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Thank you, God, for leading me to Dan.

Thank you, Dan, for leading me to God.

Thank you, Ryan and Celeste, for keeping me near him.
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Preface:
FROM MIRAGE TO REALITY


The callow chestnut of Mormonism that says if you want to know about Fords, then you don’t ask a Chevrolet dealer, and if you want to know about Mormonism, then don’t ask a non-Mormon, is both wrong and lacks critical judgment. Groups like Consumer Reports prove their maxim false. Some of the best information comes from outside investigation (like Ford’s exploding Pinto gas tank), which outside information can be life-saving.

—Kurt Van Gorden1



In the preface in previous editions of this book I recounted how I once lived Mormonism fully, responsibly, and joyfully. I never was (nor ever will be) perfect, but I was a good, faithful Mormon. Finding out that Mormonism wasn’t true was not initially a liberating experience. It was soul ravaging and sickening. I will never completely recover from it.

I am middle aged now. The day approaches when I will go before my God and give account for what I’ve said, done, and written. I ponder the fact that though the original publishing of this book ceased some years ago, scarcely a week goes by that I don’t get requests for copies of it. Many, many other books on the same subject have been published, and to counter them, LDS apologists use sophisticated and complex arguments to support the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith, and the superstructure of a church based on them.

I wrote this book for “regular people,” not scholars, and as I have revised it for a new century, I have done so with the first aim of updating my statements about Mormonism that are no longer true—because Mormonism itself has changed.

Part One of this edition is a replication of the reasons why I left Mormonism—with updated sources for the information on which I based that decision, and new resources that validate those original sources and decisions. In some cases I have left in the text some statements that reflect how I felt, just a few years out of Mormonism, even though I might not state it that way now.

We are witnessing the sea change of Mormonism. As a result of doctrinal changes, the LDS Church is in the midst of a significant but invisible split into two camps. One group of both scholars and regular members still believe and treasure the doctrines I loved when I was a Mormon. Many of them see the second group as syncretistic and postmodern, abandoning the uniqueness of a faith that is based on continuous and reliable revelation. Those of the first group are struggling with the Church’s new insistence that the prophets of the past should be discounted when their official (even thus-saith-the-Lord) teachings disagree with twenty-first-century pronouncements. The second group looks for acceptance from—and sometimes even fellowship with—Christians, with immunity from questions about the past. Many in the second group refer to criticisms of traditional Mormonism as straw-man arguments that are no longer viable.

Since one sociologist of religion has estimated that “at any given moment, the majority of Latter-day Saints are first-generation converts”2 (that is, people who would have no ancestral ties to Mormonism and who would see its past quite differently from the descendants of handcart pioneers, for example), these differences are far beyond superficial. I have attempted in this book to provide thoughtful, researchable material for both groups even though they themselves have increasingly less common ground between them.

If at all possible, look up references that are footnoted in this book. I have written this book for the Internet generation with clickable footnotes. Additionally, the reader can go to Jerald and Sandra Tanner’s site, www.utlm. org, and search for the subject matter among the wealth of documents and photographs of documents there. For printed books from which I quote, I have attempted to use only those which are accessible at the time of the writing of this book. I have directed special attention to those written at a layman’s level and by both Mormon and ex-Mormon scholars and researchers. I hope to provide updates of information on my website, www.latayne.com.

Part Two of this book is all-new material. With the vantage point of years away from Mormonism—and yet as a more-than-disinterested observer—I have outlined nine issues and challenges the LDS Church currently faces. In a final chapter I provide a personal retrospective that might make Mormons, Christian friends, and even my closest associates a bit uncomfortable, a perspective via representational theology, and some final assessments.

My reasons for leaving the LDS Church were then, and are now, quite simple. They don’t really have much to do with archaeological findings (nor with the absence of them). Nor do they have to do, so much, with the false prophecies, suppressed history, and constantly changing doctrine of the Mormonism of the past.

Its claims that it is a gospel different from traditional Christianity remain unchallenged. No matter how you dress it up or water it down, Mormonism is not Christianity. Jesus Christ promised that the gates of hell would not prevail against the church he founded—it could not be taken from the earth for 1,700 years.

The once-human, fleshly god of Mormonism is not the Almighty God of the Bible. And none of us will ever become a god. There is only One.

To him alone, who is worthy, be all praise and glory.



PART ONE





Chapter 1
A GENTLE APOSTASY

Every Mormon, when he or she is about twelve years old, has the opportunity to go before a man of the LDS community who is revered for his wisdom and experience to receive a patriarchal blessing. I was about thirteen when I went before Garland F. Bushman, the patriarch of the stake, or region, in which I lived. Patriarch Bushman placed his hands on my head and said:


In the preexistence, you were one of the choice souls of heaven noted by Father Abraham. Your ancestors were noble people, of the tribe of Ephraim. You yourself have a great destiny—to become a leader of women in the church and in the state where you will reside. You will meet a fine young man, be married in a temple of our Lord, and raise up righteous children. Finally, you will arise in the morning of the first resurrection, surrounded by your family.



These wonderful predictions made me weep for joy. The patriarch warned me, however, that Satan wanted my soul very much—so much, in fact, that he would try hard to deceive me. All the blessings promised me would therefore be conditional upon my resisting Satan, and my obedience to the precepts of Mormonism.

Now, years later, I have left Mormonism—and I feel so strongly about it that I am writing a book telling why I have left.

It wasn’t easy to leave. I owed, and still owe, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and its members a great debt of gratitude. But I am regarded by them as a traitor and an apostate. I left Mormonism after tasting some of its sweetest fruits.

Though my parents were Baptists, we did not attend church regularly until my father was converted to Mormonism by missionaries. I gladly received the missionary lessons, and my younger brother and I were baptized into the Mormon Church when I was eleven. My mother, however, never accepted the Joseph Smith Story. Through the tumultuous years of my adolescence, the LDS Church was security. Teachers and counselors in the church were compassionate and truly interested in me. These people were bound together by great love for their families, the Church, and each other.

The excellent youth programs (including track meets, road shows, supervised dances, cookouts, camps, sports activities, firesides, work and service projects, and much more) filled a gap in my life that might otherwise have been filled with early dating and associations in unsavory places. Through the LDS Church, I found a concrete way to express my fervent love for God and my desires to serve him. I gave love freely, and had it returned a hundredfold.

Some of Mormonism’s blessings were even more tangible. I received an education of the highest quality at Brigham Young University, and through writing contests I was awarded scholarships that made it easier for me to attend. The part-time jobs I held while in school (dorm resident assistant, staff writer for the university’s weekly magazines, translation and public relations work for a professor in the Latin-American Studies department, and counter work at the basketball arena’s concession stand) were provided by the BYU board of trustees, who were deeply interested in the welfare of its students.

Once, even the food I ate was provided by the LDS Church. My father had undergone extensive surgery, and when the church officials heard of this, they brought hot meals to our home for several days and assessed our grocery supply to determine what we needed. They returned with sacks and sacks of groceries, and even offered to make car, house, and utility payments if needed.

I loved Mormonism for these things, and in return showed my love by living and serving as a “good Mormon.” Each time that I was interviewed by my bishop (ecclesiastical leader of my local ward or congregation) and asked about such things as my attendance at meetings, payment of tithes, observance of the Word of Wisdom (health laws), sexual purity, and support of Church doctrines and leaders, I was awarded a precious “temple recommend.”

During my young adulthood, I served as a teacher in Sunday school, Relief Society (a ladies’ organization), and Primary (a children’s organization). I was active as a speaker in Sacrament meetings and was often called on to prepare programs for the youths’ “Mutual Improvement Association” and for special occasions. For a while, I worked as my ward’s media aids supervisor, and in various other church “jobs.”

I was never lukewarm. What I believed, I lived. I say all this because I believe that someone who has not lived a doctrine has no grounds to criticize it1—just as a grade-school science student cannot reasonably speak with authority on nuclear physics. I lived Mormonism; I loved it—and I left it.

My “apostasy” did not happen overnight. Once the process began, however, it moved quickly. The summer after my junior year at BYU, I returned to my home in Albuquerque, New Mexico, to work. I was annoyed when my mother, a lukewarm Baptist who played ragtime piano at a local pizza parlor, suggested that I date non-Mormons that summer. A missionary I was “waiting for” was due to return that fall,2 and I just wasn’t interested in a non-LDS “Gentile.” But she introduced me to Dan Scott, the object of her praises, who started off our introductory conversation by saying, “So you’re a Mormon. I’ve read the Book of Mormon. It was, uh, interesting.”

Immediately I thought to myself, Maybe he could be converted. Then, more cautious, I stalled, searching for a reply. Everyone I’d ever known who’d read the whole Book of Mormon had become a Mormon. In fact, I reflected, I’d known plenty of faithful Mormons who had never read the whole thing unless and until required to do so in a religion class or while on a mission. Perhaps, I thought, this would be a good time to terminate this discussion, and I left quickly.

A few weeks later, a voice on the phone said, “Hi! Bet you don’t know who this is!” His Tennessee accent had betrayed him. I said, “Yes—Dan Scott.” He was crushed, his surprise foiled, but not crushed enough to forget to ask me out. I accepted against my better judgment.

Our first date was a disaster. He took me to midweek services at his church where he announced, “She’s a Mormon.” I was stared at as if I were from another planet. (Mormons get accustomed, to a degree, to such treatment from curious non-Mormons. Once when I was in junior high, a sincere classmate asked me if something her mother told her was true: that Mormons didn’t have navels. We quickly went into the girls’ room, and I dispelled that myth with a tug of my blouse!)

Nonetheless, I was attracted by Dan’s openness and decided to date him again if he asked, and he did.

I soon found Dan to be a true and warm friend with a sense of humor he could aim at himself as well as at others. Our only disagreements came when we discussed religion. He was so transparently shocked when I answered his questions about baptism for the dead, polygamy, treatment of Negroes, and the LDS priesthood that we made an agreement. He would study the Book of Mormon and other LDS scripture with me if I would study the Bible with him. I felt this to be a personal triumph, because I’d never studied Mormonism with anyone (except my mother) who did not join the LDS Church.

Soon Dan and I had to admit to ourselves the love that was growing between us. One thing we both agreed on: We could not take the chance of becoming more deeply involved with our hearts so near and our souls so far apart. We both acknowledged that our respective religions weren’t just “versions” of each other. They were not just different; they were oppositional.

Our discussions usually put me on the defensive. I was knowledgeable about my religion, and what was more, I was stubborn. Add to that a strong dose of love for the doctrines and people of Mormonism, and you have an idea of the battle Dan had to fight. He didn’t fight it alone, though; he had several powerful weapons.

One was his brother-in-law, Charles Williamson, a preacher of great intelligence and patience. One day Charles and I agreed to sit down and talk only about religion. We sat on opposite sides of a table, me with my Bible, Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, Pearl of Great Price, and Principles of the Gospel; he with his Bible. Dan soon left the room, a scene he described as a “verbal ping-pong game.” Both Charles and I were exhausted after about two hours of table-slamming debate. I was on the verge of anger. I learned later that Charles told Dan in confidence that I knew more than any Mormon elder he’d ever spoken with, and frankly he didn’t know if there was any hope for me.

My recurring headaches signaled tension that had begun to grow as my doubts had. Dan and Charles didn’t think their talks had served any purpose. I was filled with a sick dread that I then thought was a godly sorrow for the lost souls of people like Dan and Charles. Actually, I was beginning to fear that my soul might be lost, and I dared not voice this fear—not even to myself.

Another of the mighty weapons used by Dan in the battle for my soul was the literature he somehow managed to find. These books dealt objectively and factually with Mormonism, from the view of non-Mormons. I was blessed by the fact that Dan chose the books he did for me to read. Most writings that criticized LDS doctrine that I had previously read had had very little lasting effect on me.

There are many books and magazine articles written to convince Mormons of their doctrinal errors. Many of these, however, make at least one of two major mistakes. One is underestimating the intelligence, integrity, or character of the LDS people. Many times when I was a Mormon, I had read some otherwise factual literature against Mormonism which by its bitter or berating tone turned me off. The doctrinal point the writer was making never sank in. Such literature implies that Mormons believe as they do because they are stupid, narrow-minded, or satanic. Since I considered other Mormon friends and myself to be intelligent, open-minded children of God seeking to do his will, I would toss such offensive literature into the nearest trash can. Then I would offer a prayer to God for the soul of anyone who would tell such lies in print where they might be accepted as fact by someone who’d never met a good Latter-day Saint.

The other great error committed by many writers on Mormonism is that of not checking their facts. Like the mother of the girl who asked me about my navel, such writers discredit themselves with inaccuracies. Some writers, carried away in their enthusiasm, embellish facts—it’s easy to do—but when I would run into such stretching or bending of the truth in writings critical of Mormonism, I would dismiss as also erroneous anything else I read there that didn’t agree with LDS doctrines I had been taught.

When you confront many Mormons with, for example, copies of the original 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon, or strange prophecies made by Joseph Smith which never came true, some will be dumbfounded. Often such things are unavailable to them through regular Church channels. If, therefore, a book errs when covering things they do know about, how can they trust new information on things they have never heard of?

The most effective weapon of all in Dan’s armory was three-pronged. First was his overwhelming faith and confidence in the Word of God, the Bible. Second was the prayer that he continually offered for my soul’s enlightenment. Third, and most penetrating, was the love he had for me. Had we not loved each other, I don’t believe I would have had the courage to leave the comfortable LDS way of life. Had he ceased loving me before my conversion was completed, I fear I would have returned to the womb of Mormonism and lived ever an infant, frightened and dependent, but secure in my deliberate ignorance.

I finally came to an impasse in my spiritual progress. I was struggling against the bonds of Mormonism—tradition and heritage, doctrinal comfort and love. Yet I felt that something was terribly wrong there—why did my teachings and background in Mormonism conflict so sharply with my new knowledge of the Bible? Why the inconsistencies in LDS historical accounts and early documents?

