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Thatcher Resilenced

Edward Lyman’s “The Alienation of
an Apostle from his Quorum: The Moses
Thatcher Case” (Summer 1985) is a selec-
tive, and in my opinion, somewhat in-
accurate view of this particular episode of
Church history. The author labels as
“overly simplified” the generally accepted
view that Thatcher’s independent mind
was “crushed” by the “Church hierarchy[’s]
arbitrary will.”

Calling Thatcher “abrasive” and “stub-
born,” Lyman presents him as generally
obnoxious (pp. 85, 89). In a different con-
text, these same value-saturated adjectives
might be interchanged with “forthright,”
“unwavering,” and generally courageous.
But Lyman apparently sees little of that in
Moses Thatcher. He implies that any in-
justice done was not to Thatcher, but to the
Twelve for suffering years of Thatcher’s
outbursts and insults before ejecting him
from the Quorum.

Lyman quotes enough from Thatcher’s
colleagues in the Quorum to persuade me
that some, if not all, thought Thatcher was
an incessant bore. Lyman does not appear
to entertain the notion that some journal
entries might themselves be revisionist his-
tory and does not let Thatcher speak for
himself. We again face the Mormon issue
of the decade: a plastic history where the
“good guys” are good (other than their
“fajlure to communicate,” as Lyman ac-
knowledges p. 89) and the “bad guys” are
bad. Unfortunately, Lyman omits signifi-
cant facts that have a direct bearing upon
Thatcher’s alienation.

For example, he devotes his first six
pages to an arduous narrative about
Thatcher’s dispute with George Q. Cannon
over Bullion Beck stock. No doubt the dis-
pute scarred both Cannon and Thatcher.
But identification of fault is less important
than perception of fault.

On 30 November 1896, Lorenzo Snow,
then president of the Quorum of the



Twelve, published a letter in the Deseret
News in response to an inquiry from five
men who wondered why Thatcher had
been “excommunicated” from his quorum.
Writing almost seven vyears after the
Cannon-Thatcher dispute, Snow claim that
Thatcher’s belligerent behavior towards
Cannon was one of several reasons why he
was dropped from the quorum. Is Presi-
dent Snow’s claim itself revisionist history?
“Half of the apostles bore various personal
administrative grudges of such intensity
[against Cannon] that they effectively
blocked the organization of the First Presi-
dency” from 1887 to 1889 (Quinn 1984,
30). Why then would Snow single out
Thatcher from all the brethren with com-
plaints against Cannon to claim, seven
years after a resolution of Bullion Beck,
that Thatcher’s dispute with Cannon
evinced a “disaffectian [sic] . . . dat[ing]
back to a time long before political difficul-
ties could enter into the matter”?

In Snow’s words, “Moses claimed that
Brother Cannon had defrauded him, and
he threatened in the presence of President
Woodruff and others of the Twelve to sue
him at law and thus bring many private
affairs before the public through the
courts.” Snow also claimed that “instead
of Brother Cannon owing him [Thatcher),
he was in Brother Cannon’s debt.”

Here is Thatcher’s side of the story. In
a letter to President Snow, dated 12 De-
cember 1896, Thatcher wrote: “For the
present, at least, there is no need to go into
further details regarding the Bullion Beck
matters, except to correct your assertion
‘that instead of Brother Cannon owing him,
he was in Brother Cannons’ debt.’ I can
think of no explanation so brief and au-
thentic as a copy of the receipt I gave him
in settlement of financial differences”
(Thatcher, 12 Dec. 1896). Thatcher then
quotes the receipt which acknowledges that
Cannon transferred 2,368 shares of “pooled
stock” (worth $2,500 in 1889) to Thatcher
and that the receipt was intended to satisfy
all demands Thatcher had against Cannon
(Thatcher, 12 Dec. 1896). The receipt is
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dated 24 December 1889, seven years be-
fore Thatcher was dropped from his
quorum.

The most glaring deficiency in Lyman’s
article is its treatment of the Political
Manifesto. Lyman says, quoting B. H.
Roberts, that this manifesto instructed
Church officials to obtain permission from
Church leaders before accepting political
office. Lyman does not quote the manifesto
itself, and, significantly, omits a part of the
manifesto which stated “in most positive
and emphatic language . . . that at no time
has there ever been any attempt . . . to
unite in any degree the functions of the
one [Church] with the other [state]” (“To
the Saints,” Deseret News Weekly, 14 Aug.
1897, p. 533). The manifesto also asserted
“it had always been understood that men
holding high church positions should not
accept political office without first obtain-
ing approval.” As Thatcher well knew,
the Church’s denial of involvement in state
affairs was misleading at best. Amazingly,
Lyman’s article also omits any mention of
the Salt Lake Times interview of 23 June
1891 in which Presidents Wilford Wood-
ruff and George Q. Cannon declared the
Church “will not assert any right to con-
trol the political action of its members in
the future[,]” and categorically denied the
Times’ charge that “the Church claims the
right to exercise absolute authority over its
members in all matters including direct
dictation as to whom they should vote for.”
To that charge, the Presidents replied that
“the Church does not claim any such
right,” in effect establishing Church neu-
trality in politics. They further announced,
“We disclaim the right to control the politi-
cal action of the members.” On a separate
but related issue, they vehemently denied
the continued practice of polygamy. That,
too, was a false statement (Quinn 1984,
59-60).

Lyman also fails to mention the sub-
sequent and secret “Gardo House Meet-
ing” (held some time before the 1892 elec-
tion, Ivins n.d.) High Church officials
there decided that only a Republican Utah
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could obtain statehood, amnesty for polyg-
amists, and the return of escheated Church
property, and therefore adopted the policy
that “men in high authority (in the
church) who believed in republican prin-
ciples should go out among the people”
and campaign (Reasoner 1896; Ivins n.d.)
Apostle John Henry Smith was given a rov-
ing commission to campaign for the GOP.
Democrats were told to “remain silent.”
Thatcher did not attend the Gardo House
Meeting but was incensed that the Church
would violate its pledges of neutrality
(Taylor 1978, 45; Thatcher, 12 Dec. 1896).

Thatcher, B. H. Roberts, and Charles
W. Penrose, all Democrats, did not re-
main silent in the ensuing campaign but
freely expressed their political (and Demo-
cratic) views. They soon found themselves
‘“out of harmony” with their respective
quorums. Lyman gives only passing refer-
ence to Robert’s “disharmony,” but that,
too, is a complex story that has a bearing
on Thatchers’ alienation.

Although Truman Madsen’s biography
of Roberts claims that his paramount sin
was not checking with the First Presidency
before running for Congress (Madsen
1980, 222), it appears that Roberts did in
fact discuss the matter with a member of
the presidency who said “it would be all
right” and did not raise Roberts’s candi-
dacy as an issue in a subsequent meeting
with Roberts (Salt Lake Tribune, B. H.
Roberts interview, 14 Oct. 1895, in Taylor
1978, 54).

At the October conference, 1895, Presi-
dent Joseph F. Smith publicly rebuked
Thatcher and Roberts for accepting politi-
cal nomination without Church approval.
When the “Manifesto” was issued six
months later, both Roberts and Thatcher
refused to approve it. Thatcher said he
could not sign it without personal “stultifi-
cation” (Thatcher, 6 April 1896).

Lyman’s claim that Thatcher suffered
no unfair treatment because of his stand
on the Political Manifesto is improbable.
According to Thatcher, he had not been
told in April 1896 that his name would not

be withheld for a sustaining vote. Lyman
correctly notes that Thatcher was gravely
ill in April 1896 and had seen the mani-
festo only two hours before the conference.
He suggests that the brethren did not dis-
cuss the manifesto with Thatcher out of
concern for his ill health. Be that as it
may, the brethren had labored with Rob-
erts over several months on two separate
occasions — once when Roberts refused to
acknowledge that he had done wrong in
campaigning for the Democrats, and again
when he refused to sign the manifesto.
Roberts repented on both occasions, but
Thatcher remained unrepentant the sec-
ond time.

Notwithstanding their public com-
plaints against Thatcher, President Wood-
ruff publicly prayed for him six months
later in October conference 1896 (Wood-
ruff, 5 Oct. 1896) and Lorenzo Snow en-
joined the members, “I want you to pray
for Brother Thatcher” (Snow, 5 Oct.
1896). But Counselor Joseph F. Smith
spoke against Thatcher to “guard the
people from unwise sympathy,” further
stating that he himself found it “impos-
sible” to sympathize with Thatcher be-
cause he had done wrong (Smith, 5 Oct.
1896). One month later, at a Cache Valley
stake conference, Smith publicly rebuked
Bishop B. M. Lewis for praying that the
Lord would help Thatcher see the error of
his ways. According to an unidentified
“prominent churchman,” Smith’s behavior
“savored so strongly of a spirit contrary to
divine love . . . that many who . . . con-
sidered Mr. Thatcher’s opposition wrong
wondered whether after all, some strong
personal feeling did not underlie the pres-
sure brought to bear on [Thatcher] . . .”
(Salt Lake Tribune 21 Nov. 1896).

Lyman’s article omits all these events.
Lyman also suggests “[pJublic reaction to
Thatcher’s dismissal was clearly mixed”
(p. 88). Yet he does not discuss the nega-
tive reception the manifesto received in
some wards and stakes. Three members of
the Cache Stake High Council refused
to approve the manifesto. At the Tooele



Stake Conference, three men voted against
the manifesto. . Visiting Apostle Frank M.
Lyman, in the afternoon session, declared
the manifesto a revelation from God and
asked the congregation to suspend high
councilman Elder J. D. De La Mare ap-
parently for voting against the manifesto.
Between twenty and twenty-five voted to
suspend De La Mare; about eight to ten
voted against suspension, and about three
hundred refused to vote, suggesting that
the vast majority were deeply disturbed
about the matter (Ivins n.d.).

Finally, Lyman’s article challenges
Thatcher’s insistence on the separation of
church and state by quoting an 1888 letter
suggesting that Thatcher acquiesced to
Church influence in politics (p. 73). I do
not question the authenticity of that letter
or that Thatcher said what he meant at
the time. Yet certainly more relevant are
the many occasions Thatcher preached
publicly the separation of church and state.
He was influential in securing the passage
of Article I, Section 4 of the 1896 Utah
Constitution which still says in pertinent
part: “There shall be no union of church
and state, nor shall any church dominate
the state or interfere with its functions.”
Lyman’s neglect of these contributions to
Utah society presents a slanted view of
Thatcher’s beliefs.

One of Thatcher’s public letters in re-
sponse to a public attack from Apostles
Joseph F. Smith and John Henry Smith
perhaps best typifies Thatcher’s view of
Church involvement in politics. Said
Thatcher, “If I believed politically and felt
politically as do my Republican friends,
Joseph F. and John Henry, I should no
doubt write as they have written; but as I
do not politically so believe and feel, I re-
frain from imitating their style. I fully
recognize, however, their right to criticize
anything that I may politically say or do;
but T do not accord them higher right in
that respect than that accorded to the
humblest Republican in the rank and file
of the party” (Salt Lake Herald, 25 May
1892). Thatcher’s egalitarian attitude,
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while in harmony with the First Presi-
dency’s statement in the Times, is incon-
sistent with action taken at the Gardo
House Meeting and the Political Manifesto.

