as senators—it was a very different world then . . .

Matt: . . . and much more contentious. There were all sorts of
problems—you had folks like Apostle Moses Thatcher and Seventy
B. H. Roberts, who mounted campaigns to hold political office
against the wishes of higher-level Church leaders. Moses Thatcher
was removed from the Quorum of the Twelve because he accused
the First Presidency of meddling in politics. And he was right.
They were. It has definitely become less turbulent.

Russell: But a lack of turbulence is not necessarily a good thing.

Matt: Maybe. But the Church has become more hands-off and has
gotten much more subtle, perhaps, and smarter, in the ways that it
exercises inf luence and persuasion.

David: Yeah, I think all the evidence suggests that, in Utah itself,
the Church really doesn’t do much actively in politics, because it
can make its wishes known by subtle signaling. And in many
cases, the Church can reasonably guess which way the votes will
go, just because it’s relatively easy to predict how orthodox
Church members will behave politically, at least on some issues.

Matt: There are surprises, of course, like the immigration issue,
where the Church blew the Republican Party out of the water . . .

David: And in those cases, it’s remarkable how quickly Mormon
politicians respond when the Church speaks. For example, a few
years ago when the Utah State Legislature was considering legisla-
tion to allow concealed weapons to be carried in churches, the
LDS Church made it clear they didn’t think that was such a good
idea. You can see why, from the perspective of Church leaders . . .

Kristine: Yeah, I’ve been in some Sunday School classes . . .

David: Right. So the legislature backtracked quickly.

Matt: Or, longer ago, the MX missile was a similar case. There’s a
fair amount of evidence that the Church is a couple notches to the
left of the Republican Party in Utah.
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Russell: There are always so many variables, so many factions in
the construction of any kind of political movement. Mitt Romney
has taken positions that appeal to a certain segment of the Repub-
lican electorate that he hopes will put him over the top and give
him the nomination; he has communicated to them opinions on
immigration, for instance, that seem to conf lict with the Church’s
position. There may not be a lot of substance to that conf lict, but
that won’t be the only time it happens. So how might a hypotheti-
cal President Romney manage situations in which his positions
are at odds with Church positions?

David: I think it’s fair to say that there’s really a small number of is-
sues on which an official Church position can be discerned, and
most of those are not in areas where a chief executive really has a
lot of inf luence—casino gambling in states, liquor laws in Utah . . .
immigration is really the only one that a president would have to
deal with. When you get right down to it, it’s really a very short list
of policy issues about which the Church has spoken out officially.
There are all kinds of issues about which one might try to draw in-
ferences from Church teachings about what the Church’s position
might be, but that’s not at all the same thing as an official policy
position. There’s a hierarchy of issues that matter to the Church,
and on the most important ones—gay marriage, for example—the
Church’s position is very clear. But there will be lots of other is-
sues on which one might reasonably infer a Church position, but
it’s not going to rise to the level of affecting your standing in the
Church to disagree.

That’s also true in Catholicism. Abortion matters a lot to the
Catholic hierarchy, capital punishment matters some, and other
issues really not so much at all.

Kristine: Before we wrap this up, can we turn from how a Mormon
president might govern to the question of how having a Mormon
candidate will affect Mormons and maybe Mormonism?

One of the parts of your work that’s most interesting to me,
David, is the data on how warmly Mormons report feeling toward
members of other faith groups, as compared to the rather less
warm feeling that members of other faith traditions report about
Mormons. I think this is a reality that many Mormons could be
comfortably oblivious about until recently. But now, from the re-
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action to Proposition 8 in California, conservative Mormons
learned something about how virulently they can be disliked on
the left; from the vote in South Carolina, they’re likely to learn
how much they’re disliked on the right, while from the sneering
of the New York Times editorial page, for instance, it must be clear
to liberal Mormons that they are similarly disliked, and I wonder
how (or whether) that will affect Mormons’ self-presentation. Will
we keep begging for people to like us with “I’m a Mormon”-style
PR, or will we resurrect the rhetoric of being persecuted for righ-
teousness’ sake? How will Mormons cope with this? I think it does
shake us up. It’s a big deal.
David: It is a big deal. The Mormons’ sense of persecution has
never really gone away. We asked a question about this on our sur-
vey: “Are your values threatened in society today?” Mormons are
one of the groups that are most likely to say their values are threat-
ened. That can be interpreted in lots of ways, but it’s consistent
with the idea that Mormons are being persecuted—that the world
is out to get them.
Matt: In the most recent Pew survey, 46 percent of Mormons say
they’ve been victims of discrimination based on their religion.
Kristine: And that’s even more specific than just saying your “val-
ues” are threatened.
David: Right—so that’s both perception on the part of some Mor-
mons, but also some reality; they really are experiencing negative
comments or other slights.

A minute ago, you raised an interesting question about what
the reaction to this perceived (and real) dislike will be. Let me an-
swer it by saying what I hope the reaction will be. I actually fear
that the “I’m a Mormon” campaign may have a completely unin-
tended effect on Church members. If individual Mormons think
that the Church, with a capital “C”, is taking care of Mormons’ im-
age problem, they may conclude that they don’t have to individu-
ally worry about it. And if that’s the result, it will not help Mor-
monism’s image at all. A PR campaign won’t hurt, but it won’t
help that much in terms of how Americans perceive Mormons.
Now, if the ad campaign leads to conversations, opens doors, then
it will have been a success. But if it just leads to people thinking,
“Oh, thank goodness this is taken care of. Now I don’t have to en-
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gage with my neighbors, because that’s hard—they’ll ask questions
about what I believe, they’ll offer me coffee when I go over there,
or invite me for a barbecue on the Saturday night before fast
Sunday . . . Thank goodness Brandon Flowers is taking care of it,”
then it will have failed.

But I do think that those individual efforts can make an enor-
mous difference. In 1960, if you had told JFK that, in fifty years,
Catholics would be one of the most respected and accepted reli-
gions in America, that the Supreme Court would have a majority
of Catholics and not a single Protestant, that there would have
been multiple candidates for president in both parties who were
Catholic and that the issue of their religion simply did not come
up, he would have said, “You’re crazy! Look what I’m having to go
through, and I’m not even a serious Catholic.” But something
changed. Catholics have now moved completely into the main-
stream; and if it can happen for Catholics, I’m convinced it could
happen for Mormons, too. Maybe we don’t want it to, but if we do,
it will happen as individual Mormons build bridges and social
connections and real friendships with their neighbors.
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Making Visible the Hand of Ritual

Devery S. Anderson and Gary James Bergera, eds. Joseph Smith’s
Quorum of the Anointed, 1842–1845: A Documentary History (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 2005); Devery S. Anderson and Gary
James Bergera, eds. The Nauvoo Endowment Companies, 1845–
1846: A Documentary History (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
2005); Devery S. Anderson, ed., The Development of LDS Temple
Worship, 1846–2000: A Documentary History (Salt Lake City: Signa-
ture Books, 2011).

Reviewed by Stephen C. Taysom

Although we may not know it, we live our lives immersed in ritual.
Many of our daily exchanges with other human beings are ritual-
ized. We often categorize and compare religions by referencing
how highly structured, or not, their liturgical worlds are. I grew up
being told that Mormons avoided ritual because it connoted
empty practice and vulgar symbolism. The truth is, however, that
Mormon temple worship is among the richest symbolic systems of
worship in Christianity.

Within the temple rituals, one can, for example, identify al-
most all of Catherine Bell’s six genres of ritual action. Bell was,
before her untimely death from cancer in 2008, among the most
prominent scholars of ritual theory in the world. A specialist in
Chinese religion, Bell not only studied rituals but also produced
important work on the history of the study of ritual. Bell’s work
has allowed a new generation of scholars to apply ritual studies
theory to a strikingly broad range of specific religious traditions.

Given the strength of the theoretical framework available, it is
time that the Mormon temple ritual receives serious study as rit-
ual. Unfortunately, it has not received as much of this attention as
it should have.1 Since Joseph Smith introduced the temple endow-
ment in 1842, it has been a source of curiosity, contempt, and
even fantasy for those outside of the faith. Even for insiders, the
temple has always been somewhat perplexing. Because Mormon
tradition holds that matters of any specificity regarding the tem-
ple ceremonies must not be discussed outside the temple itself,
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those who are preparing to attend for the first time are under-
standably nervous. Adding to this tension is the fact that the tem-
ple is simultaneously the heart of Mormon piety and the least
“Mormon” thing that most Mormons do.