One final acid test remained at the end of the summer. Since I had a scholarship and a writing job waiting for me at BYU, I decided to return, promising Dan that we would marry—if I came back in December feeling about Mormonism as I did then in August. As I was packing, I felt as if the summer had been a dream. Or was it the real part, and the rest of my past life the illusion? I was unhappy about leaving Dan, but I knew I must make my decision alone. No matter how much I loved him, my eternal soul and my relationship with God were more important to me.

I was putting my books into boxes when, tired, I sat down with my Doctrine and Covenants. Always it had been my favorite book of scripture because of its practical commandments, like the Word of Wisdom, which had purified and uplifted the lives of millions of Latter-day Saints. Also commonly bound in the same volume with the Doctrine and Covenants is another book of scripture called the Pearl of Great Price, which includes two books that Mormons believe were written by Moses and Abraham. These scriptures are unique in that they have what purport to be illustrations by Abraham himself. These illustrations, reproduced by woodcuts, are in the ancient Egyptian style. I have always loved Egyptology, though I have no more than an avid layperson’s knowledge of the subject.

I was looking idly through these familiar woodcuts when I was struck by an incongruity that upset me. Two of the women in the woodcut known as “Facsimile 3” had been labeled by Joseph Smith as men! Egyptian women are easily recognized in ancient documents by their distinctive strapped, ankle-length dresses.

Why I had never noticed this before, I do not know. I had looked at these woodcuts for years. I knew from reading authoritative experts on Egyptology that Egyptian women in history had dressed as men and acted as Pharaoh (Queen Hatshepsut, for example), but no Egyptian man would have been caught dead in a woman’s clothing, especially to be preserved for posterity on a papyrus roll!

It was with this discovery that my most concrete doubts about Mormonism began to multiply. No “anti-Mormon” writer had pointed this out; no hater of the LDS Church could have falsified or altered these prints; they were in my own personal copy of scripture. I found myself crushed and exultant, all at the same time.

On the plane trip to Utah, I was shaken and lonely. I had left Dan behind; he was my bulwark of support and I was conscious that the events of the next few months would change my life. I brooded over this frightening thought (for who truly welcomes change?) and tried to keep my mind occupied by reading a paperback book on Mormonism that Dan had given me. I was so absorbed in reading that I hardly noticed a young woman sit down in the seat next to mine. She had a clean-scrubbed, open, friendly face. She smiled and began our conversation by asking about the book I was reading.

I could hardly formulate my thoughts; first, because of the fear that she might be a fellow Mormon who might question my motives in reading such literature; and second, because I didn’t quite know how to explain my situation.

“It’s about Mormonism,” I finally blurted out, pointing to the book.

She smiled. “Are you thinking about becoming a Mormon?” she asked.

“No. I mean—I am one. I mean, I was—I’m thinking about leaving it…” On the verge of tears, I was helpless to finish.

She gave me a look of soul-searching compassion. “How hard it must be to make that decision,” she said.

And so I told her of my background in the LDS Church, and my love for it. Then I explained what had happened when I met Dan, and what I’d learned through reading and prayer, and how confused and muddled and lost I felt. Before I knew it, we had touched down in Grand Junction, Colorado, which was her destination.

As she prepared to leave, she leaned over and touched my arm. “I’ll pray for you,” she said. “God knows what is in your heart, and he will guide you to make the right decision.”

She arose and walked out of my life as quickly as she had entered it, and I was left with a greater peace in my soul than I’d known for many months. She had touched my life with the bare wire of love, and peace had passed from her soul to mine like a transfusion. Then she was gone.

When I arrived in Provo, I set about making myself as busy as possible. Soon old friends began to arrive for the new school year, and I fooled myself by thinking they wouldn’t notice the difference in me. I registered for classes, reported for work, and caught up on all the news of who had married whom, who had gone on missions, and what missionaries had returned.

But I have never been a good deceiver, and soon my feelings about the Church began to surface. Close friends made no secret of the fact that they thought I’d gone crazy. Some attributed my change of heart about Mormonism to a broken relationship with a missionary. Many of my LDS friends, to this day, assume that I wanted to leave the LDS Church because of that missionary. An unhappy bargain that would be—to trade my soul’s salvation for revenge!

I became even more upset each time I attended church services. My branch (congregation) hadn’t really changed. There were new faces, but it contained the same back-to-school jokes about snoring roommates and the excitement of worshiping together with maybe-your-future-spouse. Nothing had changed as much as I had, and I was sick at heart. In a letter to Dan in late September, I said,


I can’t explain the feelings I had in church today. I was looking at Mormonism through new eyes. In Sunday school class I listened to a discussion on the Holy Ghost and silently refuted almost everything that was said—by looking in the Bible. Things I’ve accepted for years seem suddenly strange. I experienced in part the pity that you felt for Mormons. Dan, I don’t know what I’m going to do when they call me to a church position—and they surely will. I simply cannot stand up in front of people and teach from the Book of Mormon the way I feel now.



The dreaded call came late one afternoon when I was asked to meet with my branch president. Newly appointed to this job, he was nervous and unsure of himself. Everyone in his BYU student branch was to be interviewed and assigned a church job—teaching, visitation, social activity planning—and he seemed anxious to get these assignments over.

He began by congratulating me on my past service in the Church (he had my records before him) and asked me about the kind of job I’d be willing to do.

“I’d like to work on an activities committee,” I said, “or work on cleanups—I’m really good at that, and honestly, I don’t mind. In fact, I’d love it.”

He looked at me, confused. What did someone with teaching and leadership experience want with a cleanup job? Then a smile broke across his face. He had solved the puzzle—I was trying to be modest! He laughed, relieved, and then asked a question he thought would put us on common ground.

“Well, Latayne,” he said, leaning back in his chair, “how do you feel about the Prophet?”

Just that week, Harold B. Lee, the “Prophet, Seer, and Revelator of the Church,” had come to BYU. When I had seen twenty-five thousand students rise to their feet and sing through tear-choked throats the song “We Thank Thee, Oh God, for a Prophet,” I had felt faint and ill. How could I now tell this branch president of my feelings?

I looked away and said, “I don’t think he is a prophet.”

The young president sat up so suddenly that the back of his chair snapped forward. He acted as if he had had a bad day and I was pulling a very, very poor joke on him. I tried to explain that I hadn’t come to a decision about the Church, that I wanted to avoid talking about it publicly, but still wanted to attend services and work in the Church.

He only shook his head, his disbelief turning to anger. “How can you think such things?” he asked. “Don’t you know that if you leave the Church, you’ll never be able to reach the Celestial Kingdom? You will never be happy again!”

Never to be happy again! What a load to put upon a young mind already troubled with uncertainty and fear of displeasing God! I left that interview with a dread in my soul. I went back to my apartment. That night I called Dan, and the next day disenrolled from Brigham Young University, telling only a few of my decision. My roommates were incredulous, my landlady tearful and reproachful, and all but one school official unsympathetic. A similar conflict, this registrar told me, had faced him when he was young. He had taken the part of Mormonism with few regrets, but his experience made him understanding, and concerned with my best interests.

When I arrived back in Albuquerque, little of the pressure was relieved. I received many letters, most anonymous and many cruel, which persuaded and threatened, pleaded and rejected. All had one object in mind—my return to Mormonism. Many pleaded, saying that my leaving would affect those I had taught and helped to convert, or those weak in the faith. (I pray to God it may be so!) Some of the letters told of the punishments awaiting apostates, and one ended by saying, “Don’t you realize that you’ll never see the inside of a temple again?”

Phone calls, too, didn’t diminish for several months. Most were from friends who had “heard and just couldn’t believe it.” Close friends called one night and said several dozen other friends would be fasting and praying together the next day for me. On that day, I too fasted and prayed for my soul; for though I felt that I should leave Mormonism, I wasn’t sure that Dan’s teachings were any more reliable. Once you’ve found the tenets you most trusted and believed in to be false, you are not anxious to embrace a substitute.

Of only one thing was I certain: However I might begin to comprehend God, I knew that he loved me and knew my anguish, and would show me the way through his Son. This—and no more—could I be sure of.

Even Dan, much as I loved him, could not be the basis of my faith. I knew that if a group of people as dedicated and as sincere as most Mormons are could be so very wrong, then so could Dan, and his teachings. I have never felt more alone in my life.

I labored in agony with the great questions that left me sick at heart and spiritually weakened. I pulled this burden along behind me, pushed it before me, and tried to take it upon my shoulders. When I found that I could not move it alone—it was too heavy—I gave up and did what I should have done long before. I put it in God’s hands, and wondered why I had taken so long to make that wisest of decisions in my life.

I spent a lot of time reading everything I could get my hands on that dealt objectively with Mormonism, especially the densely printed double-columned books first published by Jerald and Sandra Tanner, which included reprints of early Mormon documents. They, like I, had tried to prove Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon true, and finally were overwhelmed with the information they decided to print for others.

I was both fascinated and repelled the more I realized my errors. A near-physical sickness would engulf me when I stopped to realize how I had flirted with hell while thinking I was courting heaven. Only a few doubts (those last barriers to real repentance) remained, and I took my questions to Lon Elkins, Dan’s minister. I had grown to admire this man’s vast knowledge of the Scriptures and of archaeology.

How simply he answered those questions I had been hiding so deep in my heart for so many months! I hadn’t dared to ask anyone who it was Christ spoke of when he said, “Other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice” (John 10:16). The Mormons identify those “other sheep” as the Nephites, that is, the people the Book of Mormon teaches were the ancient inhabitants of the Americas who lived at the same time Christ did. The LDS Church teaches that Christ spent part of the time between his death and resurrection here in America, teaching those Nephites. Could a Christian offer as reasonable an explanation?

Thank God, Lon both could and did. After he had explained this and answered many other questions, I realized how it is that any religious group teaching false doctrine can so easily misrepresent the Scriptures to someone who is unfamiliar with them. The greatest battles a cult can wage over the soul of the ignorant person, I believe, are already won when the proselyte is too lazy, or afraid, or unwilling to seek a more correct interpretation of a Scripture passage that is presented to teach a supposedly “new” doctrine. We have nothing to fear but ourselves when we ignore the admonition to “search the Scriptures.”

I had realized this too late to undo my years in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I cannot say that I wish I had never been a Mormon. God richly blessed me during those years. Perhaps they were a preparation for my Christian life. I do not question or doubt the wisdom of God, even though I still sorrow for the wrong things I did and taught.

I knew then as now that I must recommit myself to God—I must become a new creature, as different from my LDS self as a butterfly is from a caterpillar. I had so many doubts—not knowing for certain what to trust, or what doctrine was true. I decided on a course of action that included two things: I would be baptized for the remission of my many sins, and I would depend wholly on the Bible as my spiritual guide.

Dan was a little apprehensive as we prepared for my baptism. He was anxious and happy to baptize me, as I had requested. But he was afraid because he’d never baptized anyone before, and he feared he would let me slip into the water or choke. I could only laugh—I knew I could take care of myself in that situation, because I once had been baptized thirty consecutive times (all within a matter of minutes) while doing proxy ordinances for the dead in the Manti, Utah, LDS temple!

This baptism was different, though. From that still September night to this very day, I feel a great sense of the majesty of God, and of his mercy so undeserved by me, a sinner. Mormons may regard a book showing the errors of Mormonism as a strange way to repay a debt of gratitude. I only wish that when I was a Mormon someone had told me the things of which I write.





Chapter 2
JOSEPH SMITH THE MARTYR


Joseph Smith, the Prophet and Seer of the Lord, has done more, save Jesus only, for the salvation of men in this world, than any other man that ever lived in it.

—President John Taylor as quoted in Doctrine and Covenants 135:3



Why is the story of Joseph Smith so crucial to Mormonism? Because the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints began with this man’s report of how God the Father and Jesus Christ appeared to him in a grove one morning with the message: All churches are wrong, and you must rectify that situation.

When I was a Mormon I was taught that Joseph indeed, as John Taylor stated, was the most important human being who ever lived. Here is the story, as I was told it, and as the Mormon Church today portrays him.

THE EARLY DAYS OF JOSEPH SMITH

Joseph Smith Jr. was born in Sharon, Vermont, on December 23, 1805. About ten years later his family moved to New York State. By the time they arrived in Manchester, New York, they were a sizable family: Joseph Smith Sr., his wife Lucy Mack Smith, and their children Alvin, Hyrum, Joseph Jr., Samuel Harrison, William, Don Carlos, Sophronia, Catherine, and Lucy.

After they had lived in Manchester about two years Joseph had some experiences that were to change his life and the lives of millions of others. As recorded in the LDS scripture the Pearl of Great Price, in the chapter known as “Joseph Smith—History,” the following things took place.

A great religious revival in the area caused confusion in the mind of young Joseph. Although he wanted to become a Methodist, he mostly wanted to make an intelligent and mature decision concerning his soul. He felt that the many conflicting doctrines and teachings of the different churches made this all but impossible for him because he was a practically unschooled youth in his “fifteenth year.” In the spring of 1820, his mind in turmoil, he read James 1:5: “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.”

Cheered by this, Joseph went into the woods near his house and knelt to pray. No sooner had he begun than “some power” overcame him and bound his tongue—a power so great that it was only by a last desperate cry to God that the evil power was dissolved. A pillar of light, brighter than the sun, then descended upon him, and Joseph saw two glorious Personages suspended in the air. One called him by name, and identified the other as “My Beloved Son.”

Joseph then asked the question that had been troubling him: Which church should he join? He was told that, because of the corruption of all existing creeds, churches, and their ministers, he was to join none of them. After the second Personage told Joseph many things that he was told not to write down, the Personages departed, leaving Joseph weak and exhausted.