If Thatcher was indeed ‘“abrasive,” as
Lyman claims, or “rebellious and worldly
minded” as President Snow said, the cor-
respondence between Thatcher and Snow
does not show it. The final paragraph of
the final letter from Thatcher to Snow
reveals the inner turmoil of a man trying
to walk a tightrope between devotion to
church and devotion to conscience. He
wrote, “In conclusion, I desire to say that
I do not complain of the treatment ac-
corded me, nor do I murmur of the hu-
miliation to which I have been subjected.
But I cannot think the threatened excom-
munication from the Church, as intimated
in some quarters, can be seriously enter-
tained. Am I to be driven out of the
church because of the Manifesto? I shall
try and live the religion of our Savior. I
want to live and die among my brethren
and friends. I desire to do my duty to my
church. I wish my children to observe the
principles of the gospel, that they, too, may
desire to live, die and be buried by the side
of their father, when they shall reach, on
the hillside, the final place of peace and
rest” (Thatcher, 12 Dec. 1896).

On 14 November 1896 President Lo-
renzo Snow informed Thatcher that he
had been “deprivied] of [his] Apostleship
and other offices in the priesthood” (Snow,
14 Nov. 1896). On 30 July 1897, Thatcher’s
stake high council formally charged him
with “apostasy and unchristianlike con-
duct . . .” (Taylor 1978, 62). Finding him
guilty as charged, the council demanded
that Thatcher confess “he was mistaken in
conveying the idea that the church authori-
ties desired and intended to unite church
and state or to exercise undue influence
in political affairs” (Taylor 1978, 62).
Thatcher endorsed the council’s decision
“without qualifications or mental reserva-
tions” (Taylor 1978, 62).

Moses Thatcher died on 21 August
1909. On 23 August, the Deseret News
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published an obituary claiming that Moses
Thatcher “lived to acknowledge the just-
ness of the action of his brethren of the
Twelve.” This statement brought a sharp
rebuke from Moses Thatcher, Jr., whose
letter to the editor was published in the
News on 2 September 1909: “There is a
wide difference between accepting the deci-
sion of that council, and even fulfilling its
every requirement, and acknowledging the
justice of the decision or the justice of the
action of his brethren in the twelve in
making the complaint. So far as I under-
stand my father’s position, or so far as his
family and near friends understand it, he
accepted the decision of the high council
and complied with its requirements be-
cause it was the only thing he could do
and retain his membership in the church,
and to lose his standing in the church for
him was not to be thought of. But the
truth of the statement ‘he lived to acknowl-
edge the justice of the action of his breth-
ren of the Twelve,” should be denied, for
no such acknowledgement was ever made
so far as I know or can find out.”

It seems unfair that Lyman would ac-
cept the hearsay of John Henry Smith re-
porting that Thatcher, Jr., conceded his
father was “insane” 26 July 1896 because
of morphine addiction, yet omit mention
of Thatcher, Jr.’s assessment of his father’s
character in 1909. Furthermore, Thatcher’s
writings, especially on the subject of his
own “alienation,” are not the ramblings of
an insane man.

It is disappointing that Lyman did not
think that Thatcher’s own assessment and
descriptions of the situation were relevant
to understanding the man and the prob-
lems he faced.

Maxwell A. Miller
Salt Lake City, Utah
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Book of Mormon Peoples

With reference to “Indians Not La-
manites?” by George D. Smith (Summer
1985, p. 5) “Sorenson, an anthropologist
at Brigham Young University, argues for
abandoning the long-held doctrine that
substantially all North and South Ameri-
can Indians are descended from the ‘La-
manites’ of the Book of Mormon.”

Though some have held such views it
should be recalled that President Anthony
W. lvins said, “It [the Book of Mormon]
does not tell us that no one was here before
them [the Book of Mormon people]. It
does not tell us that people did not come
after” (Conference Reports, April 1929,
pp. 15-16).

Franklin S. Harris, Jr.
Rockville, Utah

Smith’s “Naivete”

I question the accuracy of several of
George D. Smith’s assertions (Summer
1985, pp. 5-6).

Smith claims that the “limited region”
approach to the Book of Mormon geogra-
phy contradicts the Nephite record itself.
To prove this, Smith cites Ether 2:5 and
Helaman 11:20. In doing so he reveals a
surprising naivete about the overall in-
ternal geographical picture presented in
the Book of Mormon.



Even a casual reading of Ether 2 will
make it plain that verse 5 refers to an area
in the Old World, not the New. Helaman
11:20 simply means that the Lamanites
began to inhabit “the whole face” of the
land upon which the Book of Mormon his-
tory took place. (See Helaman 11:6,
where the term: “the whole earth” obvi-
ously refers only to the land area of the
Nephites and the Lamanites. Parallels to
this sort of geographical description can
also be found in the Bible.) No informed
student of the Book of Mormon’s internal
geography would claim that Helaman
11:20 is referring to a gigantic land area
(such as all of North and/or South Amer-
ica), as Smith wrongly assumes.

In addition, Smith asserts that the
“limited region” approach also contradicts
certain statements about American Indians
made by Joseph Smith and some of his
associates. There is no officially canonized
doctrine of the Church that all of the
American Indians are blood descendants of
Abraham, or Lehi, or Mormon, etc. It just
doesn’t exist.

Furthermore, during the Nauvoo pe-
riod Joseph Smith made several comments
about possible locations for certain Book
of Mormon lands and cities which restrict
the book’s land area to Mesoamerica.
(These are summarized in Verneil Sim-
mons, Peoples, Places and Prophecies: A
Study of the Book of Mormon [Indepen-
dence, Missouri: Zarahemla Research
Foundation, 1977], pp. 109-21.)

But most importantly, what we must
concentrate on is what the Book of Mor-
mon itself says about the size of the region
upon which its history occurred. And the
book makes it abundantly clear that its
land area was a relatively limited one,
whose dimensions and topography, interest-
ingly enough, match those of Mesoamerica.

Smith’s claim that the Book of Mor-
mon “describes a civilization which is in-
appropriate for the New World” does not
hold up in the face of the research done
by such responsible scholars as John Soren-
son, V. Garth Norman, David Palmer,
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M. Wells Jakeman, Kirk Holland Vestal,
Bruce Warren, Kirk Magleby, and others.
Furthermore, Norman will soon publish
some important studies further substantiat-
ing ancient transoceanic crossings from the
Old World to the Mesoamerican region.

Smith makes much of the current lack
of conclusive evidence for the Book of
Mormon’s references to cows, pigs, and
horses. There is a small amount of evi-
dence for the existence of “cows” and
“horses” in Mesoamerica during Book of
Mormon times. (Milton R. Hunter, Ar-
chaeology and the Book of Mormon [Salt
Lake City, Utah: Deseret News Press,
1956], pp. 1-10; Sorenson, An Ancient
American Setting for the Book of Mormon
[Salt Lake City, Utah: Deseret Book Co.,
1985] pp. 294-95.) What is needed here is
perspective. First, negative evidence does
not prove that cows and horses did not
exist, only that their remains have not been
discovered. Second, since only about 2 per-
cent of the Mesoamerican ruins which date
to the Book of Mormon period have been
fully excavated, all the evidence is by no
means in yet. (Kirk Holland Vestal and
Arthur Wallace, The Firm Foundation of
Mormonism [Los Angeles: LL Co., 1981],
p. 103.) Third, despite all of the archae-
ological work done in biblical regions, there
are still items mentioned in the Bible (such
as lions) which have not yet been discov-
ered. Fourth, the length of time it took
archaeology to verify the Bible’s statements
about camels should caution us against rely-
ing too heavily on negative evidence. Fifth,
since the names for the same animals can
differ from culture to culture, we might be
dealing with a linguistic problem, not an
archaeological one. For an excellent dis-
cussion of animals in the Book of Mormon,
see Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting
for the Book of Mormon, pp. 288-99.

I believe it is fair to ask Smith to deal
with Sorenson’s evidences for the Book of
Mormon’s statements about writing, metal-
lurgy, population, cement, highways, forti-
fied cities, and warfare as discussed in the
article he critiqued, “Digging Into The



10 DIALOGUE: A JoURNAL oF MorMON THOUGHT

Book of Mormon” (Ensign, Sept.—Oct.
1984). Another fair topic would be the
growing body of evidence for ancient trans-
oceanic crossings from the Near East to
Mesoamerica.

Since Sorenson treats the criticized
topics and many others in An Ancient
American Setting for the Book of Mormon,
it might be a better subject for someone
seriously intent on challenging Sorenson’s
demonstration that the Book of Mormon’s
geography is consistent with Mesoamerica’s
geography and that the Nephite record has
all of the characteristics of an ancient
Mesoamerican codex.

Michael T. Griffith
Clarksville, Tennessee

Unselfish Chapter

I appreciated Neil Birch’s recounting
the origins of the Indian Student Place-
ment Program (Winter 1985). Not much
has been written about that unselfish chap-
ter in Mormon history.

The program has always taxed people’s
ability to adjust and to give. Rearing foster
children in addition to one’s own is made
doubly difficult by major cultural differ-
ences. The mostly comfortable middle-
class Mormons who have served as foster
parents needed extraordinary commitment,
patience, and wisdom. The Indian child
thrust into an alien environment, with its
different expectations, often faced great
frustrations. And the Indian family, part-
ing with a child, suffered a wrenching ex-
perience. With the best intentions on all
sides, the arrangements sometimes simply
broke down. But a great number of suc-
cess stories played out, too-— marvelous
examples of achievement and unselfishness,
when children and families could make the
necessary adjustments.

So far as I know, the only effort to tell
what the program is like is Kay Cox’s won-
derful little book, Without Reservation
[Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1980], now un-
fortunately out of print. I have reread it
several times, always with the same warm
feeling.

During the past twenty years, she and
her husband, Nyle, have taken in sixteen
foster children, some for only short periods
and others for years. Their efforts truly
spanned a generation when their first foster
child brought his son to live with them.

Only people who are both idealistic
and durable could make the program suc-
ceed. Kay Cox demonstrates that wry
good humor is a third valuable ingredient.
One of my favorite incidents in the book
occurred when a teen-age foster son in-
sisted on dipping snuff. Kay told him that
the next time she found a snuff can under
his pillow she would lace it with what it
looked like — manure. A day or two later
she told him she had kept her word. He
rushed off to brush his teeth. Returning,
he said incredulously, “You didn’t really
do that? You’re just trying to scare me.”
She said, “I did, and furthermore, if you
can’t tell the difference, for goodness sakes,
don’t buy it —sell it! We have a corral
full and you are just welcome to all you
want for yourself or any of your friends!”
(p. 114)

Some Indian readers have been of-
fended by the portrayal of Indian children
as having problems; some social workers in
the placement program have been offended
at references to mistakes by well-intentioned
foster parents and program administrators.
But the book is lovingly full, too, of those
small successes that add up to victory.