In a Church where the sacramental elements are bread and
water, there is no local professional clergy, and many Church
buildings are centered around an indoor basketball court, the
temple ceremonies represent a different sort of devotional mode
altogether. They are liturgically rich and involve ritual vestment
changes and symbolic body posturing, sacred words and the en-
actment of a holy and comprehensive mythology. No other Chris-
tian church in America comes close to the level of individual in-
volvement in the abstract ritual performance of a sacred story
that is found in LDS temples.

Most Mormons know very little about the history of the tem-
ple endowment. Signature Books, in its three-volume documen-
tary history of LDS temple worship, has given a great gift to schol-
ars and believers who wish to understand the historical develop-
ment of these rituals through a study of the documents that be-
lievers have produced. This review looks at these three volumes,
focusing on how the documents collected in each volume illumi-
nate the possible future study of LDS temple worship, as well as
what the documents tell us about using the history of temple wor-
ship as a lens through which to view LDS history more generally.

Volume 1: Joseph Smith’s Quorum of the Anointed
In the first volume of the trilogy, editors Devery S. Anderson

and Gary James Bergera focus on documents bearing on the ori-
gin and development of Smith’s “Anointed Quorum.” This group,
first organized in May 1842, initially met in Smith’s Red Brick
Store in Nauvoo and thereafter in a variety of private locations, in-
cluding the homes of quorum members. At the group’s meetings,
they would initiate new members and perform a ritual that would
be more or less familiar to modern Mormons as the temple en-
dowment. The documents collected in the first volume are drawn
largely from the journals of quorum members, most of whom
were very circumspect in writing about the ritual. The documents
range in content and style from the specific and voluble to the
vague and rhetorically enthusiastic.
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An example of the former is drawn from the journal of L.
John Nuttall, who recorded an 1877 recollection from Brigham
Young. According to Nuttall, Young recalled that, when the first
endowments were given in Nauvoo, “we had only one room to
work in with the exception of a little side room or office where we
were washed and anointed had our garments placed upon us and
received our new name. And after he [Joseph Smith] had per-
formed these ceremonies, he gave the key words, signs, tokens
and penalties” (7). A rather more succinct and veiled entry is
found in Smith’s diary entry from September 26, 1842, in which
he wrote, simply, that he spent some time “in the large room over
the store” (16). Although few of the documents contain specific
information about the endowment itself, when read as a whole,
these early sources provide historians with several important
pieces of information, including the process by which new mem-
bers of the quorum were selected and the role of the quorum’s
meetings in the larger problem-solving operation of the Church.
On the first point, this was a small, insular group of mostly Ameri-
can-born converts. The nationality issue is significant in view of
the fact that Nauvoo was becoming increasingly international-
ized, as first the British and later the Scandinavian missions were
bringing thousands of new Latter-day Saints into Nauvoo each
year. Most members of the Anointed Quorum were not part of
that new demographic. Members of the quorum nominated
those whom they believed to be trustworthy, thus creating a web
of relationships that were mapped onto the demographics of this
new, sacred unit.

With regard to the second point, the documents included in
this volume make it abundantly clear that Joseph Smith con-
fronted the vast array of difficulties facing his Church in the
1840s through what he believed to be the profound spiritual
power available through petitioning God in special prayer rites.
These rites sanctified the entire meeting and created a sacred
space in which revelation would f low unimpeded. Although the
term “prayer circle” does not appear in any of the collected docu-
ments in the first volume, it is obvious from the context that the
prayers offered during meetings of the Anointed Quorum in-
volved dressing in temple robes, praying in a circle, and invoking
the attention of God through the use of ritual signs. Heber C.
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Kimball referred to it in his journal as the “Holy Order,” and he
recorded that the order prayed for rain July 10, 1845 (127). Smith
and his fellow quorum members prayed about a wide range of
practical issues during these sessions, including “the prosperity
of Israel” (176) and “that the Lord would turn away the sickness
now prevailing amongst the children in the City” (129).

Prayers were also offered up for sick individuals, and what
would be categorized by scholars of religion as prayers of cursing
were also mentioned. For example, Willard Richards recorded a
meeting after Joseph Smith’s death in which “George A. Smith
prayed that the evils of the course William Smith had pursued
would fall upon his own head” (135). In addition to the prayers
themselves, the now-sanctified environment was used for the dis-
cussion of political, economic, and social problems that were
pressing upon the Mormons. That these documents so clearly in-
dicate that Smith conceived of and used the meetings of the Quo-
rum of the Anointed not only to perform rituals but also as a set-
ting uniquely suited to finding solutions to vexing problems is fas-
cinating because the problem-solving function of temple worship
among ordinary Mormons now represents one of the central fea-
tures of temple worship; members speak often of receiving inspi-
ration about practical problems during the time they spend in the
temple.

Also during the period covered by the first volume, women
were inducted into the Anointed Quorum and the practice of plu-
ral marriage was introduced, largely through the auspices of the
quorum and the relatives of quorum members. The records are
largely silent on the issue of plural marriage, as one would expect,
but Todd Compton’s insightful introductory essay to the first vol-
ume, as well as many of the footnotes, help readers identify subtle
references to the practice.

In sum, Volume 1 is about the creation of an elite group fo-
cused on ritual practices of mythological performance, apotro-
paic prayer, and eternal marriage. In subsequent volumes, Ber-
gera and Anderson’s documents demonstrate how this process
was first democratized and then modernized.

Volume 2: The Nauvoo Endowment Companies
The second volume is the longest despite the fact that it covers
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only the period from 1845 to 1846. Volume 2 consists largely of
lists. The majority of its nearly 700 pages are devoted to reproduc-
ing temple records concerning ordinance work performed in the
Nauvoo Temple between December 1845 and the Mormons’ de-
parture from Nauvoo in February 1846. Obviously, this volume
will be of interest to genealogists. But what use will historians or
scholars of religion or even readers of Mormon history find in
this massive collection of lists?

For me, what these records represent is a tangible manifesta-
tion of the democratization of the endowment and sealing rituals.
This may seem a minor point, but in fact it represents a substantial
and unusual development in the context of ritual studies. In most
cases, rituals that are introduced to and, in fact, serve to create an
elite are closely guarded by the elite that makes, and is made, by
the rituals. In the case of the Mormon temple rites, the alacrity of
the shift from the status of elite rituals to rituals serving an entire
religious community, to say nothing of the shift itself, is truly re-
markable. And it is in this volume that we see that shift take place.

It is one thing to be told that Mormon temple rites were de-
mocratized after the death of Joseph Smith. It is another thing en-
tirely to read the truth of that in the lists of names. Obscure, ordi-
nary, non-elite Latter-day Saints are initiated by the thousands
into the rituals that we saw in Volume 1 being administered only
to the elite. In my estimation, this is the most important, but not
the only, contribution made by Volume 2.

While the masses were being washed, anointed, endowed, and
sealed in the Nauvoo Temple, Church leaders were continuing
their temple meetings. One of the tasks that takes up a surprising
amount of Church leaders’ time as chronicled in these documents
is the ritual dedication of objects. The horns that held the holy
anointing oil were dedicated individually. The oil, too, had to be
ritually consecrated, something that was often done while the rit-
ual actors were wearing temple robes. Most interesting, however,
were the cases in which objects not directly connected with tem-
ple service underwent ritual dedication in the temple. For exam-
ple, on December 16, 1845, a “letter which had been written by
E[lde]r Hyde was dedicated to God with prayer that the desired
object may be accomplished by it” (47).

What the documents in Volume 3 make clear is that, by the
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mid-1840s, the temple itself was seen as a locus of power—not only
a place set apart for the performance of sacred ritual, but a place
in which actions that could be performed outside of the temple
stood a better chance of achieving efficacy when performed
within. The issue of efficacy is always salient in discussions of rit-
ual. In the case of the LDS temple endowment, Volume 2 makes it
clear that Church leaders believed and taught that the prayers of-
fered up in the temple were particularly efficacious. Apostle
Amasa Lyman told a group of Mormons who had just been
through the endowment ceremony: “You have learned how to
pray. You have been taught to approach God, and be recognized.
This is the principle by which the Church has been kept together,
and not the power of arms. A few individuals have asked for your
preservation, and their prayers have been heard, and it is this
which has preserved you from being scattered to the four winds”
(120). All of these details help us develop a picture of how the
Mormons viewed the power of the temple as a place and the ritu-
als themselves as providing greater access to God and allowing
God greater access to them.