He reported that he was greatly persecuted by friends, ministers, and laymen alike whenever he told this story. For the next three years he led a life that, he admitted, though not greatly sinful, was unworthy of someone who had had an experience such as his. Then on the evening of September 21, 1823, as he was praying in bed for forgiveness of his sins, a great light shone around him and a person whose face was so bright as to be “like lightning” appeared. Suspended in the air, this person identified himself as Moroni, a messenger from God. God had a great mission in life for Joseph, Moroni said, and it would be one that would make him famous, both beloved and notorious. He told Joseph of a book written upon golden plates that contained the history and origins of the early Americans. It contained, he said, “the fulness of the everlasting Gospel.” Also deposited with the plates were “seers,” two stones in silver bows that were attached to a breastplate, provided to help in translating the golden book. These seers were known as the Urim and Thummim.1 The messenger quoted scriptures from Malachi, Isaiah, Acts, Joel, and other books of the Bible, most of them exactly as the verses quoted appear in a King James Version. He then warned Joseph not to show the plates or seers to anyone unless commanded to do so, and Joseph saw in a vision the hiding place of those objects.

The light in the room seemed to seep back into the person of Moroni, and he ascended into heaven by means of what Joseph called a “conduit.” Joseph was left amazed, and as he thought about what had happened to him, the room began to glow again and the messenger returned in the same manner as before. He repeated his prior message verbatim, adding a prophecy of great disaster that would soon occur on earth. Then the messenger ascended to heaven exactly as before. Joseph by this time was wide awake with wonder that increased when the whole scene was repeated a third time—exactly as before, except this time the messenger warned Joseph against succumbing to Satan, who would tempt him to sell the plates.

The three visits had taken all night. Joseph went that morning to work in the fields with his father, who noticed that something was wrong. He advised his son to go home and rest. Joseph, on his way, stumbled from fatigue and lost consciousness. The messenger again appeared, repeated all he had told him the night before, and told Joseph to tell his father of what he had learned. Joseph’s father, upon hearing of the visits, agreed that Joseph should do as the messenger had directed. So Joseph went to the hill he had seen in the vision, the resting place of the plates. There, under a large stone, he found the plates buried in a box of cement or stone. He raised the lid with a lever and looked in. But the messenger forbade him to touch the plates, saying that Joseph was to meet him at the same site a year from that date for further instructions.

In fact, at the end of every year’s time for several years, Joseph met with Moroni for further instructions regarding the Lord’s plans to establish his kingdom. Meanwhile, Joseph worked as a laborer. In 1825 he was hired by a man named Josiah Stoal, who hoped Joseph could help him find the location of an old Spanish silver mine in Pennsylvania. Also during this time, Joseph met Emma Hale, with whose father Joseph boarded. They eloped to New York on January 18, 1827. This marriage was bitterly opposed by the Hale family, who did not believe Joseph’s stories of visions.

On September 21 of that same year, Joseph met as usual with Moroni, who turned the golden plates, the seer stones, and the breastplate over to Joseph. The angel warned him that many people would try to take them from him. This prediction proved to be true.

BEGINNING THE TRANSLATIONS

Joseph was ridiculed and persecuted, and finally he and his wife returned to Pennsylvania, aided by a farmer named Martin Harris. Joseph began to copy the inscriptions from the plates and to translate them. At first, his wife acted as his scribe while he dictated. He gave a copy of some of the ancient inscriptions to Mr. Harris, who took them to New York and showed them to a renowned professor, Dr. Charles Anthon.

At first Professor Anthon said that the inscriptions were indeed authentic, and were of the “Egyptian, Chaldaic, Assyriac, and Arabic” tongues. He identified Joseph Smith’s translation of them as an accurate one, and wrote out a certificate to that effect.

But he took the certificate back and tore it up when Martin Harris told him that the characters had come from golden plates given to Joseph Smith by an angel. Anthon offered to translate the plates himself, but upon hearing that Harris was forbidden to bring another, sealed, portion of the plates, Anthon replied, “I cannot read a sealed book.”

Martin Harris returned with this news to Joseph Smith, and then began serving for a short while as scribe to him. Joseph loaned him 116 handwritten pages of translation, which Martin lost. These pages were never retranslated for fear that enemies might alter the original translation and ridicule Joseph when a subsequent translation differed from the lost one.

On April 5, 1829, a young schoolteacher named Oliver Cowdery approached Joseph Smith after hearing of the plates. Two days later, he began to write as Joseph dictated the translation of the Book of Mormon.

On May 15 of that year they came upon a reference to baptism mentioned in the plates, and they decided to go into the woods to pray about the meaning of it. A messenger of God appeared to them and identified himself as John the Baptist. He laid his hands on Smith and Cowdery and conferred upon them the priesthood of Aaron, which had been taken from the earth with the death of the last apostle. This priesthood involved the ministering of angels, repentance, and baptism for the remission of sins. It did not, however, involve the laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost, which would be given later.

Joseph then baptized Oliver, and Oliver baptized Joseph. Joseph gave the Aaronic priesthood to Oliver by the laying on of hands, then Oliver laid his hands on Joseph for the same purpose. Following this, they both began to prophesy about the church that would soon be established.

After this glorious experience, their efforts were redoubled in bringing forth the Book of Mormon. Joseph applied for a copyright on the book on June 11, 1829.

The entire translation of the Book of Mormon was completed in seventy-five additional working days. Joseph claimed that it was a work complete in itself, although he admitted that it was the translation of less than one-half of the plates he had received from the angel. The remaining plates were sealed and taken back by the angel without having been translated.

Joseph, in addition to his translation work, had received many revelations which are recorded in the Doctrine and Covenants. One was a revelation directed at his father concerning missionary work; another referred to the ordination to the Aaronic priesthood; and several others were directed to Oliver Cowdery and his work with the prophet. Revelation like this was personal in nature, intended for specific persons, but others dealt with matters of general doctrine and instruction. Almost without exception this latter, general type of revelation had as its purpose the strengthening of the validity of the Book of Mormon.

During June and July of 1829, Joseph showed the plates to eleven persons, and their testimonies concerning the plates are recorded in the front part of every modern edition of the Book of Mormon. All of these witnesses were said to be honorable men, above reproach, and none ever denied his testimony of the plates and their divine origin.

The first three witnesses—Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris—said that God himself told them that the Book of Mormon was true, and that an angel had shown them the plates. The other eight witnesses (Christian Whitmer, Jacob Whitmer, Peter Whitmer Jr., John Whitmer, Hiram Page, Joseph Smith Sr., Hyrum Smith, and Samuel H. Smith) did not mention in their printed testimony anything of God—or of an angel—testifying about the plates. They did, however, claim to have seen and touched the plates themselves.

The year 1830 was a momentous one for Joseph Smith. He received additional revelation on such matters as the suffering of Christ, baptism, duties of officers of the church, the frequency of general conferences, voting in the church, duties of baptized members, blessing of children, the mode of administering the sacrament, and excommunication. Other revelations received that year dealt with the use of water instead of wine in the Lord’s Supper, false prophets and false seer stones being used in the church, the end of the earth and the millennium, the free agency of man, and the mission to the Lamanites (American Indians).

On March 26, 1830, the first edition of the Book of Mormon was published, financed by Martin Harris. It attracted the notice of many people, but detracting from its impact were numerous grammatical and typographical errors. These errors were said to have been inserted by the printer who hoped thereby to discredit the Prophet Joseph.

Sometime during late 1829 or early 1830 (the exact date is not known), Peter, James, and John appeared to Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery. The apostles gave them what they said Jesus identified as “the keys of my kingdom, and a dispensation of the gospel for the last times.”2 This bestowal was known as the restoration of the Melchizedek priesthood, which had been promised almost a year earlier, on May 15, 1829, by John the Baptist.

From this point on, the history of the LDS Church can be traced mainly through documents written by people other than Joseph Smith. The ordination to the Melchizedek priesthood gave Smith the proper authority to organize the church, which he did on April 6, 1830, in Fayette, New York. Joseph Smith laid hands on Oliver Cowdery and ordained him an elder in the church, and Oliver did similarly to Joseph. These two elders then laid hands on the six other baptized believers present, bestowing upon them the Holy Ghost, and confirming them members of the only true church.

By mid-May the young church, then known as The Church of Christ, had forty members. Later that year several men joined who would later become leaders in the new church—Orson Pratt, Sidney Rigdon, and Edward Partridge. These men, through divine revelation, were promised great things and commissioned to teach the gospel.

Undaunted by opposition, apostasy, debt, and even arrest and a court trial, Joseph continued to receive revelations foretelling the future migration of the church westward. Meanwhile, largely through the efforts of men like Sidney Rigdon, the church had also been established in Kirtland, Ohio. In January 1831, Joseph and Emma traveled there.

In Ohio Joseph had to combat a further threat of division in the church—many members began to practice their own brand of religion, egged on by “false spirits,” and had to be rebuked. The young church, though growing, was continually beset by problems from those who claimed to receive revelation, and Joseph’s role as sole “revelator” for the church had to be continually reaffirmed. False stories about Joseph’s past continually surfaced, preventing many from accepting the Book of Mormon.

Still new members poured into Ohio, and preparations were made for the temporary establishment of a city. The 150 converts in Kirtland quickly accepted Joseph’s revelation on the establishment of a biblical type of communal living that Joseph called “The United Order of Enoch.” They were joined by hundreds of persons investigating the stories of a city of God, where all things were held in common. Things went well for a while—the church growing and Joseph busy working on an “Inspired Translation” of the New Testament. He hoped with this new version of the Bible to clarify doctrinal obscurities caused by inaccuracies in the King James Version.

ADVERSITY

Financial problems, however, began to plague the United Order, and Joseph received a revelation commanding him and fifty others to go to Missouri, the new “promised land.” Others from New York joined them, and the site for a temple was chosen near Independence, Missouri. A new United Order was begun. Joseph then returned to Hiram, Ohio, encouraged by the financial comeback the Kirtland United Order was making, and continued his Inspired Translation of the Bible.

Persecution, especially from apostates, continued to hamper the prophet’s work. On a cold March evening in 1832, he was beaten senseless, tarred, and feathered—but the next morning he preached a quiet, dignified sermon to a Sunday congregation that included some of his assailants.

Soon Joseph decided to settle in Kirtland, where he received his famous revelation on the Civil War many years before that war took place. A natural athlete, he encouraged dances and athletic contests. He impressed members and non-members alike with his cheerful, friendly manner.

Joseph’s first son who lived past infancy was born on November 6, 1832. He was named after his father, and helped ease Emma’s pain at having lost a previous son and a set of twins shortly after they were born.

That month, too, Joseph met a new convert who was to have a great influence on the church. His name was Brigham Young.

On February 27, 1833, Joseph received a revelation that, perhaps as much as any other, has set its distinguishing mark upon the LDS people: the Word of Wisdom. In it, the Lord forbade the use of tobacco, alcoholic beverages (except for homemade wine at communion), hot drinks, and excessive eating of meat. LDS leaders, of course, set the example in strictly following the commandment.

In March 1833, Joseph founded “The School of the Prophets,” which was at first a seminary for instruction in Latter-day revelation. It later included courses in Hebrew. Joseph himself became learned in many languages.

In the spring of 1833, work on a temple in Kirtland began. Joseph also exhibited his great talent as a city planner, and the city plat he designed was used years later in laying out the well-ordered streets of Salt Lake City.

In Independence, Missouri, though, the Mormons had alienated their “gentile” (that is, non-Mormon) neighbors by their religious fervor and political views—specifically, not holding slaves. In retaliation for imagined wrongs, a mob destroyed the church printing press, injured many church leaders, and demanded that the entire Mormon colony leave the state. Outnumbered, the Mormons agreed to leave Jackson County by the next spring.

Mob violence continued, however, and Missouri civic officials were unsympathetic to the Mormon cause. The governor of Missouri, Lilburn W. Boggs, gave in to public pressure and tricked the church leaders into surrendering their weapons. He then allowed a mob to run wild, raiding Mormon homes, beating the men, and turning the entire Mormon colony out of their homes in the dead of winter. Citizens in nearby Clay County gave asylum to the homeless hundreds, many of whom had spent several days camped in the open beside the frozen Missouri River. The United Order collapsed and was never again practiced among the church as a whole.

In February 1834, Joseph Smith received a revelation that Independence, Jackson County, Missouri (known to the faithful as Zion), could be redeemed by force. Under the leadership of Joseph Smith, a two-hundredman military company called “Zion’s Camp” was organized and marched from Kirtland in early May 1834. News of their coming, which was regarded by Missouri as a military invasion, went before them, however, and alienated much of whatever feeble governmental support the Mormons once had in Jackson County. A cholera epidemic struck Mormons and non-Mormons alike, wiping out much of the camp, and Joseph returned to Kirtland promising that Zion would have to be redeemed at a later date, after the completion of the Kirtland temple.

MORE SCRIPTURES

In 1835 the scene was set for a fourth scripture to join the ranks of the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the Doctrine and Covenants (which now replaced the 1833 Book of Commandments). Joseph Smith purchased four ancient mummies and some old papyri from a traveling lecturer named Michael Chandler. Two of these papyri, Joseph announced, were the handwritten autobiographical works of Joseph of Egypt and of Abraham. After setting up a grammar system he later discarded, Joseph translated the “Book of Abraham” and copied some of the drawings that illustrated them. In the Pearl of Great Price (which includes the Book of Moses, the Book of Abraham, and assorted writings of Joseph Smith), many lost truths were revealed, including an expanded account of the Creation and the precedent for the church’s longtime practice of denying Negroes the Mormon priesthood.

Another triumph in Joseph’s life occurred in 1836 when the Kirtland Temple was officially dedicated. Many of the apostles prophesied and saw visions, rejoicing in ritual washings and anointings. The dedication was culminated by the appearance of Moses, Elias, and Elijah—and later the Savior himself—to Joseph and Oliver Cowdery. This was a time of great spiritual and material prosperity in Kirtland.