Edward L. Kimball
Provo, Utah
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Joseph Smith and the
Plurality of Worlds Idea

Robert Paul

JosEPH SMITH WAS NOT THE FIRST PERSON to use the plurality of worlds
concept. In the early seventeenth century, natural philosophers began
speculating on the idea of multiple world systems. By the eighteenth century,
Protestant evangelicals absorbed the idea into their Natural Theology. For
them nature contained clear and compelling evidence of God’s existence, sub-
stantiating their own Christian beliefs and countering religious skepticism
(Westfall 1958; Hovenkamp 1978). Joseph used the concept quite differently,
though never defensively. Theologically he related man, God, and the uni-
verse; religiously, his message was millenarian and directed toward eschatologi-
cal issues. On careful examination, these complex issues suggest that the en-
vironmental thesis — the view that one’s cultural matrix is entirely sufficient to
account for the emergence of a coherent set of ideas or conventions — does not
provide a wholly adequate explanation of the style and structure of restora-
tionist pluralism.

In addition to examining the astronomical pluralism in Joseph’s writings,
this essay will assess the merits of the environmental thesis without suggesting
that Joseph Smith as a religious leader must always be seen either as a prophet
or as a charlatan, a dichotomy which has prevented useful and productive
understanding of an enigmatic character. For purposes of this study, it is per-
fectly consistent with Joseph’s own experiences and writings to see him as an
emerging prophet, as one who was as much a part of the process of religious

ROBERT PAUL is an associate professor of the history of science and of computer science
at Dickinson College, Carlisle, Pa. A specialist on the history of science since the Renais-
sance, he is completing a book on the development of astrophysics and modern cosmology
to 1930. A version of this paper was delivered at the Mormon History Association annual
meeting in Omaha, May 1983. My sincere thanks to Lester Bush for editorial and organiza-
tional improvements and to Doug Alder and Robert E. Dixon for their continuing interest in
this study. I am particularly grateful to Professor Michael Crowe of the University of Notre
Dame for having allowed me access to his important manuscript on the development of the
plurality of worlds idea before publication.
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innovation as its primary medium of expression (Shipps 1974, 1985; Bushman
1976, 1984).

AsTroNOMICAL PLurALISM IN WESTERN THOUGHT

The pre-Socratic atomists of ancient Greece, Leucippus and Democritus,
explored the plurality of worlds concept first; but with the rise of Aristotle’s
system in the fourth century B.c., it became largely dormant until the middle
years of the European Renaissance. The image of an earth-centered universe,
supported during the Middle Ages by religion, philosophy, and Aristotelian
science, suggested a unique position for the earth in the cosmos. Thus, it was
conceptually difficult to argue in favor of co-existing multiple world systems.
In fact, if the earth were the singular center of the universe, it seemed absurd
to suggest that the stars in the firmament were suns comparable to our own, let
alone that they possessed inhabited planets. After all, went the argument, life
in the universe was logically and empirically only at the center. The expanse
of the cosmos and its perimeter was reserved for God, angels, and quintessential
substances (Oresme 1977; Dick 1982, 6-12).

Not until the late years of the sixteenth century, after Copernicus presented
his astronomically tenable heliocentric (sun-centered) cosmology in De revolu-
tionibus orbium coelestium (1543), did pluralistic ideas first begin to emerge
in the West. Heliocentrism is not necessarily essential to the plurality of worlds
debate, but moving the sun instead of the earth to the center of the universe
made it possible for the plurality of world ideas to emerge (Dick 1980; Dick
1982, 61-105; Lovejoy 1936, 24-98). Furthermore, the revival during this
period of early Greek cosmogony suggested, in the new science of the seven-
teenth century, that since atoms were the ultimate agents of causality and that
infinite causes must have infinite effects, the formation of an infinite number
of worlds was demanded by the fortuitous coalescence of an infinite number
of atoms. The invention of this mechanical philosophy of nature provided the
metaphysical support required by radical Copernican cosmology. Together,
Copernicanism and atomism altered the climate of Western thought in new
and creative ways. Although several generations passed before people were
able to understand fully the theological and scientific nature of this emerging
world view, with the subsequent refinement of heliocentrism by Kepler, Galileo,
Descartes, Newton, Huygens, Leibniz, and a host of other seventeenth-century
natural philosophers, the concept of astronomical pluralism began to develop
in earnest.

Belief in the plurality of inhabited worlds eventually filtered down to the
popular level with numerous editions and translations of Bernard de Fon-
tenelle’s widely known 1686 treatise, On the Plurality of Worlds, the first suc-
cessful treatment of pluralism intended for general dissemination. (See also
Wilkins 1640; Borel 1657). During the Enlightenment, belief in the doctrine
became pervasive. Although some thought its reality improbable, many others
accepted it. The European natural philosophers Thomas Wright, Immanual
Kant, Johann Lambert, and later William Herschel, the most important ob-
servational astronomer of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
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all advocated astronomical pluralism (Dick 1982, 159-75; Crowe 1978;
Kawaler and Veverka 1981; Schaffer 1980). In eighteenth-century America
the doctrine was advanced by a number of prominent figures. At Harvard, for
instance, teachers explained that all the planets of the solar system, not just the
earth, were inhabited; otherwise, they argued, these planets would have been
created in vain, which God would not do. Within a decade, the pluralist view
entered the curriculum and remained an essential ingredient of the theological
training of Yale ministers. Thanks especially to Yale theologian Timothy
Dwight, several generations of ministerial students were fed the pluralist diet.
Such literary and religious figures as Ezra Stiles and the American Samuel
Johnson spoke of the morals displayed by “‘those inhabitants of this earth and the
planetary starry universe,” while both David Rittenhouse, the colonies’ fore-
most astronomer, and Benjamin Franklin, America’s foremost scientist of the
period, espoused the doctrine (Leventhal 1976, 244). By the end of the eigh-
teenth century, pluralism was advocated by leading scientists and natural phi-
losophers, who wedded the doctrine to the current scientific theories of the day.
For instance, Pierre Simon de Laplace, the most gifted mathematical astrono-
mer since Newton, argued that multiple world systems had to exist since the
formation of stars and planets resulted from the rotation, contraction, and
condensation of the primeval solar material and gases (Jaki 1977; Numbers
1977).

The plurality of worlds doctrine accompanied the birth of modern science
in the seventeenth century, a time that fostered the growth of Natural The-
ology, when scientific and religious views complemented mutual intellectual
concerns. As a study in rational religion, Natural Theology asserted that the
Christian God created a universe in which laws, design, purpose, and harmony
were paramount and the scientist, being a Christian, could find justification for
his religious convictions in his scientific studies. The basic premise of Natural
Theology held that nature contained clear and compelling evidence of God’s
existence and perfection. In defending Christianity, however, Christian scien-
tists prepared the ground for the deists of the Enlightenment. In time a radi-
cally different world view surfaced in their writings: a mechanical universe
governed by immutable natural laws; God removed and separated from his
creation; moral law taking the place of spiritual worship; and rational man
discovering true religion without special revelation. With these developments
in the eighteenth century, natural religion (or deism) and Natural Theology
became fundamentally different enterprises.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the concept of multiple in-
habited worlds found wide acceptance among secularists, deists, and natural
theologians. Early nineteenth-century Scottish evangelicals Thomas Chalmers,
Thomas Dick, and later David Brewster and Hugh Miller all wrote on the
plurality of worlds, stressing the compatibility of science and religion. Particu-
larly in the context of Anglo-American developments, science increasingly sup-
ported the structure of biblical understanding. Not only was God’s word a
testament of his continuing interest in human affairs, but his works offered
abundant evidence of the nature, power, and majesty of the divine presence.
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The secular tradition of plurality of worlds was transformed into a religious
idea and frequently seen as an endeavor to support religious views. Ironically,
however, the plurality of worlds concept was not only used by sectarians to sub-
stantiate their faith but also by deists and others to debunk the claims of Chris-
tianity. Thus both Christians and secularists, believers and deists found evi-
dence to support their views in the pluralist doctrine. As a result, pluralism
filtered throughout American frontier society not only in the writings of such
popular figures as Chalmers and Dick but also with deists such as Thomas
Paine. Pluralism was disseminated by books, newspapers, almanacs, as well as
orally, at religious gatherings and casual meetings.

DEei1sM AND THE PLURALITY OF WORLDS

The most widely known source of deism in early nineteenth-century Amer-
ica was Tom Paine’s The Age of Reason (1794). Fanned by the fires of the
French Revolution and the Enlightenment, Paine popularized along the lines
of English anticlerical and rationalistic thought. Assuming the apotheosis of
man’s divine gift of reason, Paine’s thesis was that Christian theology is funda-
mentally incompatible with human reason and man’s increasingly scientific
understanding of the universe. Reason alone, not biblical myth, is capable of
informing man of the universe and its laws of operation.

Paine, who had immersed himself in the new astronomy of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, made his understanding of science — and astronomy
in particular — the basis of his deism (Roper 1944). Part I of The Age of
Reason manifests the power of astronomy over Paine and the central position
the plurality of worlds came to occupy in his theological and scientific thinking.
Thus, after describing in detail the immensity of the solar system, Paine ex-
tended his views to the vastness of the cosmos:

Beyond this [the solar system], at a vast distance into space, far beyond all power of
calculation, are the [fixed] stars. . . . Those fixed stars continued always at the same
distance from each other, and always in the same place, as the sun does in the center
of our system. The probability, therefore, is that each of those fixed stars is also a sun,
round which another system of worlds or planets . . . performs its revolutions, as our
system of worlds does round our central sun. . . . [T]he immensity of space will appear
to us to be filled with systems of worlds, and that no part of space lies at waste

(p. 47).

Intellectual historian Marjorie Hope Nicolson has argued that “the real basis
of Paine’s ‘deism’, . . . the chief source of his theological beliefs, . . . is the
climatic and inevitable popularizing of . . . the controversy whether ours is not
merely one of a plurality — even, some dared to think, of an infinity — of
worlds, and whether such of these universes may not possess rational inhabi-
tants” (Nicholson 1936, 107-8). Based on his understanding of astronomy,
Paine believed that every evidence of science either “directly contradicts the
Christian system of faith or renders it absurd” (p. 50). Thus, he wrote:

From whence, then, could arise the solitary and strange conceit that the Almighty,
who had millions of worlds equally dependent on his protection, should quit the care



Paul: Plurality of Worlds 17

of all the rest’and come to die in our world, because, they say, one man and one
woman had eaten an apple? And, on the other hand, are we to suppose that every
world in the boundless creation had an Eve, an apple, a serpent, and a redeemer? In
this case, the person who is irreverently called the Son of God, and sometimes God
himself, would have nothing else to do than to travel from world to world, in an end-
less succession of deaths, with scarcely a momentary interval of life (p. 49).

Paine’s unrelenting attack on Christianity, the support he marshalled for
his views in terms of the plurality of worlds and astronomy, and his claims of
deism generally all entered early nineteenth-century American thought. As
American historian Merle Curti has pointed out, ‘“humble men in villages from
New Hampshire to Georgia and beyond the Alleghenies discussed it by tavern
candlelight” (Curti 1964, 153). In the six years between its publication and
1800, at least sixteen published criticisms of The Age of Reason appeared. The
British Museum Catalogue lists more than fifty published responses (Nicholson
1936, 114; Stauffer 1919, 75-76).