These meetings also included the ritual prayer circles and dis-
cussions of the meaning of the temple endowment with Brigham
Young “giving much instruction at different intervals” (58). Some
of this instruction involved the proper relationships among men,
women, and God. In a particularly telling temple sermon, Heber
C. Kimball told the women present: “[God] did not make the man
for the woman; but the woman for the man, and it is just as unlaw-
ful for you to rise up and rebel against your husband, as it would
be for man to rebel against God. When the man came to the vail,
God gave the key word to the man, and the man gave it to the
woman. But if a man don’t use a woman well and take good care of
her, God will take her away from him, and give to [sic] another”
(120). This fragment is significant because it demonstrates that
the LDS temple endowment, like most rituals, allows participants
to incorporate contemporary cultural ideals into a ritually per-
formed mythology that is assumed to be unchanging and eternal.
In this case, the notion that women were not only third in a hierar-
chy that ran from God to man to woman, but also that women
were objects to be acted upon, possessed, and even redistributed
is incorporated into the most sacred of Mormon ritual contexts.
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While it is a sad truth that most nineteenth-century Ameri-
cans would have found such misogyny unremarkable, one of the
problems that ritual-making presents is that it tends to put believ-
ers in a double bind when it comes to social change. On the one
hand, they are bound by their culture, but even when the culture
begins to change, the old cultural ideas have been tied with an
all-but-invisible bond to sacred ritual structures within the faith it-
self. As Catherine Bell noted: “Ritual must simultaneously dis-
guise its techniques and purposes and improvisations and mis-
takes. It must make its own invention invisible.”2 Thus, rituals
sometimes hamper efforts by religious groups to make social
changes commensurate with changes being made within the
broader culture. The documents presented in Volume 2 demon-
strate that Mormon temple rituals follow a pattern common to
many other rituals across time and space—a process by which “cul-
tural or conventional orders, by themselves arbitrary and fragile,
come to partake of the necessity and durability of natural law and
brute fact.”3 In Volume 3, discussed below, we will see the modern
Church negotiating this struggle to make the invention visible so
that change can be made to the most brutish of facts without
appearing to subvert the eternal rites.

Aside from the important contribution that the documents in
Volume 2 make to the study of Mormon temple rituals qua ritual,
they also shed light on some issues attendant to the practical man-
agement of the temple. The temple was the largest building in the
area; and by the time it was completed, the Mormons in Nauvoo
had become so ostracized by their neighbors that they were all fo-
cused on spending time in the temple for entertainment as well as
liturgical purposes. Many of the documents record Brigham
Young’s efforts to control the use of the temple building for recre-
ation—especially dancing. While he strongly supported the Mor-
mons in their desires to kick up their collective heels, he was partic-
ularly concerned with the “wicked” individuals who found their
way inside the temple. In a document extracted from William Clay-
ton’s journal, Church leaders noted that “some three or four men
and perhaps more, had introduced women into the Temple, not
their wives, and were living in the side rooms, cooking, sleeping,
tending babies, and toying with their women.” The same entry
noted that “there were also many persons lounging about, who had
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no particular duty to attend to, but who thought they had a right to
be present, because they had once passed through the Vail” (193).
The democratization of ritual apparently had its price.

Volume 3: The Development of LDS Temple Worship, 1846–2000
The third and final volume is perhaps the one that contempo-

rary Mormons will find the most interesting. This volume is like
the first two inasmuch as it illuminates a major shift not only in
the history of temple worship but also in the history of Mormon-
ism itself. In the case of the final volume, we see through these
documents a church that has established itself as a staple of Amer-
ican cultural life but which finds itself struggling to negotiate the
rough waters of modernity.

During this period, especially beginning with the twentieth
century, Mormons were forced to make important choices about
how far they were willing to separate themselves from the broader
American culture. This process of separation was made more
painful and difficult than it had been since the 1840s because
Mormons were beginning to see themselves, for the first time in
many decades, as full participants in the rising tide of American
cultural inf luence. Also, the Church continued to struggle with
the problem of democratization that had initially emerged dur-
ing the very late Nauvoo period. Volume 3 contains many possible
examples that could be used to illustrate these points, including
discussions of polygamy, second anointings, suicide, and the
move to the commercial production and sale of temple clothing.

Two examples are particularly illuminating: the evolution of
the temple garment and the prayer circle. First introduced as part
of the original Anointed Quorum endowment rites in the 1840s, by
the early twentieth century the garments were beginning to pose
some practical problems. Garments for both men and women con-
sisted of thick union-suit-type articles with long sleeves and long
legs. They tied up the front, had a collar, and did not feature a
closed crotch. Instructions issued to temple presidents in 1904 un-
derscored the fact that “garments . . . must not be altered or muti-
lated and are to be worn as intended, down to the wrist and ankles,
and around the neck. These requirements are imperative; admis-
sion to the Temple will be refused to those who do not comply
therewith” (139). The same instruction was reissued in 1911.
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What the documents in this volume reveal is that, as late as
1911, most Church leaders understood the garments to be sacred,
not only in function but also in design. In 1923, Salt Lake Temple
President George F. Richards, acting as part of a committee to re-
examine temple practices, pushed hard for a modernization of
the garments, to include “dispensing with the collar, using but-
tons instead of strings, using the closed crotch and f lap, and for
the women wearing elbow sleaves [sic] and leg length just below
the knee” (198–99). The First Presidency eventually approved the
changes to the garment; and according to an article in the Salt
Lake Tribune, included in Volume 3, the motivation for these
changes stemmed largely from the experiences of women. “The
younger of the gentler sex complained that to wear the old style
with the new finer hosiery gave the limbs a knotty appearance, . . .
[and] was embarrassing in view of the generally accepted sanitary
shorter skirt” (200).

The Tribune article notes that the changes were met with resis-
tance from some older members of the Church. One woman was
quoted as saying: “I shall not alter my garments, even if President
Grant has ordered me to do so. My garments now are made as
they were when I was married in the endowment house long be-
fore the temple was built. The pattern was revealed to the prophet
Joseph, and Brother Grant has no right to change it” (199). The
point of view expressed by this anonymous woman—that the pat-
tern of the garment was revealed to Joseph Smith and was, there-
fore, immutable—was the standard notion held by most Mormons
throughout the nineteenth century.

In fact, one of George F. Richards’s main tasks was to demon-
strate to the committee of apostles that Joseph Smith had, in fact,
experimented with a number of designs for the garment and that
the specific pattern was not revealed from God. Once Richards
had successfully made this case to most of the Church leaders (Jo-
seph Fielding Smith voted to oppose most of the proposed chang-
es), further modifications to the garment were increasingly fre-
quent. In 1936 the Church moved to produce a garment “without
sleeves” in order to “obviate undesirable exposure of the garment
which now so frequently occurs through the wearing of pres-
ent-day patterns of clothing” (241). This is a clear instance in
which the behavior of the members of the Church persistently
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conformed with American cultural norms and which, in turn, led
to a liberalizing of ritual practice.

While one might be tempted to view this development as evi-
dence of the weakness of hierarchy in the Church, I see this type
of development as a choice on the part of the hierarchy to avoid
the exacerbation of tension both between the hierarchy and its
members and between the Church and the broader culture. It is
worth noting that Church officials felt some ambivalence toward
the changes being made in the garment. This ambivalence ap-
peared in the requirement, in force until 1975, that all patrons
coming to perform temple ceremonies were required to wear the
“old-style” garment while in the temple. Eventually, however, that
requirement was also dropped. In 1979, the Church authorized
the production of a two-piece garment (437). As of 2011, the
one-piece variety is available only by special order and is not car-
ried in LDS Church Distribution centers. Remember that one of
Bell’s central arguments about ritual is that it faces the dou-
ble-edged sword of power and inf lexibility from the occlusion of
its own construction. By making the creation of one aspect of the
ritual visible again, to return to Bell’s earlier framing of the issue,
George F. Richards introduced a high level of f lexibility to the
ways Mormons wore and thought about their ritual undergar-
ments. It is also not surprising that this development occurred in
the twentieth century, a period of “unprecedented visibility of the
very dynamics of ritual invention,” according to Bell.4

On the issue of prayer circles, the documents in Volume 3 are
equally enlightening. As noted in Volume 1, the prayer circle
formed an important element in the meetings of the original Quo-
rum of the Anointed. Once established in Utah, Mormon leaders
performed prayer circles regularly as part of their meetings, as well
as part of the endowment. Additionally, members of the Quorum
of the Twelve and First Presidency formed their own private prayer
circles that included members of their families as well as close
friends. An excerpt from the diary of Apostle Richard R. Lyman,
written when his prayer circle was disbanded in 1929, sheds light
on how these private prayer circles operated: “Two weeks ago to-
night . . . I met with my prayer circle for the last time—and dis-
banded it. The [first] presidency and the Council of the Twelve de-
cided . . . that only official prayer circles be continued—that is, cir-
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cles which have other business to do as for example high council
and our weekly council meeting. It is nearly 33 years since Francis
M. Lyman invited me into the circle. President Grant presided over
it after the death of FM Lyman until he became president of the
church—since then I have been its president” (224). These private
prayer circles thus evolved with an orderly succession and invita-
tion process and imitated in striking detail the form and function
of many of the meetings that the Quorum of the Anointed held
during the lifetime of Joseph Smith.