The first mission to England, headed by Heber C. Kimball, Orson Hyde, and Willard Richards, was a great success. But back in Ohio, great financial and schismatic problems began to beset the church. In early 1838 Joseph and his family went to Far West, Missouri. He was joined there by six hundred faithful Ohio Mormons who wanted to escape the corruption in Kirtland.

Far West was a fine example of Joseph Smith’s abilities as a town planner, and it prospered under the diligent hands of its Mormon settlers. A great new temple was planned. Not far from Far West, in Daviess County, Joseph Smith discovered and identified Adam-Ondi-Ahman, the place where Adam and his family lived after leaving Eden.

Trouble brewing in Missouri, though, soon boiled over. Internal problems, apostasy, and friction between the Mormons and their neighbors (especially over the rights of the Mormons to vote in public elections) led to spiritual and physical battles that weakened the church and its material holdings in Jackson County. This resulted in a virtual civil war—involving the Mormons and the other Missourians—that ended in the infamous “extermination order” issued by the hated Governor Boggs. This order practically gave carte blanche to all Missourians to drive the Mormons from their state, using whatever means possible. The Missouri militia slaughtered the LDS people until they surrendered, and even then the murders, rapes, and pillaging continued. Joseph Smith was taken to Richmond, Missouri, where he and other LDS leaders were imprisoned for four months in the filthy Liberty Jail. Meanwhile under the leadership of Brigham Young, the Mormon exodus, a disgraceful page in the history of Missouri, was effected.

At Joseph’s trial in 1839, a change of venue to another county was granted by the court, and Joseph and his friends were soon released.

THE NAUVOO PERIOD

Along with the other Mormons who had escaped from Missouri, Joseph and his followers founded on the banks of the Mississippi River a beautiful city, which Joseph named Nauvoo, which he said was the Hebrew word for “beautiful plantation.” The city was laid out like Far West, but was even more beautiful and orderly than Far West had been. At its height, Nauvoo boasted a hotel, two large steam-powered sawmills, a steam-powered flour mill, a foundry, and a tool factory. It had a large community farm outside the city limits, which provided employment for many, especially the hundreds of English converts who had come to America as a result of the extensive work of the LDS missionaries. The city also had included in its charter of incorporation provisions for a university and a four-thousand-man militia for self-defense. Joseph himself was given the title of lieutenant general by the governor of Illinois. Naturally, though, this caused alarm among non-members living around Nauvoo, who remembered the problems the Mormons had had in Missouri.

Another source of friction was the beautiful, though unfinished, temple built in Nauvoo. It was a lovely building, but the secrecy of the temple rituals caused suspicion. This, coupled with the enormous power of the Mormon voting bloc in Illinois politics, caused new trouble.

The Mormons had to fight recurrent and unfounded rumors of sexual immorality, polygamy, debauchery, and adultery. In addition, when an attempt was made on the life of Governor Boggs, Joseph and his followers were accused of the attempted assassination. Joseph was forced into hiding for four months to avoid being taken to Missouri on false charges. He agreed to give himself up when the legality of the extradition writ he feared was tested in Springfield, Illinois, and found to be invalid.

In 1843 the Prophet brought forth the revelation that was to be the most famous of all his revelations—the one on polygamy. This revelation gave the biblical precedents for plural wives, and threatened destruction for all who did not adhere to it. Because of the delicate nature of such a doctrine, it was neither publicized nor openly practiced. But news of this doctrine, along with the efforts of an influential apostate named John Cook Bennett, resulted in Joseph’s capture by Missouri law officials in 1843. He was rescued by loyal followers, and after this “close call” his dream grew of the sovereignty of a federal territory of Nauvoo, where the Mormons would not constantly be harassed by false charges. But he realized also that the deepseated animosities between the Mormons and their neighbors would preclude such freedom. So Joseph sent men west to Oregon and California and to what is now the southwestern United States to investigate the possibility of establishing a Mormon nation there.

Meanwhile, he became active in local politics, and even ran for president of the United States in 1844. Though he never expected to be elected, the power of the votes of his thousands of followers was influential. His platform included planks on freeing slaves, annexing Texas, penal reform, and abolishing the two-party system in US politics and replacing it with what he called a “theodemocracy.”

Enemies of Mormonism were incensed at the insolence of a spiritual leader who would so involve himself in the controversial political issues of the day. Enemies within the church also plotted Joseph’s downfall, using as a very effective tool the new apostate-operated newspaper, the Nauvoo Expositor. To counter the paper’s slanderous charges, Joseph’s “City Council” declared it to be a public nuisance—and the press and almost all existing copies of its single issue were destroyed.

LAST DAYS

Joseph then assembled the Nauvoo Legion, telling them of the great opposition they must face. He vowed to lose his own life, if need be, in defense of the heavenly principles and legal rights of his people. Perhaps sensing his imminent death, Joseph gave all the “keys” of the kingdom of God to his apostles so that the doctrine would remain pure in the event of his demise. To spare his people the pain of mass arrest at the hands of the Illinois citizens maddened by the destruction of the Nauvoo Expositor press, Joseph and some close followers crossed the flood-swollen Mississippi River to Iowa, narrowly escaping a posse sent to Nauvoo to arrest him.

Fearing he would be thought a coward, and since he was guaranteed a fair trial by the governor, Joseph returned to Nauvoo to set his legal affairs in order. He then rode into Carthage under the protection of a county militia to give himself up. All of the Mormon men (except Joseph and his brother Hyrum) who had been arraigned on charges of riot in the Expositor incident were released on bond. Joseph and Hyrum were charged with treason—in connection with the Nauvoo Legion’s allegedly insubordinate attitude toward the state government—and they were jailed without a hearing.

Throughout three states, people were crying for the blood of Joseph Smith. When he was denied the protecting influence of the governor’s presence in Carthage as had been promised, Joseph, as a last resort, sent for the Nauvoo Legion to rescue him. They never arrived.

While the Mormon leaders sat in uneasy silence in the jail, a crowd gathered stealthily outside. Members of the state militia and others who hated the prophet had painted their faces. Suddenly they stormed the little two-story jail. Hyrum Smith was killed first, shot five times. John Taylor and Willard Richards, also in the jail, somehow escaped all but minor grazing wounds.

Joseph Smith was killed by several shots; the first to his back, the others hitting him after he fell from the jail window. His last words were, “Oh Lord, my God!”3

At their official funeral, only sandbags were buried in the caskets of Joseph and Hyrum, for even in death they were not safe from their enemies. Their bodies were buried and reburied secretly to avoid possible desecration of their graves.

Schisms within the church threatened its very existence, because after Joseph’s death, many members claimed the right to lead it. Chief among them were Sidney Rigdon, who opposed Brigham Young (whose authority to lead the church was vested in his role as president of the twelve apostles). Another strong personality, James J. Strang, headed his own group. Still others advocated the supposed inherited rights of twelve-year-old Joseph Smith III.

Eventually this last group completely separated from the followers of Brigham Young. In 1860, they formed the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (RLDS, a group which changed its name to “Community of Christ” in 2002). Emma Smith denied any knowledge either of a revelation on polygamy or of her husband’s alleged participation in it. She felt that her eldest surviving son was the only rightful heir to the LDS leadership and regarded Brigham Young as a usurper. She and Joseph Smith III eventually joined with the RLDS, which came to be headquartered in Independence, Missouri.

Brigham Young, meanwhile, led the LDS people through incredible hardships across the plains of the American Midwest into the barren Salt Lake Valley, which now “blossoms as the rose” and is a mecca for the millions of Latter-day Saints who live all over the world.

This, then, is the story of Joseph Smith and the early LDS church as I learned it when I was a Mormon. Most Latter-day Saints don’t know all the details of this story, as I will show in the next chapter. In fact, few of them could recount any major incident in Joseph Smith’s life other than his “First Vision,” his translation of the plates, his receiving of the revelations on polygamy, the Word of Wisdom, the Civil War, and the events surrounding his death.

I feel that it is important to tell about the major events in the life of Joseph Smith as Mormons see his life—so that this can be compared to an empirically factual account of his life. Just how much the facts differ from the LDS fiction is a disgrace to the LDS educational system, and an insult to the church’s members.





Chapter 3
JOSEPH SMITH THE MAN


God is in the still small voice. In all these affidavits, indictments, it is all of the devil—all corruption. Come on! ye prosecutors! ye false swearers! All hell, boil over! Ye burning mountains, roll down your lava! for I will come out on the top at last. I have more to boast of than ever any man had. I am the only man that has ever been able to keep a whole church together since the days of Adam. A large majority of the whole have stood by me. Neither Paul, John, Peter, nor Jesus ever did it. I boast that no man ever did such a work as I. The followers of Jesus ran away from Him; but the Latter-day Saints never ran away from me yet.

—Joseph Smith, History of the Church, 6:408–9



An LDS song entitled “Praise to the Man”1 deals with Joseph Smith in a way that exemplifies the LDS attitude toward him. That he was a martyr to his cause is history, and the testament of his blood to the things he taught charges that history with emotion. Mormons from earliest childhood are taught stories about Joseph Smith interspersed with, and undifferentiated from, stories of Bible characters like Daniel and David and Timothy, and characters from the Book of Mormon such as Alma and Nephi, and LDS leaders such as Hyrum Smith and David O. McKay. To them, all were great men, all prophets, and all equal. Only two stand above the rest: Christ, and just below him, Joseph Smith.

Brigham Young once stated that Joseph’s consent was required for a person to be able to enter into the Celestial Kingdom of heaven, because Joseph was now reigning there, like God.2 He also said that Joseph “was a god to us”3 and that he himself was “an apostle of Joseph Smith,”4 saying that “every spirit that does not confess that God sent Joseph Smith and revealed the everlasting gospel to and through him, is of Anti-christ.”5

It is clear, therefore, that a casual attitude about Joseph Smith is not possible for a true believer in Christ. Joseph Fielding Smith, a descendant of Joseph’s brother Hyrum Smith and who long served as historian and later as president of the LDS Church, once stated that


Mormonism…must stand or fall on the story of Joseph Smith. He was either a prophet of God, divinely called, properly appointed and commissioned, or he was one of the biggest frauds this world has ever seen. There is no middle ground. If Joseph Smith was a deceiver, who willfully attempted to mislead the people, then he should be exposed; his claims should be refuted, and his doctrines shown to be false.6



I take this challenge seriously. After prayer and study, I found that the picture painted of Joseph Smith by his modern-day followers is not a good likeness of the man as he was.

Part of this is due to the overzealous efforts of LDS writers of so-called “faithful history,” who present only the good side of Joseph Smith to their people. Unflattering references to him and his lifestyle and role as a prophet don’t appear in modern printings of Church documents and most materials written below the scholarly level. Therefore, with the information available through official church channels, the average Mormon has no reason to doubt the Christlike nature and divine calling of Joseph Smith. When I was a Mormon, nothing to the contrary was found in my LDS books about the first Mormon prophet, even in university-level classes.

Have non-Mormon writers simply fabricated the stories they tell of Joseph Smith’s dishonesty and carnality? No, for the most part these stories have come directly from unexpurgated early editions of books written by faithful Mormons, or at least from firsthand witnesses to the events they describe. I learned of these changes largely through the efforts of two ex-Mormons, Jerald and Sandra Tanner, who began a printing company in Salt Lake City to produce photographic-type copies of original Mormon documents. For decades their printed documents were the only source of controversial documents that the LDS Church withheld, in many cases from their own scholars.

Jerald is now with the Lord, but even in death he, along with his stillliving wife, Sandra, are despised as troublemakers by most Mormons who know of their work. Once, while I was a faithful Mormon, I found some of their literature that had been left at the door of my apartment, two blocks from the BYU campus. A bishop’s wife told me not to read the literature; the Tanners were infamous for their sexual immorality (practicing polygamy) and the lies they propagated with forged documents that made the Mormon Church look bad (both false charges). But I believed this bishop’s wife and threw the pamphlet away.

My attitude was, I think, typical of the average Mormon. I didn’t want to associate with such people or to further their cause by letting them plant seeds of doubt about Mormonism in my mind. (In fact, I would later learn, association with ex-Mormons could keep a faithful Mormon from being able to attend temple ordinances or attain leadership positions.)

With the advent of the Internet and the availability of free resources about Mormonism, an increasing number of LDS people are caught in this same dilemma, a cognitive dissonance between what the LDS Church wants them to believe, and what history shows. (Google “Joseph Smith” and “polygamy” in the same search, for example.) Such a struggle has been mirrored most recently in the life of a Mormon man named Grant H. Palmer. He painstakingly presents an abundance of documentation about the questionable claims of Joseph Smith in his book An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.7 Palmer, a three-time director of the LDS Institutes of Religion in California and Utah, and high priest instructor in his own local LDS ward, tried to reconcile all the inconsistencies in Joseph Smith’s story and was disfellowshipped after his book was published.

Typical LDS history books are not unique in what they tell about Joseph Smith (they leave in just enough references to his humanity to make him believable), but in what they don’t tell. And what they don’t tell is what has shown me, Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Grant Palmer, and other seeking, faithful Latter-day Saints that Joseph Smith could not possibly have been the prophet of God that he and his followers have claimed him to be.