While many wrote responses to Paine’s The Age of Reason, however, others
used it with missionary zeal to combat their perceptions of religious tyranny.
Evidence indicates that Joseph Smith’s father even had a copy. Joseph Senior’s
father, Asael, disapproved of Methodism, perhaps “because of its vigorous
preaching of the eternal condemnation of the unregenerate,” a view in contrast
to Asael’s own universalism (Anderson 1971, 207). Consequently, according
to Lucy Mack Smith’s unpublished history, when his son later considered join-
ing the Methodists, Asael “came to the door one day and threw Tom Paine’s
Age of Reason into the house and angrily bade him read that until he believed
it” (Bushman 1984, 38; Hill 1974, 90).

Although it has been argued that Joseph Smith himself read The Age of
Reason and wrote the Book of Mormon to defend Christianity, there is no hard
evidence that he either possessed or read a copy of Paine’s work. It seems
almost certain that he was acquainted with the ideas of “natural religion,” but
he shared New England attitudes that were, by the 1820s, already strongly and
consciously opposed to infidelity (Hill 1969).* Thus, as far as deism is con-
cerned, it is irrelevant whether Joseph was acquainted personally with The Age
of Reason. In his insightful study of Joseph Smith, Richard Bushman has
recently argued that the Smiths had been “more directly affected by Enlighten-
ment skepticism than by Calvinist evangelism” and thus “were destined to live
along the margins of evangelical religion” (Bushman 1984, 5-6). Though it
lost ground for a time early in the nineteenth century, skepticism surfaced again
beginning in the 1820s with the founding of various periodicals and remained
an influence in frontier villages through newspaper editors and other home-
spun intellectuals (Bushman 1974; McLoughlin 1978, 99-105, 108-11). Yet
Paine’s plurality of worlds concept in The Age of Reason was not presented in
a conceptually useful manner to have allowed Joseph Smith to develop his own

1 Joseph’s religious milieu, stretching from Vermont to the Western Reserve of Ohio,
was saturated not so much with infidelity as with religious contention for authority. Joseph
prayed not asking if Christianity was true (skepticism), but which religious sect had au-
thority. (See T. Smith 1980, 3-21).
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complex system of pluralist concepts. In fact, Joseph’s theology of astronomi-
cal pluralism would more easily have been developed from sources other than
Paine’s The Age of Reason. We can be certain, though, that the plurality of
worlds concept was widely understood and diffused during the early years of
the century, partially as a direct consequence of Tom Paine.

REeLIGIous ORTHODOXY AND THE PLURALITY OF WORLDS

By far the most influential source of astronomical pluralism in the 1820s
was no longer The Age of Reason but A Series of Discourses on the Christian
Revelation Viewed in Connection with the Modern Astronomy (1817) by the
Reverend Thomas Chalmers, a young gifted Scottish minister. Though other
writers espoused pluralism in the first decades after Paine’s work, such as En-
glish poets Shelley and Byron, it was Chalmers’s Astronomical Discourses, be-
ginning with the American edition, that produced among American readers
an unparalleled appreciation of the magnificence of God’s creation. Originally
delivered as a series of seven complementary religious sermons, Astronomical
Discourses met with instant and wide success. Its influence, like The Age of
Reason, prompted one divine to express the view that “all the world is ac-
quainted with Dr. Chalmers’ splendid Astronomical Discourses” (in Crowe III,
3,1).

Besides the brilliance Chalmers displayed in his literary talents, it appeared
in America at a time characterized by religious revivals and evangelical fervor,
when deism and rationalism were increasingly associated with infidelity and
the excesses of French revolutionary tyranny and Jacobin extremism (Lipson
1977, 81-3). Furthermore, it was with Astronomical Discourses that The Age
of Reason finally found a worthy opponent. As Paine had earlier used the
plurality of worlds to argue against Christianity, Chalmers now used pluralism
to support and defend the revival of religious neo-orthodoxy. Chalmers’s inten-
tion thus became twofold: (1) to counter the skeptics’ arguments and to remove
difficulties in the way of belief, and (2) to examine the implications for Chris-
tian belief entailed in science and astronomy, particularly as suggested in the
plurality doctrine (Cairns 1956). Thus Chalmers’s Astronomical Discourses
became a significant example of Natural Theology — science used to support
religious convictions. :

Paine’s most serious criticism of Christianity dealt with the presumed ab-
surdity that Jesus Christ, the incarnation of God Almighty, should either come
to this earth to extend the atonement and redemption to all his creations or
travel from world to world in an endless succession of deaths. Paraphrasing the
infidel, Chalmers introduced his first sermon by citing Psalms 8:3—4 that “he
is mindful of us,” and then stating the main theme of the discourses:

This very reflection of the Psalmist has been appropriated to the use of infidelity, and
the very language of the text has been made to bear an application of hostility to the
faith. ‘What is man that God should be mindful of him or the son of man, that he
should deign to visit him?’ Is it likely, says the Infidel, that God would send His
eternal Son, to die for the puny occupiers of so insignificant a province in the mighty
field of His creation? (p.32; Brooke 1977, 259)
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In one form or another, this theme thoroughly dominates Astronomical Dis-
courses. Because of the relevance between Chalmers’s treatment of deism,
skepticism, and pluralist doctrine and Joseph Smith’s treatment of these issues,
it may be useful to summarize Chalmers.

After introducing his main theme, Chalmers sketches the dimensions of our
solar system and the extent of the stellar universe, including the idea of multiple
inhabited world systems. Here, he argues, since God’s benevolence extends to
all his creations, including the most insignificant of creatures, Christians should
not be disturbed by God’s having sent “His eternal Son, to die for the puny
occupiers of so insignificant a province in the mighty field of His creation”
(p- 32). In the second discourse, entitled “The Modesty of True Science,”
Chalmers praises the empiricism of Sir Isaac Newton vis-a-vis the rationalism
of Voltaire and argues that the skeptic uses selective evidence and criteria based
upon unverifiable assertions to speculate on other worlds while denying the
universal applicability of Christianity. In “The Extent of the Divine Con-
descension,” the third discourse challenges the assumptions imposed upon
Christianity by the skeptic. Chalmers defies his opponents to indicate a single
instance of God’s inability to deal with the details of his universe. Moreover,
to assume that God lacks commitment to his creations misrepresents the divine
presence. In answer to the question of Christ’s atonement, Chalmers responds
that “the plan of redemption may have its influences and its bearings on those
creatures of God who people other regions, and occupy other fields in the im-
mensity of his dominions; that to argue, therefore, on this plan being instituted
for the single benefit of the world we live in, and of the species to which we
belong, is a mere presumption of the Infidel himself” (p. 73). Although the
scriptures are not intended to give us a knowledge about worlds other than
ours, Chalmers suggests in his fourth discourse that just as Christ’s redemption
is efficacious through the millennia of human history, so the atonement reaches
throughout the universe. Not only is the human drama pursued with intense
interest by the angels (the fifth discourse), but, just as a small and perhaps in-
significant piece of land may decide the results of larger interests (the sixth
discourse ), so the earth, tiny and insignificant as it is, may decide the outcome
of struggles between light and darkness universally.

The primary purpose of Chalmers’s Astronomical Discourses was not to
lecture on the plurality of worlds or even to counter Paine’s The Age of Reason,
but to awaken its readers to the power of God’s saving word. Thus, ending
with the seventh discourse, Chalmers reminds his readers that they are agents
in a cosmic battle and that Christianity provides not only the knowledge but
the power needed for universal and personal salvation. Whether Chalmers
succeeded as an evangelist is not entirely certain. What is clear, however, is
that “many [of his readers] left convinced pluralists, certain that Christianity
could not only be reconciled with the doctrine of a plurality of worlds, but
could derive a new grandeur thereby” (Crowe III, 3, 13).

While Chalmers’s Discourses was known widely in America, other sources
of pluralism and Christian doctrine were also influential. Almost without ex-
ception, these sources are all examples of Natural Theology, any one of which
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could have been used equally to support the Christian message. Though less
accessible but perhaps more important as a source of ideas on astronomical
pluralism among ministers was the work of a noted Calvinist, Timothy Dwight.
As president of Yale University from 1795 until his death in 1817, Dwight
delivered 173 sermons, published in 1818 as Theology Explained, to Yale
undergraduates “to save them from infidelity, to inspire their morality, and to
instruct them in Christianity” (Crowe III, 5, 3). During Dwight’s tenure, as
many as one-third of Yale undergraduates studied for the ministry. As these
men fanned throughout New England and the western territories, no doubt
many of their sermons asserted, implicitly or otherwise, the pluralist doctrine
(Cunningham 1952, 330; Bainton 1957, 77).?

In many of his sermons, notably sermons 5-7, 13, 17, and 42, Dwight drew
heavily upon astronomical pluralism and Natural Theology generally. Dwight,
like Chalmers, felt compelled to answer Paine’s central criticism of Chris-
tianity — that Christ would be forced either to travel from world to world in
an endless succession of deaths or to atone on this earth for all of God’s count-
less creations:

This world was created, to become the scene of one great system of Dispensations

toward the race of Adam; the scene of their existence, and their trial, of their holiness,

or their sin, and their penitence and reformation, or their impenitence and obduracy.

It was intended, also, to be a theatre of a mysterious and wonderful scheme of provi-

dence. The first rebellion in the Divine Kingdom commenced in Heaven: the second

existed here. The first was perpetrated by the highest, the second by the lowest, order
of Intelligent creatures. These two are with high probability the only instances, in
which the Ruler of all things has been disobeyed by his rational subjects. The Scrip-
tures give us no hint of any other conduct of the same nature: and no beings are
exhibited in them as condemned at the final day, or sent down to the world of perdi-
tion, beside fallen angels, and fallen men. As, therefore, these are often mentioned as

fallen creatures, and these only; it is rationally argued, that no other beings of this
character have existed (Dwight 5:508).

As Dwight asserted, Christ’s atonement on this earth was needed only by its
inhabitants and was therefore unique among God’s creations.

In addition to the pluralism presented in Paine, Chalmers, and Dwight, a
fourth widely read source was available in rural America. Fawn Brodie has
claimed that by 1835 Joseph had recognized the importance of formulating
a metaphysics that would rationalize science with his own special brand of
“Jewish and Christian mysticism.” That synthesis, she argued, was the book of
Abraham, and a major source of ideas was Thomas Dick’s The Philosophy of
a Future State, a work first published in 1828, which Joseph “had recently
been reading” and which “made a lasting impression” on him (Brodie 1946,
171).

2To date, we have firm information on only one minister, the Reverend George Lane,
who may have had contact with Joseph Smith during the early 1820s. Lane was an itinerant
Methodist preacher involved in the revivals of this period. Whether his sermons made refer-
ence to astronomical pluralism is not known, but being a neo-orthodox revivalist and believ-
ing that the spread of infidelity would undermine Christian faith, he probably dwelt occa-
sionally on this topic (Porter 1969). It is unlikely, however, that the pluralist doctrine would
have been as developed as in the writings of Dwight or Chalmers.
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Not only Dick’s Philosophy, but nearly all of his ten books were laced with
astronomical pluralism. Though it did not specifically deal with the plurality
of worlds, Dick’s first work, The Christian Philosopher; or, the Connection of
Science and Philosophy with Religion (1823), launched him on a successful
career as a writer of science, religion, and Natural Theology. In his Philosophy
of a Future State (dedicated to Thomas Chalmers), Dick speculates on the
plurality of worlds in increasing detail, even calculating the number of in-
habited worlds within the universe. His approach to the plurality doctrine and
science generally assumed a cosmos characterized by purpose, order, and direc-
tion. This sort of teleological approach was often developed within Natural
Theology, yet nowhere in his extensive writings does Dick feel compelled, as
Chalmers and Dwight had earlier, to answer Paine’s objections to Christianity.
Even without this defense of the faith, Dick’s writings became extremely popu-
lar both in Britain and America, and served to sustain much interest in the
pluralist view.