Finally, some individual stakes also had prayer circles for vari-
ous priesthood quorums, as Lyman alluded to in his journal. Vol-
ume 3 includes extracts from a history of one such prayer circle
that was attended by elders in the Salt Lake Stake beginning in
1898 (225). Such official, but locally organized, prayer circles per-
sisted until 1978. That year, the First Presidency wrote: “Because of
the increasing number of requests for such prayer circles, viewed
in light of the rapid growth of the church, and because of the com-
plications that holding prayer circles on Sunday have created . . .
[we] have decided that such prayer circles . . . be discontinued im-
mediately” (434). The letter suggests that a suitable replacement
for the local prayer circle was for stake leaders to attend a regular
endowment session and participate in the prayer circles being held
there. The real difference, of course, is that the prayer circles held
as part of the endowment ceremony would not allow local leaders
to act as voice in the prayers and thus they would be unable to vo-
cally ask for guidance on specific local matters.

On the surface, it appears that the case of the prayer circles
demonstrates the process of what Max Weber called the routini-
zation of charisma. Considered more carefully, however, it is clear
that the documents pertaining to the prayer circles indicate sev-
eral dynamic historical processes at work. First, it is clear that
Church leaders were concerned with the centralization of author-
ity and that they were aware, especially with regard to the private
prayer circles, that divisions within the Quorum of the Twelve
could be incubated into full-f ledged schisms in the context of indi-
vidual prayer circles. While it may be difficult for modern Mor-
mons to comprehend, meetings of the Quorum of the Twelve in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were often conten-
tious, frequently factious, and occasionally rancorous. The move
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to disband the private prayer circles of such leaders may have
served to lessen the propensity for division within the quorum.

Second, the move to disband local prayer circles, most of
which existed in Utah, was at least as much about the increasing
availability of temples as it was about an attempt to rob local au-
thorities of power. Also, as the twentieth century progressed, so
did the view of the temple as a place of devotion and contempla-
tion, a view that was replacing the older sense of the temple as a
place for ritual work. Therefore, it is not surprising that Church
authorities would seek to make the temples the exclusive home of
the most spontaneous and contemplative element of the ritual.

Conclusion
It is true that many elements of temple worship have been dealt

with in articles and books such as David J. Buerger’s The Mysteries of
Godliness: A History of Mormon Temple Worship (Salt Lake City: Sig-
nature Books, 1994) and D. Michael Quinn’s “Latter-day Saint
Prayer Circles” (BYU Studies 19, no. 1 [Fall 1978]: 79–105. But any
historian will affirm that there is nothing quite like reading the pri-
mary source documents and working out their significance and
meaning for oneself. With these three volumes of primary materi-
als, Signature Books has bestowed a gift on readers—especially on
LDS readers who want to understand the roots and the history of
the rituals that mean so very much to them.

There is nothing here that would destroy faith or besmirch the
sanctity of the temple rituals. On the contrary, these books func-
tion, in some sense, as manuals that will make LDS temple wor-
ship richer and more powerful for the believer; these books are a
record of how hard Mormons have worked over the course of al-
most two centuries, how much thought and effort and time and
money they have invested in maintaining these rituals, in keeping
them relevant, in ensuring that their essential elements did not
wash into the sea of anachronism as the culture changed around
them. Indeed, these documents provide a more powerful testi-
mony of the enduring importance of temple rituals to Mormons
everywhere. Furthermore, the books present scholars of religion
and ritual with a wealth of data that can be analyzed and inter-
preted in sophisticated ways that will further our understanding
of the relationship between ritual and cultural development.
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ford University Press, 1992), 224.
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(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 166.
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Errand Out of the Wilderness

Matthew Bowman. The Mormon People: The Making of an American
Faith. New York: Random House, 2012. 352 pp. Hardback:
$26.00. ISBN 978–0–679–64490–3

Reviewed by Robert Elder

In Perry Miller’s famous essay on the Puritans, he described how
John Winthrop and his fellow dissenters left England in the hopes
of establishing on the other side of the Atlantic a godly society that
could serve as a model for the reformation of the mother country
and its church. In the wake of the English Civil War and as the end
of the seventeenth century neared, their descendants were plagued
by the sense that the mission of their fathers had foundered. “Hav-
ing failed to rivet the eyes of the world upon their city on the hill,”
wrote Miller, “they were left alone with America.”1

It was a problem that at various times in their history many
Mormons would have welcomed. As Matthew Bowman’s The Mor-
mon People makes clear, despite the striking similarities between
the Puritan “errand into the wilderness” and the Mormon saga in
America, for most of their history Mormons have suffered the op-
posite problem from the Puritans. The rest of the country watch-
ed, often intently, as Mormons undertook their errand into, and
then out of, the wilderness. Bowman offers a timely account of
this still ongoing process in a book that is clear-eyed in its ap-
proach to a church he clearly loves as well as beautifully written,
braiding together a fascinating narrative with insightful analysis.

Bowman narrates the story of Mormon origins in a style remi-
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niscent of the eminent Richard Bushman (to whom the book is
dedicated). Dismissing portrayals of Smith as a “religious genius”
whose fertile imagination gave rise to a new religion, Bowman re-
lates Smith’s visions, and the discovery and translation of the
golden plates, through the believing eyes of Smith and his early
converts. Acknowledging that his readers may find the story too
odd or strange to believe, Bowman skillfully navigates the familiar
shoals of Mormon origins by making Smith’s claims intelligible
within the cultural context of an era in which “the intellectual rev-
olutions of the Enlightenment still stood locked in uneasy em-
brace with the intuitive and mystical world of the premodern age”
(24). Here Bowman relies on the work of historians like Gordon
Wood and Nathan Hatch, and he could have emphasized even
more strongly that Mormonism was not alone during this period
in combining what Wood called “subterranean folk beliefs” with
the forces of democratic individualism and Enlightenment ra-
tionality. Nathan Hatch described how the eccentric Methodist
itinerant Lorenzo Dow frequently and openly referred to visions
and prophecies in his peripatetic movements throughout the
country. Caleb Rich, the Universalist leader of the late eighteenth
century, determined to reject all religious authority and work out
the truth for himself, but he came to his belief in universal salva-
tion through encounters with divine beings as well as his study of
the Bible. However, these historians also make clear that the disin-
tegration of religious and social authority in the wake of the Revo-
lution and disestablishment was just as important as the ebbing
tide of an enchanted world or Enlightenment rationality in mak-
ing people willing to credit such signs and wonders and evaluate
new revelations for themselves. Here we see more clearly than
anywhere else that Joseph Smith and Mormonism were not just
the meeting of two worlds but also the products of a uniquely
American historical moment.

Early Mormonism combined the characteristics of several
other contemporary movements, such as William Miller’s pro-
phetic and apocalyptic millenarianism and John Humphrey
Noye’s utopian communalism. Unlike these other movements,
which addressed the concerns of early-nineteenth-century men
and women piecemeal, Mormonism satisfied what Bowman
terms “a whole host of hungers” (40), spiritual and social, that
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men and women living in the midst of the clamor and ferment of
the early Republic felt deep in their souls. From the start, the idea
of the family as a spiritual community was central to Smith’s reli-
gious vision. His religion spread first through his own family and
friends, and then, rapidly, through the family and social connec-
tions of early converts. Bowman does a wonderful job holding on
to this thread throughout the book, showing how the sacredness
of the family lay at the root of plural marriage and then, following
the discarding of polygamy at the turn of the century, to the
reconceptualization of monogamy as a form of “celestial mar-
riage” in the twentieth century. Another recent book, In Heaven as
It Is on Earth: Joseph Smith and the Early Mormon Conquest of Death
by Samuel Morris Brown (New York: Oxford University Press,
2012), makes a complementary point: that dealing with the disori-
entation and loss of a loved one’s death shaped nearly all aspects
of Smith’s revelation and early Mormonism.

Throughout the book, Bowman portrays the tension between
Mormonism’s distinctly American inheritance and the prophetic
vision of its founder, a tension that would surface unpredictably
throughout its history. Bowman captures the struggle Smith’s
early followers went through as they negotiated the tension be-
tween the democratic individualism of the Jacksonian era and
the authority with which Smith’s revelations imbued the emerg-
ing organizational hierarchy of the Church. An early convert,
Methodist minister Ezra Booth, resented a revelation that com-
manded him to walk to Jackson County, Missouri, preaching all
the way, and then to repeat the exercise in reverse (53). Bowman
echoes here Terryl L. Givens’s People of Paradox: A History of Mor-
mon Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), which
identified a tension between individualism and authoritarianism
as a defining characteristic of Mormonism.