CHILDHOOD AND THE FIRST VISION

Many who examine the life and influence of Joseph Smith search for explanations for the strange doctrines of his adulthood by looking in his childhood and youth. Mormons would say that his “First Vision” was the most significant event of his young life, but—aside from the dynamics of the personalities of his parents and the supercharged atmosphere of religious fervor of upper New York State in the early 1800s—one traumatic, formational event may provide some explanation. When Joseph was about seven years old he became very ill with typhoid fever and underwent three horrific surgeries without anesthesia. According to all accounts the child suffered bravely the gruesome extraction of a significant section of his left leg bone while he was awake and screaming in agony.8 According to Dr. William D. Morain, a physician who called on his experience in treating children who have undergone similarly traumatic medical experiences, such a nightmarish event would have consequences: “I soon began to ask myself what adult behavior patterns might be expected in such an individual whose brutal childhood trauma held themes of dismemberment, punishment, and worse. Would there be allusions to this incident in his writings? In his religious rituals?”9

Smith himself rarely ever mentioned the event that caused his lifelong limp. Instead, the foundational event he later in life canonized was his account of how he had been motivated in his youth to seek God’s counsel on which church to join because of the religious turmoil around him. This, he said, was due to the many great religious revivals in his area in 1820.10

The revivals in the Palmyra area in 1820, unfortunately, existed only in the mind of Joseph Smith. Wesley P. Walters, in his pamphlet New Light on Mormon Origins,11 elucidates this. Mr. Walters did extensive research in the records of the Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist churches of the 1820s in the Palmyra area, and discovered that the only revivals mentioned by the leaders of these churches occurred in 1817, 1824, and 1829. (Walters’ conclusions have been since confirmed by many others.)12 Since a revival is something to be proud of, it is not likely that these church leaders of the time would have had any reason to suppress information about a revival in 1820, had there been any.

Even Joseph’s own accounts of the first vision must be viewed with some reservations. No mention of his first vision—which supposedly took place in 1820—was ever made in print, until twenty years later when Orson Pratt, a longtime friend of Joseph Smith, published an account of the vision in a book called Remarkable Visions. Then in 1842 Joseph himself published an account of the two gods who appeared to him in a grove and told him not to join any existing church.

Why no hint of any kind concerning this first vision is found in any Mormon (or non-Mormon) literature published prior to 1840, I cannot understand. After all, this was supposedly a major event in human history! By comparison, look at the way that Peter and John were absolutely irrepressible in speaking about their experiences with a risen Savior. Even the threats of powerful officials had no effect on them, and they said, “For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20).

Joseph Smith said in his “official” account of the first vision (found in the Pearl of Great Price) that when he told others immediately afterwards of what he had seen and heard in the grove, he was greatly persecuted.13 But the evidence (or lack of it!) shows that no one even knew about it until twenty years later. It certainly was not the source of doctrine or testimonies until that time.

In 1831 or 1832, however, Joseph Smith did write an unpublished account of a vision.14 If this document records the first vision Mormons are familiar with, then somewhere Joseph had gotten his details mixed up. This record of a vision does not mention the revivals that reportedly caused Joseph to seek divine aid, nor the evil force he said overpowered him. It also fails to mention the appearance of God the Father—it speaks only of Christ.

Another version of the first vision has been identified by a professor of history at BYU as a previously unpublished record of how Joseph Smith told the story of his decision to join no existing church. This account, however, identifies Joseph as being fourteen at the time of the vision, and mentions “many angels,” which are absent in the official 1842 version. The “pillar of light” was in this version a “pillar of fire.” There were two distinct personages mentioned in this version, but they are in no way identified as God and Jesus Christ.

Confused by all the details? At the Nauvoo Christian Visitors Center in Nauvoo, Illinois, a nine-square quilt hangs that depicts each of nine different versions of that first vision.15 Edmond C. Gruss and Lane A. Thuet have identified eleven versions.16 Richard Abanes, in his comprehensive book, One Nation Under Gods: A History of the Mormon Church, has provided two clear and helpful charts comparing the details of various versions of the visions.17

Even if this first vision—in whatever form it had—had really taken place, I think Joseph Smith as a prophet on whom doctrine depended should have been impressed enough with such an earth-shattering experience to remember the main details. Could he have made the whole thing up? LDS leaders deny it when they say he was only a teenager and incapable of fabricating such a thing. I’m sorry, but these LDS leaders need only look into the many juvenile detention centers throughout our country to discover just how fertile a teenager’s imagination can be in inventing excuses for erratic or antisocial behavior.

Nor is a young active imagination exclusive to our century. In 1837 an illiterate youth named James Colin Brewster said that at age ten, he, like Joseph Smith, had been in direct communication with the angel Moroni. Brewster began “translating” nonexistent records that he said were the lost books of Esdras, and had published numerous extracts from his work, as well as supposed translations of ancient inscriptions, all before he was twenty-one years of age. Many former Mormons, seeing similarities between Joseph Smith and this young man (who was also a visionary and money digger), actually joined the church that Brewster founded in 1848.18

Thus confusion has always surrounded the story of the visions. My own conclusion is that Joseph Smith did not put his story of his first vision together until he was pressed for evidence to substantiate his “many gods” theory, about 1838. He could then say, “Why, I knew that God and Jesus were separate, distinct personages with flesh and bone bodies way back in 1820, when they appeared to me.” This, surely, lent credibility to his teachings on the plurality of gods and at the same time gave him a retrofit divine stamp of approval early in his life.

TRANSLATING AND TREASURE SEEKING

And surely he needed heavenly approval, for his younger years had many things to be ashamed of. But his followers were credulous enough to believe almost anything, it seems. An adoring public which believed indiscriminately in witches, warlocks, fortune telling, and angelic visitations (all at the same time)19 could hardly be expected to disbelieve Joseph’s story of his vision.

But even their “willing suspension of disbelief” could have been easily snapped had they realized the nature and extent of the “weakness of youth and the foibles of human nature” in which Joseph Smith participated in the early 1820s. In 1822, about two years after he supposedly received the first vision, Joseph Smith found what he called a “seer stone” in a well. According to Martin Harris, one of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon, this stone was used to see things like the location of the hidden gold plates and other lost or hidden objects.

Joseph would place this seer stone in a hat, then close the hat tight around his face. The location of whatever he was looking for would then appear to him. He soon acquired quite a reputation as what his nineteenth-century contemporaries called a “money-digger.” Mormons might deny the validity of such a statement, but the evidence from sworn witnesses proves overwhelmingly that he was heavily involved in the then-common practice of treasure hunting. Though he never was very good at it—by his own admission he never received more than about fourteen dollars a month for his efforts20—he was persistent, and even as long as ten years after he left the town of Palmyra the townspeople remembered his attempts at divining out buried treasure and hidden money with his peepstone.

But the most damaging evidence to prove Joseph Smith’s activities with his peepstone is found in the account of a March 20, 1826, trial that was published in Fraser’s magazine in 1873. Joseph Smith was accused of having used his peepstone for three years to try (usually unsuccessfully) to find such things as hidden treasure, lost property, money, gold, a salt spring, and a buried trunk. He was found guilty of the charges against him and of being “disorderly and an imposter.”

The record of this trial and conviction was not published until 1873, which has caused LDS critics to cast doubt on its reliability. They have denied the authenticity of this “Bainbridge record,” as it is called, saying there was no proof that the judge mentioned in it (Justice Albert Neely) was really a judge in 1826. Nor, they contend, was there any official court record to corroborate the Fraser’s account. LDS scholar Hugh Nibley went so far as to say in his 1961 book The Myth Makers that if this court record were authentic, it would be the most damning evidence in existence against Joseph Smith.21

Joseph’s damnation, then, came in 1971 when researcher Wesley P. Walters found, in the cellar of the Chenango County (New York) jail, the official appointment papers of Judge Neely, dated November 16, 1825. Walters also located there the judge’s own records22 of the court costs in the 1826 preliminary hearing regarding “Joseph Smith the Glass-Looker”—all of which corroborated the details mentioned in the “Bainbridge record.” This hearing occurred within about eighteen months of the date Joseph was supposed to have received the golden plates.

LDS writers often mention Joseph Smith “helping to find a silver mine,” or his powers of discernment in finding things “invisible to the naked eye.” But few speak of the extent of his deceptions, with his stones and “powers,” which he inflicted on innocent and gullible country folk.23 One LDS scholar (later excommunicated) who documented the connection between early LDS history and magic is D. Michael Quinn. His book Early Mormonism and the Magic World View gives a jaw-dropping, detailed look at the role of the occult in Joseph Smith’s life.

Nor are magic elements only in the past for the Mormon Church. LDS historians today affirm the existence of Joseph’s seer stone. As late as 1956, one of the presidents of the Church, Joseph Fielding Smith, stated in his book Doctrines of Salvation that “this seer stone is now in the possession of the Church.”24 No wonder then, that few “faithful history” biographies of Joseph Smith published by the LDS Church mention his activities as a treasure hunter, charlatan, and self-avowed divine.25

Even Joseph Smith himself must have realized eventually that he wasn’t going to become rich or famous in that line of work. He had to come up with something more unique than his small-change (and unsuccessful) business of trying to find lost objects.

I haven’t wanted to believe that Joseph Smith was evil or diabolical; rather that he was simply possessed of a great drive for power and fame, coupled with a vivid imagination and personal charisma. “There was something compelling in what he said and the way that he said it that riveted his listeners to his every word,” reported biographer Robert V. Remini, in his biography of Smith.26

Smith’s wife Emma once said that she believed God dictated the Book of Mormon because her husband could hardly speak clearly nor compose a clearly written letter.27 The speeches and writings we have of him contradict this assessment. In addition, others described Smith as articulate and descriptive from his youth on. Joseph’s mother, Lucy Mack Smith, wrote that when he was eighteen years old he used to amuse his family by describing


the ancient inhabitants of this continent, their dress, mode of travelling, and the animals upon which they rode; their cities, their buildings, with every particular; their mode of warfare; and also their religious worship. This he would do with as much ease, seemingly, as if he had spent his whole life with them.28



Imagination was something Joseph Smith had in abundance. However, one problem with such a fertile mind was that sometimes he didn’t keep details straight. An example of this is the “official” version of the story that he was given the golden plates by an angel named Moroni—well known to every Mormon child. However, numerous early and (at the time equally “official”) versions of this story identified the being who delivered the plates as being Nephi.

POSSIBLE ORIGINS OF THE BOOK OF MORMON THEME

However, the “Indian” stories were eagerly accepted by his family, because it was the current and popular belief among even scholars of that day that the American Indians were descended from the “lost” Ten Tribes of Israel. The Wayne Sentinel, the local newspaper to which the Smith family subscribed, carried articles that supported this idea. A book called View of the Hebrews; or the Ten Tribes of Israel in America by Ethan Smith (no relation to Joseph) was published in 1823, and it mentioned the author’s theories that Indians were wicked Israelites who had killed off their more civilized relatives in America and were left in their barbarous state until the coming of the white man. (That, of course, is exactly the plotline of the Book of Mormon.) The noted LDS historian, B. H. Roberts, began late in life to ask pointed questions about whether Joseph Smith had “followed the course” of Ethan Smith, noting that the View of the Hebrews was published five to seven years before the Book of Mormon.29

Other pre-Mormon books could also have furnished structural or background information used in the writing of the Book of Mormon. Among them were James Adair’s History of the American Indian (London, 1775), Charles Crawford’s Essay upon the Propagation of the Gospel, in which there are facts to prove that many of the Indians in America are descended from the Ten Tribes (Philadelphia, 1799), Elias Boudinot’s A Star in the West; or, a Humble Attempt to Discover the Long Lost Ten Tribes of Israel (Trenton, N.J., 1816), and Josiah Priest’s The Wonders of Nature and Providence Displayed (Albany, 1825).

Priest’s book, like the others, advanced the Hebrew-Indian theory and in addition told some “new” stories about the plague of darkness in Egypt (Exod. 10:21–23)—details of which are mentioned almost verbatim in the Book of Mormon but are conspicuously absent in any Bible manuscript. In fact, virtually every nonbiblical idea presented in the Book of Mormon has its roots in one of these books, which represent only a small portion of their kind!

Some researchers have seen the stamp of another set of personalities on the Book of Mormon. In a book called Who Really Wrote the Book of Mormon? The Spaulding Enigma, three authors30 formulated an interesting theory documenting interconnections of early LDS leaders with the author of a now-lost manuscript that contained references to persons named Nephi and Lehi, and told of the Jewish origins of the American Indian and of great battles between the Nephites and the Lamanites, the latter of which finally triumphed.

TRANSLATING THE INSCRIPTIONS

Everyone is fascinated with the story of the gold plates. But Joseph Smith kept them hidden from even his family, especially his wife and mother, who never laid eyes on them. Once when Emma, his wife, touched the cloth-covered bundle that Joseph said contained the plates, she felt a metallic rustling, but she never saw the plates. Joseph, she said, didn’t even unwrap them to translate them; he just peered into the Urim and Thummim, or his seer stone.31

When a farmer named Martin Harris took over Emma’s job as scribe, he did indeed as Mormons claim take a copy of some of the characters from the plates to Dr. Charles Anthon at Columbia University in New York City. But there truth and LDS fiction part paths. Harris claimed that Professor Anthon said that the characters Harris brought were authentic ancient Egyptian, and were translated correctly. The other untranslated characters, said Harris, were declared by Anthon to be “Egyptian, Chaldaic, Assyriac, and Arabic.”

However, in two separate letters he wrote later, Professor Anthon substantiated Harris’s claim that he had brought the characters to Anthon, but the professor vehemently denied that he had ever given the impression that the squiggles on Harris’s paper were ancient Egyptian—or ancient anything, for that matter. Anthon regarded the whole thing as “a trick.”32

But what if, as Mormons claim, Professor Anthon had indeed endorsed the translation and hieroglyphics, and then just denied it for some capricious reason of his own? Then Anthon himself would have been a fraud. In 1828, when the Anthon interview took place, the translations of Egyptian hieroglyphics were not yet published by Champollion, that great linguistics pioneer who unlocked the padlock of the ancient Egyptian language with the Rosetta Stone’s key. If Anthon had said that the Egyptian hieroglyphics were truly translated, then he would have been whistling in the wind, for no man in America at that time (including Joseph Smith) was capable of translating ancient Egyptian—much less the “reformed Egyptian” of the Book of Mormon.

If the only existing copy of the inscriptions from which Joseph Smith supposedly translated can be held in such doubt, how much more the conflicting stories of the mechanics of how Joseph Smith performed the translations. Emma Smith, as well as “witnesses” David Whitmer and Martin Harris, said that Joseph translated by putting the previously mentioned “seer stone” into his hat. He would peer into the hat, and a line of script from the plates would appear in his field of vision. Underneath it, he said, the English translation of that line would appear. Joseph would read the English to his scribe, and the scribe would write it down and then repeat it to Joseph. If it was correctly written, that line of script would disappear and a new one would appear.