While it may be doubtful that Joseph Smith consulted any of these works,
it is probable that he heard them discussed in formal or casual conversation.
Indeed, we can posit with reasonable confidence that Joseph first heard of the
plurality idea during the revivalistic meetings of his youth. Chalmers, Dwight,
Dick, and nearly all other religionists wrote on both the plurality of worlds
and science in general as an example of Natural Theology to support Christian
evangelicalism.

PLurALIST THOUGHT ON THE AMERICAN FRONTIER

Over the last fifty years, it has been routinely suggested that during the
1820s Joseph Smith may have made use of the area’s most important library
(Paul 1982). Sometime around 1815, in the township of Farmington just
five miles south of the Smith farm, the Manchester Rental Library Society was
organized. As one of the region’s first libraries to open to all patrons who paid
for initial membership and continued with annual dues, the Manchester Li-
brary included a wide selection of books eventually growing to at least 421, of
which 275 had actually been purchased by 1830. Included were copies of
Dick’s The Christian Philosopher (1826) and Philosophy of a Future State
(1829), and Andrew Fuller’s The Gospels Its Own Witness; or, the Holy Na-
ture, and Divine Harmony of the Christian Religion, Contrasted with the Im-
morality and Absurdity of Deism (1803). Dick’s Philosophy of a Future
State is saturated with pluralism, while Fuller, though not nearly as influential
as others we have considered, joins with Chalmers and Dwight in refuting
Paine’s The Age of Reason. As a critique of deism, Fuller’s book.was intended
more as a religious work than as a defense of pluralism.

Despite the claims of some writers, none of the principals involved in the
early years of the Restoration — including Joseph Smith — were members of
the Manchester Rental Library Society nor made direct use of its splendid,
though relatively sparse, resources. Moreover, if Joseph had wished to explore
the literary materials of the day, it would have been unnecessary to travel the
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five miles to Manchester when in Palmyra, only two miles distant, there were
several book stores and at least one “library,” the contents of which he would
presumably have been free to peruse (Paul 1982; Backman 1980, 47-52).
The contents of these “libraries,” with the exception of the Manchester Rental
Library, are unfortunately no longer preserved. Still, it is possible to surmise
their holdings by examining the lists of books available for purchase in the
Palmyra-Manchester-Canandaigua area as advertised in local newspapers.®

Timothy C. Strong, owner and editor of the Palmyra Register, announced
the opening of a bookstore on 10 and 24 December 1817 in his Palmyra print-
ing office. The following 12 May, Strong announced he had received a new
selection of books for sale and advertised about 250 volumes on 15 September
1818 and on 27 October 1819 (Backman 1980, 48—49). From 27 December
1820 to 2 October 1822, two other bookshops opened in Palmyra, advertising
works on science, history, religion, philosophy, medicine, and travel. After
Pomeroy Tucker and E. B. Grandin purchased Strong’s newspaper in 1823,
they opened the Wayne County Bookstore (changing its name back to Palmyra
Bookstore in 1826) and offered “a general and well selected assortment of
books” (Wayne Sentinel, 12 May, 14 July 1824, 1 Dec. 1826). Shipments of
a wide variety of books apparently arrived regularly about every year from
1818 on (Palmyra Register, 12 May, 15 Sept. 1818, 27 Oct. 1819; Palmyra
Herald, 2 Oct. 1822; Wayne Sentinel, 12 May 1824, 1 Dec. 1826, 25 Jan.,
19 Dec. 1828, 11 Dec. 1829). On 24 November 1824, for instance, The Wayne
Sentinel advertised it had just received for sale The Works of Thomas Chalmers
in three volumes, an edition that may have included his Astronomical Dis-
courses, while the Ontario Repository advertised 16 February 1825 that both
Dwight’s Theology Explained and Chalmers’s Works were available at the
Canandaigua bookstore. These “bookstores” were generally part of a larger
commercial enterprise, such as a newspaper or printing office, and thus the
range of available books was limited.

Such advertisements were, of course, not the only source of the plurality
of worlds doctrine available to local residents. Newspapers themselves consti-
tuted an important, if not a major, source of knowledge.* We know from
second-hand information that the Smith family regularly obtained the Palmyra
Register and that they may have continued with the Wayne Sentinel (Back-
man 1969, 316; Wayne Sentinel, 11 Oct. 1825, 6 Oct. 1826). Yet a close

3 The first weekly newspaper in Palmyra was the Palmyra Register (1817-21) followed
by the Western Farmer (1821-22) and the Palmyra Herald, Canal Advertiser (1822-23),
all published by Timothy C. Strong. In 1823 Strong sold his paper to Pomeroy Tucker and
E. B. Grandin, who superseded Strong’s paper with The Wayne Sentinel. Five years later,
The Palmyra Freeman (1828-29) began publishing as did The Reflector (1829-30), a short-
lived serial best known for printing portions of a pirated copy of the Book of Mormon manu-
script. The county seat for Palmyra, prior to the formation of Wayne County in 1823, was
Canandaigua in Ontario County, about eight miles south of the Smith farm. A variety of
newspapers were published there including the Ontario Messenger, the Ontario Repository,
the Ontario Republican, and the Ontario Freeman.

4In 1835 the New York Sun published Richard Adams Locke’s six-part satirical fancy
on moonmen. The articles were widely read and, for a time, helped raise the circulation of
the Sun (Griggs 1852).
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perusal of all Palmyra papers from the inception of the Register in 1817
through the Wayne Sentinel in 1830, as well as an examination of other news-
papers in the region, principally those published in Canandaigua, the county
seat of Ontario, reveals very little discussion of the pluralist doctrine. Occa-
sionally area newspapers carried articles on science; particularly of interest
were such astronomical topics as “‘solar spots,” comets, and meteors (Palmyra
Register 28 July, 11 Aug., 15 Dec. 1819, 22 March 1820; Wayne Sentinel,
6, 27 March, 9, 16, 23 Oct. 1829).

While Strong’s Palmyra Register was opposed to deism and included ma-
terial favoring a position similar to that held by Dwight or Chalmers, references
to the pluralist doctrine were surprisingly infrequent (10 March 1818, 7 Feb.
1821). Except for a short extract from Chalmers’s Astronomical Discourses
appearing in the Ontario Repository (25 May 1825), dealing explicitly with
the plurality of worlds and related implications, there are only two additional
essays, neither dealing with pluralism in a substantial way (Wayne Sentinel,
23 March 1827, 22 Aug. 1828). The 24 November 1819 issue of the Palmyra
Register published the only really significant piece on the plurality of worlds
during this period. Entitled “Varieties of Nature,” this article described the
cosmos and its creations by the “Supreme Architect” and urged readers to

the contemplation of the heavenly bodies, which roll with so much majesty and regu-
larity through the immensity of infinite space. . . . Some of them are opaque, others
whose nature is that of our sun. They are constructed to enlighten superior worlds,
and those worlds must be inhabited. The Creator has made nothing without adjudg-
ing it to some purpose and those suns above were not made for affording this earth
a dubious light. A most convincing fact may be mentioned as a further proof of the
plurality of worlds; that the optic tube [telescope] discovers at every glance more
worlds and systems in the blue immense.

It can be inferred that the author favored Chalmers’s or Dick’s position rather
than Dwight’s regarding the significance and role played by Christ on this earth
with respect to all of God’s creations. The reference to telescopic observations
of “more worlds and systems in the blue immense” deals with the large number
of nebulae discovered by William Herschel during the preceding several
decades. Herschel, however, was unable to resolve these objects into the stellar
galaxies, star clusters, and planetary and gaseous nebulae astronomers sub-
sequently accomplished.

Besides books and newspapers, perhaps the most widely read literature was
almanacs. Literature, art, historical and current events, manners, morals, and
entertainment were often presented in eighteenth-century almanacs, including
astronomy, mathematics, Copernican theory, Newtonian mechanics, natural
history, geology, and medicine. Typical astronomical data that might affect
the weather — and according to some, humanity itself — included the posi-
tions of the sun and moon, the moon’s phases, the position of the planets, and
dates of eclipses (Stowell 1977, ix, xiv—xvii). The “philomath” almanacs of
colonial times emphasized natural philosophy and particular astronomy for
many years, including the plurality of worlds doctrine (Stowell 1977, 164—66
and passim). As “farmer’s” almanacs were developed towards the end of
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the seventeenth century, they emphasized more utilitarian concerns and fewer
discussions of pluralism emerged in late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
editions.

In Palmyra, as was typical throughout America, notices appeared in news-
papers for every year from 1818 through 1830 advertising almanacs. Almanacs
were also on sale in both Palmyra and Canandaigua, but they rarely discussed
science and natural philosophy and, with only a few exceptions, never made
reference to astronomy, let alone astronomical pluralism. For example, Andrew
Beers’s The Farmer’s Diary (1824), published by James D. Bemis, editor of
the Ontario Repository, printed one of the few essays on astronomy found in
this period. Entitled “Formation of the Universe,” this essay, however, only
obliquely assumed the notion of the plurality of worlds. Generally speaking,
even though almanacs were widely available, they represented a poor source
of ideas dealing with the pluralist doctrine.

Otbher sources of a formal discussion of pluralism are possible but not likely.
Masonic thinking does not use the plurality of worlds idea. The most relevant
parallel between Mormonism and Freemasonry is the common use of certain
astronomical symbols. In the construction of the Nauvoo Temple, for instance,
sun, moon, and star stones adorned its exterior. In Freemasonry, these images
symbolize degrees of understanding, while in Mormon temple cosmology
they represent the several heavens of Mormon afterlife with all their pluralistic
implications of multiple world systems. Even if Joseph was influenced by Free-
masonry in his temple theology, such influence did not extend to his ideas on
astronomy and its implied pluralism.®

Were other — more ancient — sources available to Joseph Smith dealing
with the astronomy of either Abraham or Enoch? Excluding the canonized
scripture of orthodox Christianity, it appears that the only non-Greek writings
available in area bookshops and libraries in Palmyra and Canandaigua were
editions of Josephus’s Works. In his discussion of Jewish antiquities, however,
Josephus barely touches on Abrahamic astronomy and nowhere discusses
astronomy in any significant detail. Elsewhere, however, derivatives of Abra-
hamic astronomy were considered in the writings of some classical Greek au-
thors. Unfortunately, the only writings of Greek origin advertised in local
newspapers and available in bookstores and libraries included an occasional
grammar, reader, or New Testament. Even the works of Aristotle, Plato, and
neo-Platonists such as Proclus were rarely found in the area. In fact, the only
serious classical source discussing Abrahamic astronomy was Thomas Taylor’s
1816 English translation of Proclus’s Theology of Plato, a work virtually un-
known in America at the time.® Not until 1840 did a few apocryphal sources,

SFor an invaluable and mammoth exegesis of Masonic ceremony and mysticism, see
Pike 1871, 581-800.