It is interesting to note that Mormonism was different only in
degree, not in kind, from Ezra Booth’s erstwhile Methodism in
this regard. For all the individualistic emphasis of evangelical
Protestantism, Francis Asbury still claimed apostolic authority for
himself and his Methodist lieutenants and constructed an ecclesi-
astical hierarchy that, in sharp distinction from the Baptists,
wielded considerable power over a rapidly burgeoning movement
in a manner that mirrored the tensions described by Bowman. Yet
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there were important differences. Bowman observes that, while
the Methodists, Baptists, and, to a lesser degree, Presbyterians
sent out circuit riders and missionaries to build the kingdom of
God by establishing a far-f lung archipelago of Christian commu-
nities, for the first few decades of its existence Mormonism called
converts to come together to build an earthly Zion. Furthermore,
Mormonism challenged one of the central tenets of evangelical
Protestantism: the centrality and ultimate authority of the Bible.
As Booth complained, “When they [Smith’s revelations] and the
Scriptures are at variance, the Scriptures are wrongly translated”
(53). Booth did not make the transition from Methodism to
Mormonism gracefully, although many other Methodists did.

Just as the Erie Canal shaped the emergence of Mormonism in
upstate New York, the transcontinental railroad, completed at
Promontory Point, Utah, in 1869, reshaped the Mormon experi-
ence in the West. Yet the railroad only deepened, and did not pre-
cipitate, the Americanization of Brigham Young’s western Israel.
Bowman’s narrative makes clear that the westward trek, which
transformed Mormonism from a sect into a faith tradition with its
own history, did not eradicate the deep pulsing of American indi-
vidualism. Try as they might, Young and the other leaders in Utah
could not convince Mormons to embrace “consecration,” the com-
munal ownership of property that Joseph Smith had attempted to
institute back east. Apostle Orson Pratt denounced the “Gentile
God of property” (113) and distributed printed forms for Mor-
mons to deed their property to the church, but most of the faithful
preferred to retain their property and pay a 10 percent tithe. The
railroad, and the f lood of cheap goods and tenets of capitalism
that came with it, made the establishment of a self-sustaining Zion a
fading dream. The U.S. government’s infamous crackdown on po-
lygamy during the 1880s, known as “the Raid” to Mormons, and
Utah’s statehood in 1896, finally precluded the possibility of a sep-
arate Mormon Zion in the wilderness.

One of the most welcome aspects of this book is Bowman’s fo-
cus on the contours of twentieth-century Mormonism, often given
brief attention in the rush to examine the Church’s dramatic early
history. In an innovative chapter titled “Eternal Progression,” Bow-
man examines the affinities between Mormonism and Progressiv-
ism in the early twentieth century. Here, more than anywhere else
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in the book, the conf luence of American and Mormon identity is
evident. The enduring optimism about human ability that Mor-
monism had absorbed from the reverberations of the Enlighten-
ment in upstate New York found a natural partner in Progressiv-
ism’s reforming spirit and unshakeable belief in the possibility of
progress. Mormon theology during this period easily took on the
tenor of the age. Theologians like James E. Talmage renovated the
notion of celestial marriage to accord with monogamy, and B. H.
Roberts and John A. Widstoe wrote about the harmony between re-
ligion and science, and the “comprehensible nature of the universe
and humanity’s godly ability to act on that comprehension” (165).
Bowman only brief ly addresses how these developments played out
among everyday Mormons, but his treatment of Church leaders
and intellectuals is fascinating nonetheless.

Yet even during an era Bowman describes as the greatest con-
vergence between Mormonism and mainstream American cul-
ture, Mormonism retained its stubborn distinctiveness. Bowman
points out that while Talmage, Roberts, and Widstoe shared some
of the characteristics of their liberal Protestant counterparts in
the Progressive era, they remained committed to the primacy of
revelation and the literal truth of scripture—commitments that set
them apart and marked them as distinctly Mormon. “Mormon-
ism,” writes Bowman, “existed on a much narrower theological
scale” than American Protestantism, which could encompass Har-
ry Emerson Fosdick alongside Bible Belt fundamentalists (181).

Bowman’s ability to weave the Mormon story instructively into
larger American patterns while at the same time showing how it re-
tained its singular character is showcased again in an illuminating
discussion of the work of Mormon theologian Bruce R. McConkie.
McConkie turned aside from the broad and inclusive scholarship
of his Progressive era forebears in favor of a tighter focus on the
Mormon canon, and Bowman places him in the context of the con-
servative Protestant Biblicism of the same era. Yet instructive
though the parallel is, Bowman makes it clear that McConkie can-
not be called a “fundamentalist Protestant in Mormon clothing”
(201). To prove his point, he quotes McConkie’s reply to a Mormon
academic opponent: “It is my province to teach to the church what
the doctrine is. It is your province to repeat what I say or to remain
silent” (202). It is a risible understatement to say that such an asser-
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tion of doctrinal authority would not have been well received by
McConkie’s fundamentalist Protestant counterparts.

Bowman’s book contains an implicit warning to those who be-
lieve they can accurately predict Mormon political behavior. In the
last few decades, Mormons have often been considered one of the
most reliably Republican political constituencies, yet Bowman
demonstrates that in matters where religion and politics differ the
Church has often been willing to break ranks with its political al-
lies. In 1980 Ronald Reagan won more than 70 percent of the vote
in Utah. The next year Reagan announced that the military would
construct an experimental missile system in the state’s southern
portion. Mormon president Spencer W. Kimball immediately an-
nounced, much to Reagan’s surprise, that the Church was opposed
to the proposal. Kimball consistently preached against Cold War
militarism as a “False God,” and saw the missile program as a mani-
festation of American idolatry (212). Reagan eventually aban-
doned plans to base the system in Utah, and no doubt came away a
little puzzled about the strength of his support in Utah. Bowman
uses this episode, along with others throughout Mormon history,
to make one of his central points. Despite its transformation into
the most American of religious traditions, Mormonism retains the
prophetic strains of Joseph Smith’s religious vision, a vision that
could not have blossomed elsewhere than in American soil and
which still continues to set his followers apart.

Bowman brings his history up to the present day but wisely re-
frains from trying to fully assess what all this might mean for the
presidential candidacy of Mitt Romney, whose great-great-grandfa-
ther Parley P. Pratt was one of Smith’s earliest followers. Even as
Romney’s role as the Republican nominee appears certain, it re-
mains much less certain what role his faith will play in the contest.
However, one thing is certain: Americans remain intensely inter-
ested in Mormonism’s errand into the wilderness; and in this book,
Bowman has fully taken advantage of a golden opportunity to edu-
cate them.

Note
1. Perry Miller, Errand into the Wilderness (Cambridge: Belknap Press

of Harvard University Press, 1956), 15.
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Dear Diary: Joseph F. Smith’s Mission Journals

Nathaniel R. Ricks, ed. “My Candid Opinion”: The Sandwich Island
Diaries of Joseph F. Smith, 1856–1857. Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 2011. 168 pp. Notes. Hardcover: $100; ISBN: 978–1–
56085–219–3

Reviewed by Steve Evans

Many examples of missionary journals are available from early
days of the Church. (See, for example, the diaries collected in
Brigham Young University’s online archive collection http://
lib.byu.edu/digital/mmd/). In reading through them, one finds
that they often share a remarkable number of common themes:
the depraved state of the locals, the horrible food, slacker com-
panions, and the struggles with competing missionaries of other
faiths. It would seem that little has changed in the contents of
these journals over time. Indeed, there must be some ur-text for
missionary journals, some platonic form for writing of the mix-
ture of doldrums, panic, and interpersonal struggle that seems
common to all who embark on the Lord’s errand while in their
youth.

While the original missionary pictographs may be on some
cave walls somewhere near Spring Hill, Missouri, this book pro-
vides a new and extremely valuable set of missionary diaries: the
Sandwich Island diaries of Joseph F. Smith, tracking his mission
in the Hawaiian Islands from January 1, 1856, to October 21,
1857, the last two of his three-year service on the islands These di-
aries cover twenty-two months; two earlier volumes, spanning pre-
sumably from his arrival in September 1854 to the end of 1855,
were destroyed in a fire in June 1856. Transcribed with great at-
tention to detail by Nathaniel Ricks, who received his master’s de-
gree in history from Brigham Young University, the diaries trace
the day-to-day acts of Joseph F. through an extremely formative
time. Ricks occasionally includes historical background at key
points, as well as biographical detail for individuals whom Joseph
F. encounters or with whom he corresponds. On the whole, the di-
aries are invaluable—they provide unique insight into the adoles-
cent days of the sixth president of the Church, as he complains of
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bad food and ignorant natives, as he quarrels with mission com-
panions, and writes to potential future wives.