But other Mormons claim that the Book of Mormon was translated by means of the Urim and Thummim, which was a combination of a breastplate and attached spectacles that was given to Joseph by the angel, along with the plates, specifically for translation purposes. Mormons explain the conflict by saying that the seer stone was sometimes called the Urim and Thummim. Or sometimes they claim that Emma said that the first 116 pages of manuscript (later lost by Martin Harris) were translated by using the Urim and Thummim, and the rest with the seer stone. Some other LDS thinkers, facing all the contradictions, have come to agree with Grant H. Palmer, who concluded that perhaps it was just a kind of stream-of-consciousness in which God cooperated with Joseph’s mind. Most fascinating of all is the explanation that the Book of Mormon is an example of automatic writing.33

If this sounds confusing, consider the plight of the poor Mormons who are asked to believe it without ever understanding it. I remember sitting in a class at BYU where the methods of translating the Book of Mormon were being discussed. I didn’t understand, and resolved the difficulty by returning to my prior opinions on the translation technique: I didn’t know and didn’t care. It was enough for me to trust that the Book of Mormon was true and correct. This I know to be the position of most Mormons—they shut their eyes to what is confusing or conflicting. I’ll wager that not one Mormon in a thousand can explain how the Book of Mormon was translated. This, indeed, is blind faith; and many will pay the price of their souls for their comfortable ignorance.

THE WITNESSES

Many seek solace in the thought that there were enough reliable witnesses to substantiate the Book of Mormon’s validity and justify their own faith in it. But just how reliable were these witnesses? Mormons often claim that none of them ever denied their testimony of the Book of Mormon. However, Brigham Young in the LDS Journal of Discourses says that “some of the witnesses of the Book of Mormon who handled the plates and conversed with the angels of God, were afterwards left to doubt and to disbelieve that they had ever seen an angel.”34 This must refer to Oliver Cowdrey, David Whitmer, and/or Martin Harris, who alone in their written testimonies (printed in the front of each copy of the Book of Mormon) claimed to have both handled the plates and seen an angel. The Journal of Discourses’ use of the plural (“some of the witnesses”) indicates at least two of them doubted, though one in this passage was identified as a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles who fell away.35

Most of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon did indeed fall into apostasy, and far from having the “spotless reputations” claimed for them by present-day Mormons, they were a disreputable band if we take the word of their LDS contemporaries. Consider this:


“Such characters as McLellin, John Whitmer, David Whitmer, Oliver Cowdrey, and Martin Harris are too mean to mention, and we had liked to have forgotten them.”36

“Hiram, appears to have been somewhat fanatical. He found a stone through which he claimed to receive revelations, often contrary to those received by Joseph Smith. For this he was reprimanded.”37

Oliver Cowdrey left Mormonism, became a Methodist, and “admitted his error and implored forgiveness and said he was sorry and ashamed of his connection with Mormonism.”38

Martin Harris was referred to twice in the Doctrine and Covenants, which purports to be a series of revelations from God, as “a wicked man.”39 The LDS magazine The Improvement Era of March 1969 admitted that Martin Harris “changed his religious position eight times,” including his conversion to Quakerism from Mormonism and back again during his stay in Kirtland, Ohio.



Now, does this sound like testimonies of stable, respected men of spotless reputations?

One LDS author stated: “Given the fact that the three witnesses saw a vision and that the experience of the eight witnesses seems to have been similarly visionary, there is no compelling evidence that Joseph Smith actually possessed anciently constructed plates.”40 Perhaps we could at most give the witnesses credit for being gullible. Jerald and Sandra Tanner have explored the possibility that Joseph Smith, with the aid of Oliver Cowdery (another of Smith’s scribes, who had been a blacksmith when young), had made some sort of metal plates which they covered up and presented to the witnesses to touch as “proof” of Joseph Smith’s golden plates theory. Richard Abanes, in One Nation Under Gods: A History of the Mormon Church, demonstrates conclusively that all eleven “witness” accounts boil down to either visions or the experience of hefting a heavy object under a cloth.41 Biographer Remini offers a more secular explanation of the witnesses’ “testimony”: They can be attributed to Joseph’s documented ability to “mesmerize” audiences, or to the mass hysteria characteristic of other Great Awakening religious groups, or even to a conspiracy of fraud to profit from the Book of Mormon.42

Not even the testimony of Joseph Smith himself is infallible. On June 15, 1828—years after his supposed visit from God, who told him that all churches on earth were corrupt—he tried to join the Methodist Church but was asked to leave because of his alleged involvement with necromancy.43 The Tanners have concluded that Joseph’s membership in the Methodist church “occurred eight years after he was supposed to have received his first vision and at the very time he was translating the Book of Mormon!”44

If the testimonies of such men concerning the Book of Mormon were proven unreliable by their unreliable characters, then how much more can we doubt what they said about other things!

When Oliver Cowdery became Joseph’s scribe, the work of “translating” the Book of Mormon progressed very rapidly. Whereas the first 116 pages had taken Joseph Smith two months to “translate” with Harris as a scribe, the rest of the 275,000 words were finished in about three months when Cowdery began helping Joseph. Part of this is no doubt due to Joseph’s improvement with practice in dictation (and the fact that when his well of inspiration ran dry he simply quoted long passages from the Bible, practically verbatim). But some of this was undoubtedly due to the influence of former schoolteacher Cowdery, who, as Fawn Brodie noted, had “a certain talent for writing.”45

BUILDING THE MORMON KINGDOM

Then, as today, the first hurdle to be crossed by a prospective Mormon was belief in the Book of Mormon. This must have been very difficult for those early converts. The book’s first edition was filled with grammatical, punctuation, and spelling errors that necessitated more than four thousand changes to bring it to its present, slightly more readable condition. This was explained to me as the result of the book having been printed by someone who hated the Mormons and wanted to make them look bad.

Even LDS historians, though, say most of the errors couldn’t be blamed on the printer or typesetter, because they weren’t typographical errors.46 But Joseph Smith boldly stated that the first edition of the Book of Mormon was “the most correct of any book on earth.”47

Apparently the poor quality of the book’s language didn’t seriously dampen its effect on the often semiliterate converts it won. Some of its first converts, who were to remain faithful for life, were Joseph’s father, Joseph Smith Sr., and his brother, Hyrum. Emma, Joseph’s wife, also joined the Church, though she was not so tractable and believing as the others.

Joseph began handing out revelations directed at anyone he thought needed encouragement or rebuke with the authoritative clout of “thus saith the Lord” to back it up. One of the most amazing (and least-noticed) revelations he gave out is that found in Doctrine and Covenants section 15. The heading to the revelation states: “The message is intimately and impressively personal in that the Lord tells of what was known only to John Whitmer and Himself.” What is that personal matter the Lord had in mind? Starting in verse 3, we read,


And I will tell you that which no man knoweth save me and thee alone—For many times you have desired of me to know that which would be of the most worth unto you.…And now, behold, I say unto you, that the thing that will be of the most worth unto you will be to declare repentance unto this people.



And what is so amazing about this revelation? The fact that it is repeated word for word in the next section, a revelation given to a man named Peter Whitmer. Only the names have been changed. That is how “intimately and impressively personal” the revelation to John Whitmer was!

Perhaps this was a time-saving device. Joseph was busy organizing God’s kingdom on earth. On April 6, 1830, the church was organized under the name of The Church of Christ (later changed because other churches also claimed that name). LDS history records that Joseph laid hands on Oliver Cowdery, confirming him an elder in the Lord’s church, and Oliver did the same to Joseph. This all makes sense to Mormons because they believe that you cannot give an office to someone without having it yourself—and the “authority” to back it. Supposedly this authority was given to Oliver and Joseph in late 1829 or early 1830. This, though, is admittedly sheer supposition on the part of LDS theologians.

LaMar Petersen, in his book Creation of the Book of Mormon, has noted that the 1833 equivalent of what is now Doctrine and Covenants section 27 (dated August 1830) did not mention heavenly visitors and two separate ordinations of priesthood. These references were added later. Petersen notes that in this collection of the first sixty-five revelations the absence of such details is suspicious.48

I see the invention of the stories about holy ordinations as evidence that Joseph Smith often resorted to “divine revelations” to reaffirm his leadership and beat back doubters within the Church.49 Because there were always some people who remembered the past “revelations” and ill-advised conjurings of his youth, he was always on his guard, to protect both his reputation as a prophet and holy man, and also to safeguard his creation and passport to fame, the Book of Mormon.

I have often wondered how I would have responded, had I been an adult in New England in the early 1830s. Part of me wants to believe that Bible knowledge would have kept me from believing the story of the gold plates. The New Testament warned against people who claimed visits from angels with a different gospel (Gal. 1:6–9; Col. 2:18–19). Both the Old and New Testaments told of a God who was spirit, and said that the next time Jesus returned to earth to establish his end-time kingdom it would be a very public event that everyone would see. I would have understood, if I had studied the Bible, that it claimed its words would never pass away, and that the church Jesus founded was likewise a type of spiritual protectorate under the wing of a divine kingship. Such an eternal entity would not be subject to anything resembling a complete apostasy.

But then again, I’m a woman, and many women seemed absolutely unable to resist Joseph Smith. Diaries, journals, and other personal records of people who knew Joseph Smith described him as a charismatic, nearly irresistible character. General Moses Wilson transported Smith in his custody to Independence and observed, “I carried him in my house a prisoner in chains, and in less than two hours my wife loved him better than she loved me.”50

PROBLEMS IN KIRTLAND

More trouble was brewing in Smith’s assistant Sidney Rigdon’s newly established Mormon colony in Kirtland, Ohio. Here there were few people who had known Joseph in his treasure-hunting days, so the threat of exposure from that faction was minimized. Even more dangerous, however, were new converts who took the prophet’s teachings about prophesying and spiritual gifts so seriously that instead of saying that Joseph Smith had no rights to revelation, they asked the logical question, “If Joseph can do these things, then why not us?”

Here, probably, the doctrine of the necessity of authority in order to receive revelation got its start. Joseph continually had to remind his followers that he alone, as God’s chosen leader, had the right to revelation concerning the whole Church. Others had only the right to revelation for themselves and those under them in the Church hierarchy. Thus, today, any young Mormon who would come before his bishop or stake president and announce any change in church policy because he’d received a revelation to that effect would be first counseled, then reprimanded, and finally excommunicated if he persisted in his story of such a vision. He is not entitled to any such revelation—therefore, either he is lying, or the source of that revelation was not God, but Satan. Case closed.

The same was true in the formative years of the LDS Church, and any revelation received by Church members was only considered valid if it was approved by Joseph Smith, because any revelation that contradicted Joseph’s just couldn’t be true. It pains me to think how the Spirit of God was stifled in the hearts of those who thought they had found truth in Mormonism, and were taught to reject all feelings of doubt and disbelief because those feelings must be from the devil.

There were other problems in Kirtland too. The idea of communal living, having all things in common, was not a new one to the American scene of Joseph Smith’s time. It was the former follower of Alexander Campbell, Sidney Rigdon, who, after seeing the success of colonies like Robert Owen’s New Harmony, persuaded Joseph to start one like it. Dubbed “The United Order of Enoch,” it was patterned loosely like other communal ventures, and, like them, it was a good idea at heart. A Church member would deed all his personal property and belongings to the Church permanently, and would in turn be given “stewardship” over enough to make a living for his family, as well as enough to purchase necessary clothing and modest personal belongings. Any profit made from a man’s stewardship went back to the Church as a whole under the direction of Bishop Edward Partridge, who distributed surplus as he saw fit. However, Mormons in the early 1830s were in the middle of industrial and cultural changes sparked by and sustained by the free enterprise, capitalist ideal. In other words, the spirit was willing, but the flesh was weak, and the United Order failed.

While at Kirtland, Joseph made a prophecy that is unfamiliar to most Mormons. Just before the first general Church conference, he predicted that “not three days should pass away before some should see the Savior face to face.”51 At this conference a man seemed to have been suddenly stricken deaf and dumb, so Joseph exorcised the devil from him. Then Joseph tried unsuccessfully to heal a crippled man’s hand, and another’s lame leg, and finally to raise a lifeless child from the dead. This spiritual debacle, along with news that the Mormons were soon to be legally ejected from Ohio, spurred Joseph to leave quickly with thirty other men and go to Jackson County, Missouri. Cheered by the glorious vision of a perfect place where they could worship unmolested, the Mormon people began to blame the unspiritual atmosphere in Ohio for Joseph’s failures, and they were soon forgotten by most.

Joseph Smith electrified his followers when he announced a revelation that identified Missouri as the promised land. When he and a number of others traveled to the area near Independence, Missouri, they chose a site for a new temple to be built there. This was to be a special place, this “New Jerusalem,” as Joseph called it—he even prophesied that its inhabitants would be “the only people that shall not be at war one with another.”52

The hopeful tone of his prophecy, however, was soon marred by the tragedy and bloodshed that would eventually mark the end of Mormon life there. But for the time being, Joseph had planned his choice of the Zion of America well.

CONTINUING REVELATIONS

Joseph Smith returned to Ohio after Mormon settlers from New York relocated to Missouri and were established in the area that is now Kansas City. These settlers began to live the United Order, though in extreme poverty. In Ohio, Joseph started his own version of the Bible. The idea that the King James Version (though better than all other non-LDS versions) is in some places erroneous and incomplete is essential to LDS doctrine. (Why else would there be a need for additional revelation such as the Book of Mormon?) Thus it was only logical that Joseph Smith should put the Bible back into its original divinely correct form. This included inserting in his version of Genesis a prophecy concerning his own coming as a great prophet. While in Ohio, also, he developed the doctrine of the three degrees of heaven—the celestial, the terrestrial, and the telestial—where all people on earth would eventually dwell after death. All, that is, except for a very few “sons of perdition” who would end up in hell.