¢ The library of Thomas Jefferson, perhaps the finest in America, contained only one
book by Proclus, Philosophical and Mathematical Commentaries on the First Book of Euclid’s
Elements (London, 1792). The more relevant Six Books of Proclus on the Theology of Plato
(1816), trans. by Thomas Taylor, was virtually unknown at the time. For possible Pythag-
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such as the works of Jasher and Enoch, become known among Mormons in
Nauvoo.”

AsTrRoNOMICAL PLURALISM IN MoRMON THOUGHT

Concerning the development of a plurality of worlds, intellectual historian
Arthur Lovejoy has suggested five innovations implied in the new heliocentric
cosmology: (1) other planets of the solar system are inhabited by living,
sentient, and rational beings; (2) the closed world of medieval cosmology is
replaced with an infinite universe; (3) fixed stars are suns similar to our own
and surrounded by planetary systems; (4) these planets are inhabited by con-
scious beings, and (5) an infinite number of solar systems exist (Lovejoy 1936,
108; Koyre 1957).

As it emerged in Jacksonian America, the plurality of worlds doctrine re-
flected its Old World roots, conforming in broad outline to Lovejoy’s scheme.
Following the appearance of the books of Moses, Abraham, and the Doctrine
and Covenants, Mormon writers began to develop this theme more fully.
Although writers within the Church referred to the idea of celestial pluralism
as early as 1832, the most significant development occurred first during the
Nauvoo years of Joseph Smith and later in Utah by leading authorities. For
instance, Brigham Young, Orson Pratt, Charles W. Penrose, Orson Hyde, and
Erastus Snow all wrote on pluralism, particularly in light of the science of the
day. Among the most significant treatises by Mormon authorities are those by
Parley P. Pratt (1855, 1891), John A. Widtsoe (1903/04, 1908, 1927/28),
and B. H. Roberts (1908, 1928, 1930).°

orean connections with Abrahamic astronomy, see William Dibble’s “The Book of Abraham
and Pythagorean Astronomy,” DiALoGUE 8 (Autumn/Winter, 1973): 134-38.

7 “The Book of Jasher,” Times and Seasons 1 (June 1840): 127; and “The Apocryphal
Book of Enoch,” The Latter-Day Saints’ Millennial Star 1 (July 1840): 61-63. For a recent
examination of the importance of the Book of Enoch in the development of Mormon the-
ology, particularly the concept of Zion, see Olsen 1981.

8 For Mormonism’s earliest commentaries on this theme, see W. W. Phelps, “Nature,”
The Evening and the Morning Star 1 (Oct./Nov. 1832): 40, 47; and Oliver Cowdery,
“Signs in the Heavens,” The Evening and the Morning Star 2 (Dec. 1833): 116. Extensive
commentary is also given in Parley P. Pratt, Key to the Science of Theology (Liverpool and
London, 1855, 1891, 5th ed.), Chs. 6, 16; three works by John A. Widtsoe, “Joseph Smith as
Scientist: The New Astronomy,” Improvement Era 7 (1903-04): 337—44; Joseph Smith as
Scientist, A Contribution to Mormon Philosophy (Salt Lake City: General Board of YMMIA,
1908), p. 49; How Science Contributes to Religion (Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, 1927), pp. 32-38, 44-48) ; three works by B. H. Roberts, comp. and
ed., The Seventy’s Course in Theology. Second Year: Outline History of the Dispensations of
the Gospel (Salt Lake City, 1908), pp. 33-36; “The Truth, The Way, The Life: An Ele-
mentary Treatise on Theology,” (1928) photocopy of manuscript made available to me by
an associate, Chs. 4-11; and A4 Comprehensive History of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1930),
2:394-96. For a brief discussion of Roberts’s ideas on the plurality of worlds, see Truman G.
Madsen, “The Meaning of Christ — The Truth, The Way, The Life: An Analysis of
B. H. Roberts’ Unpublished Masterwork,” BYU Studies 15 (Spring 1975): 263-69. For
modern LDS advocates of the plurality of worlds idea see R. Grant Athay, “Worlds Without
Number: The Astronomy of Enoch, Abraham, and Moses,” BYU Studies 8 (1968) : 255-69;
and Hollis R. Johnson, “Civilizations Out in Space,” BYU Studies 11 (1970): 3-12. Both
Athay and Johnson, however, in their otherwise insightful essays, assumed uncritically that
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As early as 1830, Joseph Smith first presented his ideas on multiple world
systems within the context of Old Testament studies, justifying his own brand
of astronomical pluralism as part of a long tradition of religious speculation on
the subject. It has been argued (Brooke 1977) that Psalms 8:3—4 (“When I
consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which
thou hast ordained; What is man, that thou art mindful of him? and the son
of man, that thou visiteth him?”) has historically served as the point of de-
parture for treatises on the plurality of worlds. Here the suggestion is made
that man, as one of God’s creatures, is no more significant than the creations
of God elsewhere — on other planets! But in Joseph Smith’s case both the
Old and New Testaments provided material in new and innovative ways. In
the process of revising these sacred books, Joseph presented new meanings of
Genesis and sought for new understandings of celestial cosmology. In June
1830, he received the ‘“Visions of Moses™:

And he beheld many lands; and each land was called earth, and there were in-
habitants on the face thereof.

And worlds without number have I created; and I also created them for mine own
purposes; and by the Son I created them, which is mine Only Begotten.

But only an account of this earth, and the inhabitants thereof, give I unto you.
For behold, there are many worlds that have passed away by the word of my power.
And there are many that now stand, and innumerable are they unto man; but all
things are numbered unto me, for they are mine and I know them.

And the Lord God spake unto Moses, saying: the heavens, they are many, and
they cannot be numbered unto man; but they are numbered unto me, for they are
mine.

And as one earth shall pass away, and the heavens thereof even so shall another
come; and there is no end to my works, neither to my words (Moses 1:29, 33, 35,
37-38).

And in December, he recorded the “Prophecy of Enoch”:

And were it possible that man could number the particles of the earth, yea,
millions of earths like this, it would not be a beginning to the number of thy
creations; .

Behold, I am God; Man of Holiness is my name; Man of Counsel is my name;
and Endless and Eternal is my name, also.

Wherefore, I can stretch forth mine hands and hold all the creations which I have
made; and mine eye can pierce them also, and among all the workmanship of mine
hands there has not been so great wickedness as among thy brethren (Moses 7:30,
35-36).

when Joseph Smith introduced the plurality of worlds doctrine, pluralism was considered at
the time as either “quite advanced” or “fanciful speculation.” In a later essay, Athay cor-
rected himself but quoted from the noted historian of astronomy, Antoine Pannekoek, 4 His-
tory of Astronomy (New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1961), p. 402, who wrongly claimed
that the plurality of worlds doctrine was “strongly antagonistic to the dominant religious
creeds.” See R. Grant Athay, “Astrophysics and the Gospel,” The New Era 2 (Sept. 1972):
14-19. For a discussion of some Mormon implications of the plurality of worlds idea, see
Frank B. Salisbury, Truth by Reason and by Revelation (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co.,
1965), pp. 234-52. Surprisingly one of the few historical surveys of multiple inhabited worlds
was undertaken by Mormon scientist Ralph V. Chamberlin, professor of biology at Brigham
Young University and later at the University of Utah. Not always reliable in detail, it does
not treat the concept of pluralism in Mormon theology. “Life in Other Worlds: A Study in
the History of Opinion,” Bulletin of the University of Utah, 22 (Feb. 1932): 3-52.
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Although some of these sources were not publicly presented until 1843, they,
together with Joseph’s scriptural Copernicanism (Hel. 12:15 and Alma 30:44),
formed the essential features of the Mormon concept of the plurality of worlds
during the early years of the Church (Matthews 1975, 72, 221-24).

As a whole, this early pluralistic view supports Lovejoy’s fivefold scheme.
The ideas of inhabited planets and of an infinite number of planetary systems
are directly expressed in these verses of Moses, while the infinity of space and
stars whose planets are inhabited are all implied. In other words, the basic
features of astronomical pluralism were evident in Joseph’s thinking by De-
cember 1830. Moreover, in addition to this conventional view of the plurality
of worlds, Joseph also stated the simultaneous existence of multiple world sys-
tems throughout time itself. Again in Moses, we read: ‘“There are many worlds
that have passed away. . .. And there are many that now stand . . . And as one
earth shall pass away, and the heavens thereof even so shall another come; and
there is no end to my works, neither to my words” (Moses 1:35, 38).

The pluralism developed early in Moses was carried over into Joseph’s
increasingly sophisticated theology. In February 1832, he and Sidney Rigdon
received “The Vision” and as published in The Evening and the Morning Star
(July 1932: [10-11]), it asserts “that by him [Christ], and through him, and
of him, the worlds are made, and were created, and the inhabitants thereof
are begotten sons and daughters of God; . . . worlds without end” (see D&C
76:24, 112). Later in December, Joseph recorded the “Olive Leaf,” and in
May of the following year he received Doctrine and Covenants 93, both of
which record astronomical pluralism conforming to Lovejoy’s scheme and to
the notion of pluralism in time (see D&C 88:36-38, 42—47; 93:9-10; Cook
1981; Woodruff 1974).

The Book of Abraham presents a detailed cosmology featuring not only a
plurality of worlds but an astronomy within which pluralism is an integral
part.” Perhaps the central feature of “Abrahamic” astronomy is the concept
of governing worlds — places that apparently delimit and control the bounds
and dimensions of other worlds.

Kolob is set nigh unto the throne of God, to govern all those planets which belong

to the same order as that upon which thou standest. . . .

And he [God] put his hands upon mine eyes, and I saw those things which his hands

had made, which were many; and they multiplied before mine eyes, and I could not
see the end thereof (Abr. 3: 9, 12).

Again, the plurality doctrine embedded in Abraham conforms to Lovejoy’s
scheme; but the notion that planets, or systems of planets, are controlled by
other planets is a novel suggestion. (This idea of hierarchical control had been
suggested in 1832, Doctrine and Covenants 88:42-44.)

Summarizing Joseph’s views on the plurality of worlds, it is clear that he
espoused a position in keeping with Lovejoy’s but also had additional views:

9 A number of references in Abraham deal with cosmology and pluralism: “Facsimile
no. 2,” figs. 1 and 2, and Abr. 1:31, 3:1-17. Although all three references were originally
published in 1842, Joseph had understood the principles of Abrahamic astronomy by 1835
(HC 2:286).
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(6) worlds have passed away and others have and are being formed (Moses
1:35, 38); (7) worlds are governed in a hierarchical relationship (Abr. 3:
8-9); (8) every system of worlds has its own laws and bounds (D&C 88:36-
38); (9) Christ made and/or makes all worlds (D&C 76:24; 93:9-10);
(10) different kinds of people inhabit different worlds (D&C 76:112);
(11) the earth has been the most wicked of all worlds (Moses 7:36); (12) res-
urrected beings also reside on worlds (D&C 88:36-38) ; and (13) worlds exist
both in space and time (Moses 1:35, 38; D&C 88:36-38, 42—47; 93:9-10).
Concerning the idea that this world is the most wicked of all God’s creations,
Joseph later wrote in Nauvoo,

And I heard a great voice bearing record from Heav’n,

He’s the Savior, and only Begotten of God —

By him, of him, and through him, the worlds were all made,
Even all that career in the heavens so broad.