At age fifteen, Joseph F. departed from Salt Lake City shortly
after being ordained an elder in April 1854 and spent the next
three years traveling between Hawaii, Oahu, and other Hawaiian
islands, at first learning the language, then presiding over various
areas. Already known as something of a firebrand, Joseph F. had
a headstrong personality that shines through the journals; he is
unafraid, bold in declaring the messages of the Restoration and
of the gathering, and brash at times in his judgments of native Ha-
waiians and his fellow Saints. Nonetheless, there is much that
these diaries do not include. Those who are looking for the origi-
nal occurrence of legendary JFS stories like that of his Hawaiian
“Ma” (http://www.scienceviews.com/photo/library/SIA2838.
html), the “True Blue” story (http://lds.org/manual/teachings-
joseph-f-smith/chapter-12?lang=eng), or his “Dream of Man-
hood” (http://lds.org/general-conference/2007/04/i-am-clean?
lang=eng) will be disappointed, for there is nothing in the diaries
to suggest that any of these experiences ever took place. These
omissions may be due to the limited time span covered by the dia-
ries, but they still leave us without an original record about these
landmark events in Joseph F.’s life. As a result, these diaries do lit-
tle to corroborate the formative stories told by Joseph F. himself.

That said, the diaries themselves have some great moments of
their own that have previously been unknown—nothing perhaps
as grandiose as the Dream of Manhood, but a few interesting
themes of note emerge:

•Joseph as hothead. One particular highlight is that of JFS getting
into a fistfight with a missionary companion who calls him a
“Damn Shit Ass” and charges that Joseph F. purposely misplaced
the companion’s scissors. But Joseph F. regularly loses his temper,
shouting at Saints in his sermons, hotly debating local preachers, or
berating natives for hoarding food instead of feeding him.

•Joseph as racist. His view of the native islanders ranges from love
and appreciation, to expressed confidence in the eventual white
skins that righteous Hawaiians will achieve, to condemning them as
fundamentally lazy and dishonest. It’s unclear how or whether his

Reviews 183



view of the people evolved during the course of his mission; by my
own estimation more praise is given to native islanders in the early
parts of the diaries.

•Joseph as omnivore. Yes, a great deal of the diaries describes Jo-
seph’s reading a wide variety of texts and continually applying him-
self intellectually, but he didn’t just hunger intellectually. A surpris-
ing amount of the diaries is composed of descriptions of food—or
lack thereof. I daresay Joseph F. never ate another sweet potato,
and it’s clear he lost his taste for poi before he ever acquired it. A
typical entry reads: “we have Been with out anything to ear [sic],
having nothing this morning but about a half a pint of goats milk,
and a little Boiled squash! we had nothing els[e]. no! not so much as
Salt!! hard times.” I estimate that at least half of the diary entries in-
clude complaints about the food.

•Joseph as teenager. Like any good missionary, Joseph F. spends a
good deal of time loafing. Many days are spent in reading the
Deseret News, mending his shoes, hiking in the jungle, or watching
ships come in to the harbor at Lahaina. To his credit, however,
there is little indication in the diaries that Joseph F. got trunky as
the time of his return home approached.

To summarize: Joseph F. was a seventeen-year-old on a mission in
Hawaii, and behaved like one.

Joseph F. served in Hawaii during a very interesting time in
LDS history: The gathering of the Hawaiian Saints to Lanai had
scarcely begun, the Mormon Reformation of 1856–57 would soon
be in full swing and the specter of the Mountain Meadows Massa-
cre in September 1857 was just around the corner. Hints of these
themes are seen throughout the diaries, both in Joseph F.’s own
writings and in the letters he receives. Ricks helpfully includes
portions of such letters when Joseph F.’s diaries indicate having
received them, although they are provided selectively and per-
haps not as uniformly as more voracious readers might prefer.
But despite living in such tumultuous times, Joseph F.’s diaries are
reassuringly familiar; he was desperate for word from home, liv-
ing among a people who seemed utterly foreign to him, while try-
ing his best to live up to his birthright. As a result, the Sandwich Is-
land diaries are immediately recognizable as an LDS missionary
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experience and yet retain an intensely foreign quality, both be-
cause of cultural shifts over time and because of Joseph F.’s
unique character. The diaries are helpful and engaging, both as a
resource and as a reminder to us that, when it comes to mis-
sionary work, the more things change the more they remain the
same.
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To the 78 Percent

Heidi Harris

Note: This sermon was given in the Coos Bay Ward, Coos Bay
Oregon Stake, on July 31, 2011.

“Have you ever acted as though you had a testimony of something
you were still unsure of at church? Maybe you found yourself hop-
ing that if you played the role, it would eventually feel real? Or
have you ever said you believed something that you didn’t have a
testimony of because you knew it was expected of you, and you
were surrounded by people that wouldn’t hesitate to confirm
their own witness of the same subject? Is this being dishonest?”

This series of questions prefaces the results to a recent online
survey of members of the LDS Church.1 Revealingly, for the pop-
ulation polled—like most online surveys, the sample was self-se-
lected, not random—78 percent of all respondents admitted that
they had acted as if they had faith in something they actually did
not or had said that they believed something when they actually
doubted it. In other words, almost four out of five admitted that
they had put on an act, for whatever reason, to give the appear-
ance of undoubting, unwavering, unquestioning faith to their fel-
low ward members, even though they personally felt conf licted.

I see the results of this survey as both a comfort and a warn-
ing. First, it shows that we are a Church of human beings with an
endless diversity of spiritual biographies. And second, it is a com-
fort because, though I was not one of the survey’s respondents, I
am still one of those 78 percent. And before I had access to these
results, I thought that I was part of an infinitesimally small minor-
ity—the minority of mask-wearing Mormons. I thought that I was
the only one in the world who had ever had a hard question, who
had ever had a single doubt. But now I know I am not alone, and
it’s always a comfort to know you are not alone.

But as I said, these results are problematic, a warning. The
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problem isn’t that there are so many who apparently have doubts (I
will deal with this fallacy later) but rather that there are so many
people with questions that will never be asked and spiritual wounds
that will never be healed with help from our ward brothers and sis-
ters. The problem is the high percentage of respondents who indi-
cated they were putting on a show of faithful perfection while suf-
fering silently and in fear. It indicates that we do not encourage an
atmosphere of complete spiritual honesty in our worship but value
instead the tidy ease of conformity and the comforting façade of
f lawlessness. It indicates that many feel as if they will be rejected by
their ward family if they do not answer every question the same way
as everyone else. It indicates that, after baptism, many feel as if
Mormons should never have any more hard questions to ask or that
those questions even deserve an answer.

If the things I am saying are unrecognizable to your own experi-
ence, please understand that I am only explaining how it feels to be
on one particular rock face of the spiritual climb. We’re all working
toward the summit, but we all have a different sort of mountain
face to conquer. Perhaps you’re a person who has never had a crisis
of faith or never had your concept of God shaken to its core. Per-
haps you are one who has been blessed with the spiritual gift of “ex-
ceedingly great faith” (Moro. 10:11), while others have been given
different but equally valuable gifts. Take this discussion as an op-
portunity to understand where, most likely, a good number of your
brothers and sisters currently stand in the church—as people who
have questions and concerns that you have never had to confront.
Take it as an opportunity to develop empathy.

To the whole congregation then, I ask you to consider: How
would you have answered the survey question? Would you have said
yes or no to the following, “Have you ever acted like or said that you
believed or had faith in something you did not?” We won’t really
know how the results would turn out here in the Coos Bay Ward.
But I think there is probably a good chance that at least one of you
out there is someone like me, who has felt confused, alone, or even
deeply wounded by an internal crisis of faith. To that probable per-
son, I want you to know, I’m giving this talk to you.

I’ve often wondered why we, as Mormons, sometimes think
that the scriptures are filled with stories of people who never had
doubts. It seems as if we often jump into stories after the crisis has
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passed and then pretend that it was the way things were the entire
time. And then we insist that every major character in every story
does the exact same thing. Forgive my literary allusion, but that
would be like saying the entire story behind Beauty and the Beast,
Pride and Prejudice, A Tale of Two Cities, The Help, Gulliver’s Travels,
War and Peace, and The Tao of Motorcycle Maintenance all simply
read, “And they lived happily ever after.”

Take Abraham, for example. We often talk about Abraham as
if he never questioned things—that he was so single-minded in his
devotion to God that he was even willing to sacrifice his and Sa-
rah’s only child without batting an eye. But Abraham questioned
and required an explanation for those questions many times.
Abraham doubted that he and Sarah could have a child, ques-
tioned the necessity of circumcision, and debated with God about
sparing Sodom and Gomorrah.