In 1832 Joseph issued one of his most famous prophecies—that which supposedly predicted the outbreak of the Civil War. Though his revelations were often personal in tone and aimed at particular individuals and their problems, rarely did he seek inspiration for problems as sweeping as the Civil War. Mormons today regard this prophecy as sure proof to us Gentiles of Joseph Smith’s divine powers of prophecy, that he could foretell events which did not happen until much later. But a careful reading of the entire passage shows problems. First of all, Smith predicted a war caused by a slave uprising (Doctrine and Covenants 87:4). And the timing is all out of sync—most Mormons don’t realize that in 1832, when Joseph said he received this “revelation,” secular periodicals in his area were predicting the same thing: imminent civil war because of South Carolina’s threats to secede. But the newspapers and magazines were as wrong as Joseph Smith: the Civil War didn’t occur until many years later. Mormons assume too that Joseph Smith prophesied the 1832 rebellion of South Carolina when in fact it had already occurred at the time Joseph said he received the revelation.

Part of the revelation reads,


For behold, the Southern States shall be divided against the Northern States, and the Southern States will call on other nations, even the nation of Great Britain, as it is called, and they shall also call upon other nations, in order to defend themselves against other nations; and then war shall be poured out upon all nations.53



This certainly gives the impression that the American Civil War would involve the whole world when Great Britain called on other nations, which of course it did not. But that is what the contemporaries of Joseph Smith expected. Orson Pratt, one of Joseph Smith’s twelve apostles, prophesied in all seriousness in 1861 that some in his listening audience would see New York City and other great cities completely ruined and “desolate, without inhabitants,” saying of the Civil War, “This great war is only a small degree of chastisement, just the beginning.”54

Unless some of his listeners are still alive, both Pratt and Joseph Smith were dead wrong about the results of the Civil War.55

False prophecy became a habit for Joseph Smith. Most estimates of the number of recorded false prophecies that Smith made range from fifty to sixty. Edmond Gruss and Lane Thuet have documented the fact that Smith made at least one false prophecy per year from 1829 until the year of his death.56

This is easy to see in hindsight, but the Mormons of 1832 were full of rejoicing over a prophet who could produce such important predictions. Caught up in all this excitement was burly, youthful Brigham Young, who eagerly joined the inhabitants of Kirtland in beginning one of Joseph’s greatest projects—the building of the first Latter-day temple.

The next year some of this enthusiasm was channeled into helping out the Missouri Mormons, who, in one of the blackest pages of anti-Mormon history, were savagely treated and turned out of their homes in the dead of winter. There were reasons why people were so threatened by them, according to LDS writer Richard L. Bushman: “The Missourians believed that Mormons thought Joseph’s revelations put them beyond the law. Since the word of God outranked the law of the land, Mormons were suspected of breaking the law whenever the Prophet required it.”57

I agree with the non-LDS Missourians of that time that the LDS Church was (and is) built on false revelation, but the treatment the Mormons received cannot ever be justified. Of course the Ohio Mormons were enraged at the insensitivity of Missouri law officials, but Joseph Smith made one of the greatest mistakes of his life when he announced that the Lord had said that Zion (Jackson County, Missouri) could be regained by force.58

When he and his pitiful two-hundred-man force returned from Missouri, ravaged by cholera and discouraged, the best he could do was promise that Zion’s redemption lay still in the future. This Mormons sincerely believe today, confident that Jackson County, Missouri, will be the site of the New Jerusalem, where all the lost tribes of Israel59 will gather at some future date.

In 1833 Joseph Smith announced the famous health-law revelation, called the Word of Wisdom (Doctrine and Covenants, section 89). Undoubtedly this revelation was a natural outgrowth of the nineteenth-century temperance movement. Since, though, this was supposedly a divine commandment, one could expect complete obedience to it from men like Joseph Smith. Such, unfortunately, was not the case.

Mormons are taught that abstinence from tea, coffee, alcohol, and tobacco is essential for entrance into the celestial kingdom. If this is true, Joseph Smith must be a candidate for the terrestrial or telestial kingdom, because he repeatedly violated the Word of Wisdom. An examination of early church sources in the original editions compared to the corresponding modern-day versions shows that the references to the drinking habits of early Mormon leaders have been purged from the original records. In other words, a great cover-up has been effected.

This is hard to prove to Mormons unless they see with their own eyes the original documents, or photos of them, which of course aren’t usually available. In Jerald and Sandra Tanner’s book, Mormonism—Shadow or Reality? they say,


The Mormon leaders have made three important changes concerning the Word of Wisdom in Joseph Smith’s History of the Church…In one instance, Joseph Smith asked “Brother Markam” to get “a pipe and some tobacco” for the Apostle Willard Richards. These words have been replaced with the word “medicine” in recent editions of the History of the Church. At another time Joseph Smith related that he gave some of the “brethren” a “couple of dollars with directions to replenish” their supply of “whiskey.” In modern editions of the History of the Church, 23 words have been deleted from this reference to cover up the fact that Joseph Smith encouraged the “brethren” to disobey the Word of Wisdom. In the third instance, Joseph Smith frankly admitted that he had “drank a glass of beer at Moessers.” These words have been omitted in recent editions of History of the Church.60



Now, this is not to say that Joseph Smith was a drunkard. I don’t think anyone believes that. But the fact that he compromised on one of his own rules compromises him. Add to this evidence that for a short while he kept a well-stocked bar in his own home in Nauvoo (ostensibly for entertaining visitors from out of town) that he removed only when his wife threatened to move out of the house—does this look like a defender of truth and temperance?

Any Mormon who might “lose his testimony” of Joseph Smith after hearing of these things can find comfort in knowing that he is not the first to be so bitterly disappointed. A whole family once apostatized when Joseph Smith’s wife offered them tea and coffee while entertaining them at the Smith’s home.61

About this time, in the mid-1830s, Joseph began another, darker, secret practice—that of polygamy. His first plural wife was Fanny Alger, according to LDS writer Todd Compton. “Her marriage to him in Kirtland, Ohio, established a pattern that was repeated in Nauvoo, Illinois: Smith secretly marries a teenage servant or family friend living in his home, and his first wife Emma forces the young woman from the premises when she discovers the relationship.”62

JOSEPH THE TRANSLATOR, TEMPLE BUILDER, FINANCIER

Intoxicated by the slavish way that many of his followers adored him, Joseph was pushing the envelope in many different areas of his life. Probably Joseph’s intemperate use of alcohol and tobacco (he openly smoked cigars while in Nauvoo) are not as embarrassing to modern Mormons as his boasts of knowing many languages. On one occasion he quoted from seventeen different languages (not always accurately). At another time he claimed, “I know more than all the world put together” and went on to discuss the meaning of various Hebrew, Latin, German, and Greek versions of the Bible.63

Joseph Smith’s self-avowed abilities as a great linguist have been shown to be fraudulent by scholars studying the LDS scripture called the Pearl of Great Price. Joseph Smith supposedly “translated” a part of this book—the “Book of Abraham”—from some ancient Egyptian papyri. Until the late 1960s, his translations could not be challenged with certainty because the papyri were thought to have been destroyed in the great 1871 Chicago fire. But in 1967 the original papyri were rediscovered in a research room of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. They had been stored away and mostly forgotten for years.

The science of Egyptology has been greatly refined since 1835, and modern archaeological linguists (even the braver Mormon ones) agree that the writing on the scrolls has nothing whatsoever to do with Abraham, Moses, Joseph, or anything else even remotely Judaic or Christian. (The fact that this book contains the basis for the Mormons’ former anti-Negro policies is another source of friction that Mormons hoped would go away.) But with the “translation” of Joseph’s scrolls, the Mormons of 1835 rejoiced, happy that another new scripture had been given to them.

In 1836 the first LDS temple was officially dedicated. In an all-male gathering inside the temple, the ordinances of foot washing and anointing with oil were instituted. Joseph encouraged the many men present to prophesy, promising that the first one who would do so would be endued with the spirit of prophecy. Anxious to outdo each other, the men began to predict marvelous events of the future. This, it must be noted, occurred after a twenty-four-hour fast had been broken by drinking wine and eating bread. This could explain the “visions” some of the men saw, and their boldness in prophesying and cursing their enemies.

Part of the prosperity in Kirtland was due to Joseph’s ingenuous issuing of bank bills which paid everyone’s debts off, until it came to light that they weren’t backed by gold, silver, or anything of value. When local merchants refused to trade with the Mormon currency, the Mormons were incredulous. Many apostatized, including Warren Parrish, an apostle and bank officer, because they had been taught that this divinely inspired banking institution was incapable of financial failure. Joseph Smith resigned from the bank, claiming that the debacle of the “Kirtland Anti-Banking Society,” as the bank was called, was due not to its own faults but to the “age of darkness, speculation, and wickedness”64 in which it was operating.

The blame was largely put on the apostates such as Warren Parrish, who was accused of stealing $25,000—to which Fawn Brodie has pointed out, “If he took the sum it must have been in worthless bank notes, since that amount of specie in the vaults would have saved the bank, at least during Joseph’s term as cashier.”65

Joseph’s resignation from the bank didn’t keep his angered creditors from besieging him with warrants for his arrest. Even Parley P. Pratt, an apostle, threatened to sue him. But as other banks around the country began to fail during this time of general financial instability, the Mormons regained faith in their leader. He sent many on missions to England where they could forget their financial woes in the fervor of proselytizing. Joseph himself went on a short missionary journey to Canada, but was aghast when he returned to find the church split.

The three witnesses to the Book of Mormon—David Whitmer, Martin Harris, and Oliver Cowdery—along with many others had fallen in behind the leadership of a Shakerlike dancing prophetess, a young girl who used a seer stone to foretell the future. All three witnesses were severely rebuked, but Martin Harris was finally excommunicated when he refused to repent to Joseph’s satisfaction.

MISSOURI

Dissension continued, and finally Joseph Smith himself left Kirtland in the dead of night to escape two things: a warrant for his arrest for banking fraud, and the scores of men who took over the temple, Joseph’s pride and joy, and cursed his influence in Kirtland.

By the time Joseph reached Far West, Missouri, he had turned the financial and spiritual ruin in Kirtland into a sign of God’s providence in sending the cream of Mormonism to the promised land. If Joseph Smith thought he could leave all his problems behind in Ohio, he must have been sorely disappointed. Here in Missouri his woes were not only financial but political. Since most of his converts were Northerners opposed to slavery, Missouri was a tinderbox and they the insuppressible sparks.

Soon the Mormons’ basically neutral political position was undermined by the organization of the Church-sanctioned group called the Danites. Though Joseph Smith alternately denied and affirmed the existence of such a group, numerous testimonies exist describing the operations and purposes of this murderous clandestine organization. Though the names of this group changed, it had several distinguishing characteristics: the use of secret signs and passwords among members (both of which are strictly forbidden by the Book of Mormon), oaths to preserve the secret nature of the group, instructions to members to lie to protect and defend each other and to “waste away the Gentiles by robbing and plundering them of their property,”66 and the commitment to carrying out the aims of the Danite band without regard to personal feelings of conscience.

If this sounds like something the present-day Mormons should be ashamed of, it is! Many modern Mormons have never heard of the Danites, because most popular LDS writers either ignore their existence or soft-pedal their activities. But there are notable exceptions: Bushman’s book, the earlier The Story of the Latter-Day Saints by James B. Allen and Glen M. Leonard, and a book by William E. Berrett called The Restored Church. Not only did Berrett, for instance, have the courage to admit that the Danite organization did exist, he further asserted that “the organization had been for the purpose of plundering and murdering enemies of the Saints.”67

The most embarrassing fact about the Danite persecution was not their treatment (though deplorable) of non-Mormons, but their secondary duties: sacking of the homes of dissident Church members. Perhaps in an attempt to divert attention from the underground activities of the Danites, Joseph Smith tried unsuccessfully to reinstate the United Order among Church members. But they were suspicious after the recent financial problems in Kirtland, and the plan was modified into work-produce cooperatives. This, and the fervor exhibited by the cornerstone-laying ceremonies for the (never-completed) Far West temple frightened the Missouri natives, for Sidney Rigdon whipped a listening crowd into a frenzy with a speech that advocated “a war of extermination” between the Mormons and the Gentiles.

Just over a month later a fracas between a small group of Mormons and some Missourians over voting privileges on Election Day was amplified by word of mouth until half the county believed that there had been a full-scale battle. A warrant was issued for Joseph’s arrest, and though he was bound over on bond to avoid a showdown, it was the average Mormon who suffered. Non-Mormon businessmen, especially millers, refused to trade with them, and when flour ran out in Far West, there was no more to be had. Mobs of Missourians plundered Mormon property throughout the state, and the Danite band grew to include all healthy Mormon men. Now it was called “The Army of Israel.”

THE MORMON MOHAMMED

Joseph Smith likened himself to a Mohammed for that army, saying,


If the people will let us alone, we will preach the gospel in peace. But if they come on us to molest us, we will establish our religion by the sword. We will trample down our enemies and make it one gore of blood from the Rocky Mountains to the Atlantic Ocean. I will be to this generation a second Mohammed, whose motto in treating for peace was, “the Alcoran or the Sword.” So shall it eventually be with us—“Joseph Smith or the Sword!”68



For all the bloodiness of this speech, it still reflects the basic feelings of Joseph and his followers at this time. They wanted peace badly—but not at the expense of their homes, their personal safety, and their human dignity. And these things were exactly what the Missourians most wanted to take from them.

This, and prophecies made by the Mormon leaders regarding the invincibility of the Army of Israel, spurred the Missourians to the offensive. When they began to return like for like, many Mormons, including two apostles, left Far West.