Whose inhabitants, too, from the first to the last,

And sav’d by the very same Saviour of ours;

And, of course, are begotten God’s daughters and sons,
By the very same truths, and the very same pow’rs.

(Times and Seasons 4 [February 1843]: 82-85)

Thus, (14) Christ’s redemption is universal.

Although there was very little exegesis of this or any topic before Nauvoo,
the framework within which pluralism is presented in Mormon scripture com-
plements the basic theological ideas Joseph was developing.’® In Moses, plu-
ralism is developed within the context of the inhabitants of God’s creations,
particularly their unrighteous nature. In Abraham the focus shifts to a hier-
archical ordering of a pre-mortal spiritual creation. Doctrine and Cove-
nants 76 deals almost exclusively with the disposition of post-mortal mankind
and the characteristics of the various Mormon heavens; the context of Sec-
tion 88 presents a discussion of the laws governing these kingdoms. These two
sections describe not only the several heavens of Mormon cosmology but also
their conditions, binding laws, and inherent bounds. Hence, Joseph’s concept
of multiple inhabited worlds is more properly seen as cosmological pronounce-
ments of religious and metaphysical import than speculations to convince the
unbeliever of the truthfulness of Christianity.

MorMONISM AND PLURALIST THOUGHT ON THE AMERICAN FRONTIER

The ready availability of the concept of a plurality of worlds on the Ameri-
can frontier in the 1820s is obvious. This is not to suggest, however, that

10 For a discussion of the emergence of a Mormon theology, see Thomas Alexander, “The
Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine: From Joseph Smith to Progressive Theology,” Sun-
stone 5 (July/Aug. 1980): 24-33; T. Edgar Lyon, “Doctrinal Development of the Church
During the Nauvoo Sojourn, 1839-1846,” BYU Studies 15 (Summer 1975): 435-46; Van
Hale, “The Doctrinal Impact of the King Follett Discourse,” BYU Studies 18 (Winter
1978): 209-25; Grant Underwood, “Book of Mormon Usage in Early LDS Theology,”
DiaLoGUE 17 (Autumn 1984): 35-74.
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accessibility to the idea constitutes sufficient evidence that Joseph derived his
notion of multiple inhabited world systems exclusively from his environment.
The mere availability of pluralist views is in itself not an adequate argument
for Joseph’s coherent system of beliefs. Ideas by themselves do not form an
integrated and consistent system without the dimensions of a broader con-
ceptual structure. Here, that basis is to be found neither in Natural Theology
nor in a response to deism, but is uniquely cosmological. While it is not clear
that Joseph’s ideas on the plurality of worlds were coherent in his own mind,
they are surprisingly self-consistent and coherent if viewed cosmologically.

Ultimately, the question is not whether Joseph Smith was acquainted with
Chalmers’s Astronomical Discourses or Dwight’s Theology, for example. Read-
ing the book of Moses closely, one cannot fail to be impressed with the repeated
reference to vast numbers of creations. Not only do we read of “millions of
earths like this,” but also “the heavens cannot be numbered” and ‘“‘worlds
without number.” The overwhelming impression is one of awesome size and
grandeur. Paine had earlier argued that such conditions imply the absurdity
of the atonement. Whereas Chalmers suggested that there was nothing con-
tradictory or absurd in the claim that God could use the earth and its inhabi-
tants to work out a universal atonement, Dwight believed the earth only was in
need of redemption. Joseph Smith, on the other hand, while assuming Chal-
mers’s assertion and implicitly denying Dwight’s, provided perhaps the most
innovative alternative: ‘“Wherefore, I can stretch forth mine hands and hold
all the creations which I have made; and mine eye can pierce them also, and
among all the workmanship of mine hands there has not been so great wicked-
ness as among thy brethren” (Moses 7:36).

In the context of Enoch’s discussion on the plurality of worlds, this verse
justifies pluralism in light of the skeptics’ most serious argument against
Christianity."

Besides the agreement on the plurality of worlds idea, there are other simi-
larities between Dick’s Philosophy and in the emerging theology of Joseph
Smith. The two most prominent features that share some similarity deal with
the “throne of God” and the “perfectibility of man,” both of which Brodie
notes and emphasizes. While she implies that Joseph derived his notion of
Kalob from Dick’s idea of the “throne of God,” Dick views God as ubiquitous,
universal, and ethereal. Thus, it would preclude Joseph’s idea of a universal
center upon which God, as a being, dwells. Joseph, and many others, shared
Dick’s view of the “perfectibility of man” but, in contrast to Dick, argued for
the ultimate divine perfectibility of man, a concept Dick rejected. On such
crucial doctrines as the attributes of God and his place of dwelling, the concept
of eternal progression, creation ex nihilo, and the eternal nature of matter,
there is also a wide divergence of belief. Moreover, Dick espoused a dualistic
metaphysics, while Joseph became a strict monist. Theologically, Dick claimed

11 Not all persons who actively engaged in Natural Theology to substantiate their Chris-
tian faith and who espoused the pluralist doctrine felt threatened by Paine and other skeptics.
See, for instance, Henry Fergus, An Examination of Some of the Astronomical and Theo-
logical Opinions of Dr. Chalmers (Edinburgh: Macredie, Skelley and Co., 1818).
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that man is utterly contingent upon God, while Joseph eventually argued that
man is necessary (Ostler 1982). On the nature of evil, sin, and the fall, the
two also held polar views. After an analysis of external evidences and doctrinal
issues dealing with God, man, salvation, and other metaphysical views, at least
one scholar, Edward T. Jones (1969), concluded there are so few similarities
in their thinking that Brodie’s assertion must be rejected.

Are there, however, as Brodie asserts, external reasons to justify the claim
that Joseph had read Dick’s Philosophy prior to producing the book of Abra-
ham? Although Jones has shown that Brodie made numerous incorrect con-
clusions in trying to identify Joseph Smith’s possession of Dick’s Philosophy,
Oliver Cowdery knew the book or excerpts. In the Messenger and Advocate
(Dec. 1836, pp. 423-25), Oliver as editor quoted from Dick’s Philosophy on,
among other things, the plurality of worlds doctrine. In a later issue (Feb./
March 1837, pp. 468-69), Oliver’s brother Warren further inserted quotes
from Dick’s book, The Philosophy of Religion; or, An Illustration of the Moral
Laws of the Universe, published in 1826. The first part speculated on the
moral relations and conditions of extraterrestrial intelligences, while the second
dealt with the foundations of morality. What cannot be ascertained without
additional evidence is whether Joseph was acquainted early in his career with
Dick’s writings, irrespective of a general contact with the idea. Even if he were,
it seems unlikely that Joseph benefited significantly from Dick’s ideas. More-
over, Joseph had already extensively expounded upon the subject six years
prior to the Dick references appearing in the Messenger and Advocate. Later
he possessed a copy of Dick’s Philosophy, though in January 1844 he donated
it with about forty of his own books to the recently organized Nauvoo Library
and Literary Institute (Godfrey 1974).

The primary sources for astronomical pluralism during the first third of the
nineteenth century, Paine, Chalmers, Dwight, and Dick, were all widely known
among the American reading public, with Dwight best known to the religious
community. In a significant study of the development and diffusion of astro-
nomical pluralism throughout this period, historian Michael J. Crowe has
analyzed nearly every published source of the concept appearing in the English-
speaking world.”* The breadth of literature dealing with pluralism is astound-
ing, and, in addition to the above, it may be grouped into the following cate-
gories: (1) that rejecting pluralism as irreconcilable with Christianity (Wal-
pole); (2) that rejecting pluralism as absurd (Coleridge); (3) that accepting

12 Pluralist works exerting peripheral influence during this period include: A. Fuller,
The Gospel Its Own Witness, or the Holy Nature and Divine Harmony of the Christian Reli-
gion Contrasted with the Immortality and Absurdity of Deism (Clipstone, printed by J. W.
Morris, 1799); E. Nares, An Attempt to Shew How Far the Philosophical Notion of a
Plurality of Worlds is Consistent, or Not So, with the Language of the Holy Scriptures
(1801) ; R. Harrington, A New System on Fire and Planetary Life (London, T. Cadell and
W. Davies, 1796) ; J. Mitchell, On the Plurality of Worlds (London, 1813); Anon., 4 Free
Critique of Dr. Chalmers’s Discourses on Astronomy (London, 1817) ; H. Fergus, An Exami-
nation of Some of the Astronomical and Theological Opinions of Dr. Chalmers (Edinburgh,
Macredie, Skelley and Co., 1818); J. Overton, Strictures on Dr. Chalmers’ Discourses on
Astronomy (Deptford, Kent, 1817); A. Maxwell, Plurality of Worlds (London, 1817);
A. Copland, The Existence of Other Worlds (London, J. G. and Rivington, 1834).
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pluralism as opposed to deism and supporting Christianity (Fuller, Nares, Har-
rington, Mitchell, Chalmers); (4) that rejecting Chalmers’s particular ad-
vocacy of pluralism (Fergus, Overton, Maxwell); (5) that accepting pluralism
and rejecting religion (Shelley, Byron); (6) that advocating pluralism as
reconcilable with religion (Dwight, Swedenborg); (7) that advocating plu-
ralism as science (Dick, Herschel, Copland) ; and (8) variations of the above.

The majority of these books were of minor importance or derived their
arguments from the works of Chalmers, Dick, or Paine. A major purpose of
many of these writers was not to explain science to the public so much as to
provide arguments for the Christian message. Their arguments almost always
took the form of extrapolation to the sciences of the day, of analogy to the
human habitation, and of a teleological approach to God and the universe.
Joseph Smith’s version of pluralism, however, does not fit any of these cate-
gories easily. It is true that he could have supported positions (3), (4), and
(6). Doing so, however, would have considerably altered the purposes for
which he constructed his cosmology and would have compromised the terms in
which he developed his views. He assumed pluralism — without defense!
Astronomical pluralism, in Joseph’s version, possessed its own, unique founda-
tion, which, in the final analysis, was based on the emerging theology of the
Restoration. Finally, Joseph Smith’s writings on the pluralist question were
never based on contemporary science nor did he argue by analogy or use a
teleological approach. Because his views were presented in a variety of sources
spread across a decade, however, it is not clear whether he built his system
deliberately or otherwise. But from whatever sources Joseph Smith derived his
views on the plurality of worlds, he developed them into a coherent system
different from available sources.

CONCLUSION

The idea that Joseph may have borrowed from cultural sources cannot,
of course, be totally discounted, yet asserting indigenous sources requires at the
very least an explanation of both his deviations from available sources and his
integration of his pluralistic ideas with his scriptural writings. In the pluralist
concept, Joseph seems to have deviated significantly from the mainstream of
those writing on this subject, whether evangelical or deistic. Furthermore, in
so doing Joseph integrated his ideas on astronomy into a cosmological frame-
work of complex dimensions.