Or consider another paragon of unquestioning faith in our re-
ligion, Nephi. But Nephi doubted when asked to slay the evil
Laban. He required an explanation to his questions from the Holy
Spirit before he decided what to do. Nephi acknowledged that he
must continue to ask questions because he realized he had gaps in
his testimony. In his record of seeing his father’s vision, an angel
asked him whether he knew the condescension of God. He re-
plied with a basic, grounding pillar of his own personal faith: that
he knew that God loves all of His children. But then he continued:
“Nevertheless, I do not know the meaning of all things” (1 Ne.
11:17).

The entire collection of Doctrine and Covenants is, from one
perspective, simply a compilation of answers to questions and val-
idations of doubts.

Or perhaps we could consider stories in the New Testament
about the apostles and disciples. These were women and men
who had already proven their faith and conviction to Jesus; but
even after seeing miracles, Mary and Martha doubted that their
brother could be raised from the dead. Peter, named because of
his rocklike faith, faltered on the Sea of Galilee after he had al-
ready walked on water. Furthermore, this same Peter, who would
become our organizational equivalent of a prophet, publicly de-
nied his association with Christ three times. Then, there was the
apostle Thomas who, even after his trusted friends insisted they

190 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 45, no. 2 (Summer 2012)



had seen Jesus resurrected, continued to doubt their testimony
until he saw it himself. In modern rhetoric, his name has been
used to denote a person who is spiritually weak, a “doubting
Thomas,” but it’s an unfair accusation.

If we look at the character arcs of the grand majority of scrip-
tural characters at our fingertips today, Thomas, Peter, Mary, and
Martha are not anomalies of shameful doubt, but rather more the
rule of humanity, examples of a process we all will, most likely, go
through at some point in our lives. Some of us will have our ques-
tions answered directly; some of us might always live with uncer-
tainty. But it is our nature to question; it is human to doubt. Per-
haps I can even say that it is a spiritual responsibility to debate
with God at times, to insist like Nephi on getting an explanation
for why we are commanded to do something, or like Jacob to
wrestle with an angel for our blessing.

Questions in the scriptures and in modern LDS theology are
vehicles for personal growth and for institutional reform. Ques-
tions and doubts founded our church. If you know anything about
Mormon history, you know that the young Joseph Smith was beset
by questions about which church of his time was more correct
than any other. He had a crisis of faith, confused as to what truth
might be and where one would find it. And this crisis and its out-
come eventually set his friends and community, sometimes vio-
lently, against him. But Joseph Smith was brave enough through-
out his life to ask God his many questions with confidence and
courage.

Questions and doubts will also always shape our doctrinal fu-
ture. We describe our church as being one of continuing revela-
tion; and if you study the scriptures, you quickly discover that rev-
elations most often come as answers to questions men and wo-
men brought to God of their own volition. The message seems
plain enough: to have continuing revelation, we have to be a
church of continuing questions. If we ask questions, especially
hard questions, it will be uncomfortable. It might be frightening.
You may learn something that completely turns your world up-
side-down. But it will also mean growth, strength, a firmer root-
ing in what is truly important, and the assurance of continuing
knowledge.

So, to the probable person out there who was part of that 78
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percent, I hope you now realize that you have nothing to be
ashamed of. You are going through a process, a very natural pro-
cess of knowledge, that apostles and prophets have all experi-
enced. You are asking hard questions in your own mind that have
led you to need a greater explanation from God, an experience
felt by Joseph Smith, Eve, Abraham, Mary, Hannah, Emma Hale
Smith, Nephi, Sarah, Hagoth, Jacob, Peter, and billions of other
women and men throughout the history of the world.

I’ve found the conference talk given by Elder Neil A. Ander-
sen in October 2008 a comfort and something I have revisited of-
ten since it was given. He said: “Our spiritual journey is the pro-
cess of a lifetime. We do not know everything in the beginning or
even along the way. There are days when we feel inadequate and
unprepared, when doubt and confusion enter our spirits, when
we have difficulty finding our spiritual footing. . . . At times, the
Lord’s answer will be, ‘You don’t know everything, but you know
enough.’”2

But I’m not sure if it is enough to simply tell you that what
you’re going through is normal and natural—even a beneficial
and strengthening process. I want you to understand that I know
this same process is never an easy one. Crises of faith can range
on a wide spectrum, from a brief hiccup of discomfort to a deep
gash-like wound that seems to refuse healing. I also want those
who have never doubted to understand how difficult it can be—
and how best to mourn with those of us who mourn our lost faith
and comfort those of us who stand in need of comfort.

In my own case, I experienced something I can only describe
as an earthquake. Knowledge and faith that I had previously held
as sacred and indefatigable were not only challenged but, I felt,
completely ripped from my soul. I have struggled to find words to
describe how it cut me to those who could not understand my per-
spective. I’ve usually settled on saying I felt as if God had betrayed
me—as if a person I had loved with all my heart and soul had
slapped me across the face. I felt abandoned. I felt more alone
than I had ever felt or ever thought I could feel. I pushed those I
loved the most away from me, since in some way, they seemed to
remind me of the pain I was feeling and I was indirectly afraid
that they would also betray me in some way.

After some time, I felt strong enough to try and reach out to
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others, looking for help to work through my questions. But it
seemed that, at every turn, I was treated poorly. I was told that I
was faithless. I was told that people with questions like mine did
not belong in this church and that I should leave. I was told that I
did not have any testimony at all simply because I doubted a single
facet. I was told to pray harder, even though I had prayed harder
than I thought was possible and received no answer to my ques-
tions. I was told to repent of things I had never done. Most galling-
ly, I was sometimes treated as a petulant and illogical child.

In short, I was rarely actually listened to and usually treated as
a pariah. This experience quickly taught me to never talk to any-
one about my pain and questions. It taught me that people would
always judge me harshly rather than reach out to help me and vali-
date the very real problems I had to deal with. But all I wanted was
to find someone who would help those of us with spiritual bur-
dens by being like good physicians and simply asking, “Where
does it hurt?” Once people learn they can speak freely about their
spiritual aches, we will be better able to sustain one another.

Eventually, I found a small group of people who were kind
and understanding toward me, the kindest being my husband,
Paul, who listened and loved me through everything. It was by
him and through his unconditional love for me and the dia-
mond-hard beliefs I still held to without wavering that I was shown
again that God loves me.

Through time, through friendship, and through the love
rather than the condemnation of others, I have finally come to a
place where I feel safe and confident in my faith and my beliefs,
even though those original doubts and crises have not been re-
solved. I feel comfortable in my liminal place in my spiritual
climb, and I’m grateful that I have gone through and am still go-
ing through this crisis of faith. I know it has made me stronger. It
has given me an unassailable testimony of things I now absolutely
know to be true. Crises make you stronger, and my crisis was all in-
ternal. I may not look different to you all, but inside I feel as if I’m
a redwood tree.

So, my 78 percent friend out there, it will get better. Find the
people who love you for you and not for how well you conform. Be
brave. Believe that God loves you, or believe that someday in the
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future you will be able to believe that Heavenly Mother and Father
love you. Be true to your truth.

To show you are not alone, I also want to read you some letters
from people who love you and who understand. They are part of a
community of Mormons across the country. I asked them what
they would like to hear in a sacrament meeting talk about crises of
faith. Here are their answers:

•As an audience member, I’d want to hear that crises of faith are
normal, understandable, and not an indication of my worthiness
or value as a person/member.

•So often when someone confesses a doubt, fear, or that they sim-
ply don’t “get” something in the Church, gospel, or culture, the re-
sponse is along the lines of “pray harder,” as if the questioner is
somehow broken or a part is missing. Nothing could be less helpful.
Questions should be treated as an opportunity to learn more, en-
hance knowledge, and search for truth, not as a moral failing.

•Our faith was founded by a man who didn’t “get” something and
asked questions. And Joseph Smith was just one in a long line of
prophets and other inspired people who experienced moments of
crippling fear and ignorance. Even prophets have crises of faith;
surely we’re entitled to them too.

•I would make it clear that, if 400 people are in the meeting that
day, there are 400 different levels of belief and understanding. I
would want to make people feel empowered to talk and question
and wonder.

•I would quote Canon Austin Farrer of the Church of England,
who was quoted by Neal A. Maxwell in conference: “Rational argu-
ment does not create belief, but it maintains a climate in which be-
lief may f lourish.”