While we have explored only one aspect of Joseph’s cosmology, his plu-
ralism was primarily as an excursion into metaphysics and cosmology, rather
than into Natural Theology. Joseph was not trying to substantiate the Chris-
tian faith by association with prevailing concepts and theories of science and
philosophy. Neither was he interested in debunking deism. He felt no need
to do so, since he personally, and the Smith family generally, did not feel
threatened by deistic arguments. If he had, he would have emphasized plu-
ralism as an example of Natural Theology. But none of this appears. Given
the available data, I believe it is reasonable to conclude (1) the plurality of
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worlds idea saturated both the scientific and religious communities of Joseph’s
time; (2) among the religiously orthodox, pluralism was used almost entirely
as an instance of Natural Theology to substantiate the Christian message as a
bulwark against skepticism; (3) Joseph himself probably first encountered the
idea of the plurality of worlds within the oral traditions of his times; (4) he
likely did not use available literary materials (Chalmers, Dwight, Paine, Dick,
etc.) as primary sources for his own version of pluralism; and (5) while he
would not have rejected the conclusions of his religious contemporaries on the
idea of the plurality of worlds, his own version extended far beyond theirs into
cosmological and eschatological issues.

Is there, however, a larger purpose Joseph addressed by advancing the
doctrine of the plurality of worlds? If my analysis is reasonable and Joseph
provided a framework for astronomical pluralism that extended beyond the
concerns of his contemporaries, what purposes did his doctrine serve? Al-
though others have suggested this theme, let me note the following, admit-
tedly an after-the-fact historical justification for the evolution of his pluralistic
cosmology.

Within Mormon theology, as it developed within the Utah church, the
concept of the plurality of worlds has implications extending far beyond the
idea of multiple inhabited worlds. Fundamentally, the plurality doctrine is
wedded to a complex fabric with both theological and religious dimensions.
Theologically, astronomical pluralism is a necessary feature of the other forms
of Mormon pluralism — wives and gods. Speaking on plural marriage before
a General Conference session on 6 October 1854, Brigham Young clarified this
feature of the Restoration: “The whole subject of the marriage relationship
is not within my reach or in any man’s reach on this earth. It is without the
beginning of days or the end of years; it is a hard matter to reach. We can feel
some things with regard to it: it lays the foundation for worlds, for angels, and
for Gods; for intelligent beings to be crowned with glory, immortality, and
eternal lives” (JD 2:90). The sealing of men and women is the essential con-
dition to attain godhood. In turn, God (male/female) propagates spiritual
and eventually physical progeny, requiring, of course, worlds for inhabitation.
Thus the complex of pluralism — wives, gods, worlds — establishes the funda-
mental basis of nineteenth-century Mormon cosmology.

This view of pluralism also has profound religious significance. It is within
* the Mormon concept of the temple that pluralism takes on a dimension un-
available in the theological relationship of these ideas. Not only does the temple
represent the sacred place needed to consummate eternal sealings and blessings,
but it also becomes a microcosm of the universe, entailing both symbolic and
ceremonial representations of the various heavens of Mormon afterlife. Here
pluralism is illustrated “as a program of intense and absorbing activity which
[rewards] the faithful by showing them the full scope and meaning of the
Plan of Salvation” (Nibley 1970, 247). Within this scheme, the plurality of
worlds doctrine for Mormonism allows for the completion of the divine crea-
tion process. In this sense, Mormonism possesses an eschatological orientation
that looks towards pluralism in its various dimensions for its ultimate jutification.
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The Ahmadis of Islam:

A Mormon Encounter
and Perspective

Garth N. Jones

As THE CHURCH MOVES INTO SOCIETIES AND CULTURES never a significant
part of its historical past, it will encounter new configurations of religion that
it must understand to achieve its prophetic promise. Countries that have little
or no tradition of Christianity are particularly challenging since missionaries
and prospective investigators seldom have a large fund of shared experience
upon which to draw in constructive dialogue.

In the case of Islam, the new Mormon encounters have generated particu-
larly confusing perplexities. Muslim communities have long histories of resis-
tance to Christian intrusions. Unlike other great world religions such as Hin-
duism and Buddhism, Islam was a bearer of civilization to far-flung regions of
the world and its zealots almost brought Europe within its fold. Today’s Mus-
lims have not forgotten this glorious epoch (Cox 1981, 73-80). Currently,
fervent re-Islamization is sweeping the Islamic world. Nearly 800 million fol-
lowers — one out of six people — of this great faith are to be found in more
than seventy nations, including the Soviet Union and China. Islam is the sec-
ond largest religion in Europe with 1.5 million adherents in the British Isles
alone. Its present rate of growth exceeds that of Christianity. In the last two
decades, for example, the number of African Muslims has doubled; over half
of Africa, at this rate of growth, will soon be Muslim (Jansen 1979, 16-19).

This emerging situation presents serious consequences for Christian prose-
lyters in Muslim countries. There is often no separation of church and state
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(or a separation that exists only on paper) and hence no protection for reli-
gious groups that are seen as heretical and dissident. Furthermore, while prose-
lyting is illegal in most Muslim countries, it can also be illegal for an individual
to change his or her religion or marry outside Islam (Jones 1982, 80-81; Katz
and Katz 1975, 679-81). “Apostasy [is] a form of treason” (Abbott 1968,
154; M. Z. Khan n.d.c.; Chaudhry 1983).

In this context, the history and status of a major dissident movement in
Islam, Ahmadiyyat, presents some interesting parallels with Mormonism which,
despite almost a century’s serious attention to accommodation within the
American mainstream, is still frequently characterized as a non-Christian
sect or even cult (“Anti-Mormons” 1983; Barlow 1979; Kirban 1971). Itis
interesting that nineteenth-century Christians, seeking terms to convey their
repulsion for the Mormons, so frequently compared them to “Mohammadans”
(Kinney 1912; Green and Goldrup 1971; Green 1983).

Like Christianity, Islam is an expansion-driven religion, aiming at nothing
less than global expression of its socio-religious beliefs. The actual warfare in
pre-Renaissance days between the countries that espoused each faith deter-
mined our current political and national divisions. If the great struggles had
ended only slightly differently, Europe would have come within the Muslim
fold (Weeks 1978, intro.).

Similar to Christianity, Islam has generated many dissident mystery sects
that have sometimes attacked the very fabric of the culture itself (Ayubi
1982/83; Jansen 1979). These include, among others, the Alawites, who
emerged in the tenth century and whose chief tenet is the divinity of Ali, son-
in-law of Muhammad and the first true caliph, according to the Shi’a. They
have been identified as non-Muslims for centuries and are a powerful minority
in Syria. The Druze, who arose about the same time, are prominent in Leba-
non. The Wahhabi movement of the early eighteenth century emerged in the
Saudi peninsula as a reaction to what was viewed as corruption within Islam,
including the Sufi movement. Sometimes these reform movements remain as
Islamic sects and sometimes develop as separate religions. The Ahmadis define
themselves as Islamic, but Islam itself seems bent on rejecting them.

From my Mormon perspective, it may be instructive to compare Mor-
monism and Ahmadiyyat. In terms of historical context they are contempo-
raries. Both began with the visions of two remarkable charismatic leaders. The
followers of both faiths have experienced prolonged and intense persecutions.
Nevertheless, both groups have survived to be counted as significant modern
socio-religious entities. They are institutions in the fullest sense — neither
grouping being an institutional accident but rather a product of progressive
socio-religious growth and development. Although small in numbers, each fol-
lowing has generated an influence far beyond its numbers. Somewhat ironically,
in the Muslim world both Ahmadiyyat and Mormonism have been categorized
as heretical by the orthodox. Both strive to establish separate states within
states, follow prophetic leaders, have developed institutional organizations,
emphasize achievement in this life, value education, and actively proselyte.
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Also to many Christians, Mormons are not Christians; to many Muslims,
Ahmadis are not Muslims.

Although both Christianity and Islam have had many socio-religious re-
storers and modernizers, they have seldom been welcomed or found their task
easy. Social change is never an easy proposition. Religious change is espe-
cially painful.

By 1830, Islam was struggling against traditionalism and separatism. Fac-
tional rivalries were ripping Islam apart while expanding European imperi-
alism steadily eroded its political and social base. The pattern was particularly
evident in India, where the British rapidly consolidated their power after the
Sepoy Mutiny of 1857, terminating the centuries-old Muslim Mughal dynasty.
Because the British mistrusted the Muslim communities and used Hindus in
sizeable numbers in their bureaucracy, Hindu influence gradually erased Mus-
lim power. By openly fostering Christian proselyting, the British further re-
duced the Muslim power base.

A reaction was predictable. During the last quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury, native Indian movements arose with the purpose of revitalizing Islam
worldwide, but particularly in India. Ahmadiyyat was one such movement.
Its founder, Ghulam Ahmad, began by trying to prove dialectically that no
other religion could compare with Islam. In the process, he eventually aroused
the hostility of Islamic fundamentalism which rejected his reforming efforts
and branded his community of followers as an apostate cult.

Ahmad was born in the Punjab village of Qadian, probably around 1835
(M. Z. Khan 1978a; Dard 1948). His family, originally favored by the
Mughals, had owned extensive estates in the region but had lost them to the
newly powerful Sikhs. As a boy, he received no formal religious instruction but
studied the Koran under private tutors. Urdu was his native language, but he
also learned Arabic and Persian, acquired some elements of Unani medicine
from his father, and, thanks to his father’s influence, became a clerk in the
office of the deputy commissioner at Sialkot where he spent four years (1864—
68). He had little interest in a clerical career and spent much of his time read-
ing religious literature. During this period, he also met and discussed Chris-
tianity with missionaries. When his mother died in 1868, his father asked him
to return and help manage the family estates. His father died in 1876, leav-
ing Ahmad free at the age of about forty-one to pursue his own religious
inclinations.

Three years earlier Ghulam Ahmad had had the idea of proving the
superiority of Islam by sheer logic. Subsequently, his thought was incorporated
into a four-part work now entitled the Barahin-i-Ahmadiya (The Proofs of
Muhammad).* The first two parts were published in 1880 and generally well

1 The four parts were published separately in the face of great difficulties, reminiscent of
those plaguing the publication of the Book of Mormon. The first two parts were published
in 1880, the third in 1882, and the fourth in 1884. A fifth part in 1905 is, for all practical
purposes, an unrelated book. Ghulam Ahmad, a prolific writer, produced some eighty
books — several of great length (Dard 1984, 70-81).
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accepted by the Indian Muslim community. These two parts basically re-
stated rational arguments which Muslim traditionalists commonly used.

This type of exposition does not violate the tenets of Islam, providing that
the person acknowledges in his preface his acceptance of the true faith, which
Ghulam Ahmad did. Within this context, a seeker after truth may bring for-
ward and adduce religious verities from any scripture in any language, includ-
ing any truth springing from his own intellectual endeavors.

Yet even in this first publication, the direction of Ghulam Ahmad’s thought
is evident. Islam espouses a belief of the second advent of great religious
teachers. The Koran, Sura 6