•When someone brings up something that bothers them or that
they don’t understand, a common response is “X isn’t essential to
my salvation, so I don’t worry about that.” I would point out that X
may not be a foundational principle of our faith, but it might still
be very important or very troubling to someone, and the least we
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can do is to acknowledge it, even if we don’t have a good answer or
explanation to offer.

•I would want to make sure the “non-doubters” understood that
it’s okay for others to have doubts. One of the things that drives me
the craziest about experiencing a crisis of faith in the LDS Church
is the extent to which the “non-doubters” make those who doubt
feel broken and unworthy, or how they so glibly dismiss others’
questions, or how they condescendingly remind those with ques-
tions of the party-line answers.

•We can’t attain intelligence without asking questions. God most
certainly wants us to ask questions: “Ask, and it shall be given to
you” (Matt. 7:7). Yes, some things we learn may cause us to have a
crisis of faith—not just in the gospel but in anything we have
learned—but we should not fear those doubts. We do not have to
embrace them, but we can learn more as we come through them,
no matter where we end up when we are through.

I can’t say much more than that—that we can learn more as we
come through our questions and doubts, that they are part of a
human experience, that we are all good people trying our best.
Thank you all for your friendship, love, and support.

Notes
1. This was an online survey posted on the Exponent II blog on 17

July 2011. 157 people responded to the prompt: “Have you ever acted
like or said that you believed in something you did not?” The paragraph
quoted here is part of the introduction to the poll. In final results, 78%
of respondents answered, “Yes,” 20% responded, “No” and 2% re-
sponded, “Other.” The author of the post writes under the pseudonym
“Corktree.” “Poll: Honesty.” The Exponent: Am I Not a Woman and a Sister?
Posted 17 July 2011, http://www.the-exponent.com/2011/07/17/poll-
honesty/ (accessed July 30, 2011). Probably, given the blog’s usual audi-
ence, most of the respondents were women.

2. Neil L. Andersen, “You Know Enough,” Ensign, November 2008,
http://www.lds.org/general-conference/2008/10/you-know-enough?
lang=eng (accessed July 30, 2011).
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Uncertainty and Healing

Anne Lazenby

Note: This sermon was given in the Belmont First Ward, Cam-
bridge Massachusetts Stake, on March 13, 2010.

Two things have been on my mind recently. They have provoked a
lot of thought and research. Over the past months, I have spent
hours on the internet perusing medical studies, Church websites,
and countless blogs, looking for answers. At first glance, the two
seem to be entirely unrelated topics, but as they’ve occupied so
much of my thoughts, I’ve come to notice some similarities.

The first topic is more tangible. Since June 2011, I’ve been ex-
periencing symptoms of inf lammatory arthritis. This is not like
the osteoarthritis that sometimes comes with aging as joints dete-
riorate. Instead, it is an autoimmune disorder; the immune sys-
tem becomes an “overachiever” and starts attacking healthy
joints. I don’t want to bore you with all the details but I think a few
points are relevant. First, it is a systemic problem, so in addition to
painful joints, it can cause loss of appetite, fatigue, and a general
“unwell” feeling. Second, it is not straightforward to diagnose.
And this mysteriousness has been a cause of major frustration for
me. It was months until my first appointment with a rheuma-
tologist. And that appointment turned into a three-hour hospital
visit with all kinds of blood tests that I’d already had twice before
and were, once again, negative. It also involved twenty X-rays that
showed nothing useful.

In January 2012, I finally got some answers. My rheuma-
tologist believes I have something called Minocycline-Induced
Autoimmunity. Basically, this that means a prescription medica-
tion I was taking last year, minocycline, triggered my immune sys-
tem to overreact and attack my joints. Knowing something, any-
thing, about what was going on relieved a lot of my stress. I finally
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had something to call my symptoms and, best of all, a helpful
medication to take.

But I still experience a lot of uncertainty about my condition. I
searched everywhere and found only one study on twenty-seven
patients with this condition, and the prognosis is extremely un-
clear. It could (and hopefully will) go away in the next few months
or it could become chronic and either turn into, or at least mimic,
rheumatoid arthritis, a progressive disease. It is manageable with
the right drugs but it is not curable. Though I now know I have
this potentially scary disorder, knowing is somehow so much less
scary than before when I knew nothing at all. I have a cousin with
this disease. She has learned how to live with her condition and
now has a darling one-year-old daughter. (How much is heredi-
tary is part of the mystery.) If I need support, I know I will have it
from her, as well as many others.

Now, the second topic I’ve had on my mind is questions I have
about things in this Church. I have some questions about policies,
leadership, and women’s roles in the Church, but the specific de-
tails of my questions aren’t really relevant. What I will say is that
there are several parts of this Church that I don’t understand.
And there are parts that I, perhaps, just don’t agree with. My ex-
perience with this questioning has been surprisingly similar to my
experience with arthritis. For both, a big source of my frustration
has been my lack of knowledge. Sometimes, this inability to un-
derstand can be almost painful. And they are both systemic; my
arthritis affects more than my joints, and specific questions can
cause a cascade of more questions. I don’t think my questions will
just go away with a prescription, as could potentially happen with
my arthritis. I’m quite positive that they are destined to become
“chronic,” but I’m also quite hopeful they will be manageable.

One thing I would like to make clear, though, is that I don’t
think this similarity between questioning and a chronic disease
extends to the idea that questioning is like a disease that needs to
be cured. Questioning is, I think, natural and even healthy. This
leads me to possibly one of my favorite story from Christ’s minis-
try, when Christ is in the Americas:

Behold, now it came to pass that when Jesus had spoken these
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words he looked round about again on the multitude, and he said
unto them: Behold, my time is at hand.

I perceive that ye are weak, that ye cannot understand all my
words which I am commanded of the Father to speak unto you at this
time.

Therefore, go ye unto your homes, and ponder upon the things
which I have said, and ask of the Father, in my name, that ye may un-
derstand, and prepare your minds for the morrow, and I come unto
you again.

But now I go unto the Father, and also to show myself unto the
lost tribes of Israel, for they are not lost unto the Father, for he
knoweth whither he hath taken them.

And it came to pass that when Jesus had thus spoken, he cast his
eyes round about again on the multitude, and beheld they were in
tears, and did look steadfastly upon him as if they would ask him to
tarry a little longer with them.

And he said unto them: Behold, my bowels are filled with com-
passion towards you.

Have ye any that are sick among you? Bring them hither. Have ye
any that are lame, or blind, or halt, or maimed, or leprous, or that
are withered, or that are deaf, or that are aff licted in any manner?
Bring them hither and I will heal them, for I have compassion upon
you; my bowels are filled with mercy.

For I perceive that ye desire that I should show unto you what I
have done unto your brethren at Jerusalem, for I see that your faith
is sufficient that I should heal you. (3 Ne. 17:1–8)

This story doesn’t clear up any questions, but it is a source of
comfort. I love that Christ knew some things He said wouldn’t be
easily understood and gave the people time to ponder and pre-
pare for the next day of his teaching. I also love this story because
it is a beautiful example of Christ’s compassion. He has some kind
of schedule and other people He needs to visit, but He sees these
people’s tears and stays with them.

Today, Christ doesn’t minister directly to us, but we have
God’s prophets on the earth. Maybe, then, it’s even more impor-
tant now to question and find out for ourselves what we believe.
My favorite quotation on the subject is from Brigham Young. He
said:

I am more afraid that this people have so much confidence in
their leaders that they will not inquire for themselves of God
whether they are led by him. I am fearful that they settle down in a
state of blind self-security, trusting their eternal destiny in the hands
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of their leaders with a reckless confidence that in itself would thwart
the purposes of God in their salvation, and weaken that influence
they could give their leaders did they know for themselves, by the
revelations of Jesus, that they are led in the right way. Let every man
and woman know, by the whisperings of the Spirit of God to them-
selves, whether their leaders are walking in the path the Lord dic-
tates, or not.1

My doctor happened to be one of the doctors on the only
study about my condition. There are probably few other places I
could have gone and been properly diagnosed. And I know I have
people to support me whatever happens. So I actually feel quite
lucky.

Similarly, I am extremely grateful that I grew up in this ward,
with so many great examples. I am especially grateful for the peo-
ple who have openly shared their own questions with me, who
have allowed me to see their struggles and resolutions. They have
allowed me to see how I can both be a part of this Church and
have questions, and I hope we all remember to continue to allow
for questions. I really hope we never settle for “a state of blind
self-security.” For while I know Christ suffered for me and I be-
lieve and love the scriptures, there are some questions I just don’t
have answers for. I can reconcile myself to this, though, because I
know God is real. I know He loves me and you. And I know that
eventually we will be able to go back to Him.

Note
1. John A. Widtsoe, ed., Discourses of Brigham Young (Salt Lake City:

Deseret Book, 1954), 135.
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