The Missourians stepped up their plundering activities. News of actual and imaginary Mormon raids so alarmed the governor, Lilburn Boggs, that he issued his infamous “extermination order.” One of the results of this order was the massacre of eighteen Mormons, including a young boy, at an outlying settlement called Haun’s Mill. Secretly Joseph Smith sent word to the military leaders of Missouri that the Mormons wanted peace—at any cost. The price General Lucas demanded was high: a complete exodus from Missouri by all Mormons, after surrender of their arms and confiscation and sale of their property to pay “damages,” punitive and actual. The only ones excepted were the church leaders who were to stay in Missouri to stand trial for treason.

Far West was the scene of rapes, pillaging, starvation, and humiliation for the Mormons, who were forced to stay there under Missouri militia rule. Joseph Smith and others were imprisoned in the jail at Richmond. When they were arraigned, one of the star witnesses for the prosecution was an apostate who spilled the beans about his own involvement in the Danite activities.

Joseph and five others were indicted without bail and spent the next four months in Liberty Jail. While here, Joseph began canonizing the doctrine he then called “the patriarchal order of marriage,” or polygamy—a practice he had been engaged in for years.

Meanwhile the belongings of his people were auctioned off. Brigham Young, who had somehow escaped indictment, was the leader to whom the homeless Mormons turned for guidance. They left Missouri, crossing the Mississippi River into Illinois, where they were treated kindly by most people but exploited by the land speculators. Joseph was returned meanwhile to Daviess County, where, since no impartial jurymen could be found, he argued and won a change of venue into another, less prejudiced, county.

On the way, however, he bribed his guard and escaped with his fellow prisoners to the Mississippi River that marked his freedom. In Illinois, Joseph founded a city that he called Nauvoo. He said this name meant “beautiful plantation” (a word whose origins was in the dictionary a tutor used to teach Hebrew to this man who claimed he could translate other ancient languages through divine power alone). What most popular LDS histories do not record in recounting the virtues of Nauvoo is the brewery authorized by Joseph Smith, nor the bar he had in his own house, nor the short-lived Nauvoo whorehouse, nor the Masonic temple where Joseph himself “became a first-degree Mason on the night of the installation, and the next night rose to the sublime degree.”69 Though the Mormonism-Masonry connection was flatly denied when I was a Mormon, LDS scholars now not only acknowledge the connection but have written quite extensively on it in recent years.70

It is impossible to overestimate the power and influence of Joseph Smith in Nauvoo. What he wanted, he got—either by exercising his civic powers (he was mayor) or by revealing a “revelation,” as in the case of the “Lord” awarding Joseph’s family and posterity five rooms and free board in the town hotel.71 It is impossible, too, to overestimate the size of this man’s ego. A visitor to Nauvoo in 1843 characterized him as “the greatest egotist I ever met.”72 Supposedly to test his people’s faith, Joseph once preached a sermon and then rode through the streets of the city smoking a big cigar.73

Another element of Joseph’s character that often goes unmentioned or unknown by Mormons was his hot temper and physical violence.74 He was persuasive and vain, boasting to visitors of his intelligence and good looks. He persuaded many church leaders, among them Brigham Young, to leave their families practically destitute and go on missions to England. Success there was phenomenal, and many converts came to Nauvoo. Meanwhile Joseph reigned supreme and unrivaled in his beautiful city.

If reigned seems too presumptuous a word, it is substantiated by evidence that Joseph Smith actually had himself ordained a king, according to LDS author Klaus Hansen.75 Because this was kept very secret, even from most Mormons of that time, the non-Mormons who lived around Nauvoo were not alarmed by Joseph’s aspirations to royalty denied him by blood. The residents of Illinois did, however, resent the pious attitude reflected by town regulations forbidding swearing and vagrancy inside the Nauvoo town limits. The new Mormon temple there became a symbol of the “clannishness” and secretiveness they claimed was characteristic of the Mormons. In this temple, unspeakable (or at least unmentionable) rites were performed, strange garments worn, and terrible oaths of vengeance sworn.

Non-Mormons also chafed when the “Nauvoo Legion” of four thousand men was hastily chartered by an Illinois legislature anxious to corner the numerous Mormon votes before the coming election. What this charter gave the Mormons, as they saw it, was independence from Illinois law and great military power in its own right. Joseph Smith embraced the role of military leader with as much gusto as he wore his role of spiritual leader, and preferred the title of Lieutenant General (given to him by Illinois Governor Carlin) above even the title of president of the Church. He was proud of his snappy uniform and his troops, which represented to him a defense against his constant fear of extradition to Missouri. He even had a menacing personal bodyguard of twelve devoted and physically powerful men, most former Danites.

All of these things brought to the minds of the people of Illinois the troubles their neighbors in Missouri had experienced with the Mormons, and they waited uneasily as the Mormons grew in numbers, prosperity, and visible military strength. This feeling of uneasiness grew greater when it became common knowledge that Orrin Porter Rockwell, Joseph’s blindly faithful and immensely strong bodyguard companion, had been in Missouri at about the same time the hated Missouri official Boggs had been shot three times in the head. When Rockwell returned from what he admitted was a trip to Missouri, his pockets full of much more money than he’d had when he left Illinois, people began to remember a prophecy made by Joseph the year before. This prophecy stated that Boggs would die violently. Most assumed that Rockwell had merely expedited the prophecy, and he and Joseph Smith were served a writ of extradition from the governor of Missouri. Stalling for time, both Joseph and Rockwell escaped into hiding after they were released on a writ of habeas corpus.

Joseph feared the improbable conviction on charges of accessory to the attempted murder of Boggs (who miraculously recovered) not so much as he feared the atmosphere of rekindled hatred toward Mormons that he was sure he would find in Missouri after the Boggs shooting. Missouri wanted blood—and Joseph wanted to make sure they got none of his.

He was in hiding in and around Nauvoo for almost four months. During this time more and more stories and gossip surfaced about polygamy. For a long time Joseph had been angrily denying the recurrent rumors that Emma was not the only woman with whom he shared matrimonial vows and privileges.

Joseph Smith was always “a great favorite with the ladies.”76 He once said publicly that he had to “pray for grace” whenever he saw a pretty woman. But he had a reputation to protect, and he resolved the conflict between his rakish tendencies and the teachings of the Bible and the Book of Mormon on monogamy in the same way that had always worked before. He got a “revelation” permitting him and other faithful Mormon men to have as many wives as they pleased.

Many Mormons believe that though Joseph Smith believed in polygamy, he never practiced it. This attitude is the result of two things: first, their own ignorance of their history; and second, the LDS Church’s practice of just “not talking” about issues that would tend to confuse the average member—or cause him or her to think deeply. After all, the Church has had to reconcile Joseph’s statements about the vital necessity of polygamy with the Church’s modern abhorrence of the practice.

Joseph Smith had formulated the concept of a man’s privilege of having more than one wife here on earth, as well as in heaven, but it was a theory that had to be advanced slowly. He first tried it out on men he most trusted after he himself had tested the waters, so to speak. Eventually it became a kind of litmus test of loyalty to his leadership. By the time he died, he had at least twenty-seven wives (as documented by LDS Church historian Andrew Jenson) and perhaps as many as forty-eight (the number documented by Fawn Brodie).

LDS historian Todd Compton, in his book In Sacred Loneliness, provides biographies of thirty-three plural wives—not counting Emma. Eleven of those were aged fourteen to twenty. Says Compton,


The teenage representation is the largest, though the twenty-year and thirty-year groups are comparable, which contradicts the Mormon folk-wisdom that sees the beginnings of polygamy as an attempt to care for older, unattached women. These data suggest that sexual attraction was an important part of the motivation for Smith’s polygamy.77



Fully one-third of Smith’s wives were legally married to other men when he married them, which logically means of course that Smith also introduced polyandry.78

As a Mormon I regarded Emma with a mixture of respect and pity. I respected her because she was the Prophet’s beloved wife, and was witness to a glorious age in the restoration of the Gospel. The pity I felt for her, though, has greatly increased since I left Mormonism. She apparently was never really convinced in her heart of hearts concerning Joseph’s spiritual authority, and this must have caused her great emotional turmoil. (Or worse: Brigham Young, in the annual Conference address in October of 1866, claimed that Emma actually tried twice to poison her husband.)79

In section 25 of Doctrine and Covenants, Joseph exercised all the authority he could summon in the name of God to try to shake Emma into being the obedient, dutiful wife he needed. Apparently he never ceased to love her for her free and independent spirit. She, indeed, is to me the true martyr of the LDS religion—a woman torn between love for a marvelous and imaginative man and the haunting doubt that his inspiration was simply his own mind or something worse. Perhaps it was this love, and pride, that prevented her from exposing Joseph early in his career; for twenty-five years later, after his death, his legend would be one so great that even his wife could not discredit it.

Surely Emma Smith was one of the most patient women alive. (A good, recent biography of her is Mormon Enigma: Emma Hale Smith by Linda King Newell and Valeen Tippetts Avery.) When I was a Mormon I used to wonder what I would do if polygamy were reinstated as a commandment and I were asked to give my permission to my husband to take another wife. I was taught that a first wife’s permission was necessary, but history shows that Emma never knew about many of her husband’s other wives. The humiliation of giving permission for another wife (surely a symbol to her of Joseph’s view of her own inadequacy) was enough to encourage Joseph to keep many of his newer wives under cover. No pun intended—but it is a fact that some of Joseph’s plural wives claimed privately that they had consummated their marriages to him.80 One plural wife, Eliza R. Snow, who wrote the lyrics to some of Mormonism’s most famous hymns, reportedly miscarried Joseph’s child when she fell down a flight of stairs after having been beaten violently with a broom by Emma. Emma, it seems, had come upon Eliza and Joseph embracing in the hallway of the Smith home, and for once could not contain her rage.

This vignette alone should be enough to dispel the popular LDS myth that plural wives lived together amicably as sisters. Perhaps some did, but many experienced natural jealousies and rivalries.

At any rate, polygamy wasn’t very popular at all in its early years.81 Church leaders fought it, but soon succumbed to “reason” when they saw a young new wife could be justified—even commanded—by God’s laws. Gentiles found repugnant the fact that Joseph Smith had married women whose husbands were still living. If only they’d known the whole story—Joseph’s many wives ranged in age from fifteen to fifty-nine. He married five pairs of sisters, and one mother and daughter.82

Many of the marriages were performed before the release of the official “revelation” on polygamy, dated August 12, 1843. This revelation contained a threat that Emma (poor Emma) would be “destroyed” if she didn’t submit to the results of polygamy. (However, he had at least sixteen wives before Emma began giving her “approval” for polygamy.83 And, according to Emma’s biographers Linda King Newell and Valeen Tippetts Avery, “by late summer 1843, most of Emma’s friends had either married Joseph or had given their daughters to him.”84)

Meanwhile, Joseph excommunicated anyone else who taught or practiced polygamy without his express permission and approval.

In 1843 there occurred another incident most Mormons would rather forget. Joseph had been released in January of that year when, after the four months of hiding, he had given himself up to Illinois officials. The Missouri writ of extradition (regarding involvement in the Boggs shooting) he had so feared was declared in court to be invalid. Rockwell too was cleared after some months, though in later years he boasted of having shot Boggs. It was with an air of renewed confidence, then, that Joseph Smith faced the world in the spring of 1843. He was so confident of himself and his powers that when six inscribed metal plates were brought to him by men who had dug them out of the ground, he was reported to have said—


Monday, May, 1…I insert facsimiles of the six brass plates found near Kinderhook…I have translated a portion of them, and find they contain the history of the person with whom they were found. He was a descendant of Ham, through the loins of Pharaoh, king of Egypt, and that he received his kingdom from the Ruler of heaven and earth.85



Unfortunately for Joseph’s future reputation as a translator, one of the men who claimed to have “found” the plates also confessed to having helped “engrave” them with acid, using as a model for the hieroglyphics the characters on the lid of a Chinese tea box. He and some friends then “aged” the plates with rust, concocted the story of a dream revealing their whereabouts, and pretended to discover them in the presence of a Mormon elder.

The Mormon community was overjoyed at the prospect of a sequel to the Book of Mormon that would verify Apostle Pratt’s prophecy that more revelation would come from the ground as did the golden plates. When Joseph let it be published that he was working on a translation, the conspirators too were overjoyed at the prospect of a new “scripture” from their forged plates. But Joseph died before the translation apparently was finished. Since one of the plates is still in existence, though, modern scientists have inspected it and agreed: (1) Its composition and construction are compatible with the theory that they were forged in a blacksmith’s shop of the Midwest in the 1840s, (2) the inscriptions could indeed have been made with acid, and finally (3) the inscription is in the Lo language of China. All of this agrees with the men’s story of forging, aging, and inscribing the plates with symbols from a Chinese box.

So what do the “Kinderhook Plates” (which I never heard of while a Mormon) prove about Joseph Smith? No one said it better than Charles Shook, who put it succinctly: “Only a bogus prophet translates bogus plates.”86

MORE LEGAL PROBLEMS

John Cook Bennett, who in his apostasy had developed a hatred for Joseph Smith that bordered on rabidness, pressured Missouri Governor Reynolds in June of 1843 to try once more to extradite Joseph to Missouri, where he could be tried on the old treason charge. A Missouri posse ambushed and kidnapped Joseph and took him to Dixon, Illinois. On the way to Quincy, they were joined by a 140-man armed escort from the Nauvoo Legion, who feared a second kidnapping. Instead of going to Quincy, they rode on into Nauvoo, where Joseph won his freedom by claiming that he was not the Joseph Smith Jr. named in the Missouri writ, but Joseph Smith Sr. (This was at best a half-truth, as both his son and his father were named Joseph Smith; therefore he was both Sr. and Jr.) He also denied having committed treason, or ever having been a fugitive from justice (both of which denials depend for their truthfulness on how he defined “treason” and “justice”), and claimed that his Nauvoo court had the right to issue a writ of habeas corpus (a legally untenable provision of the city’s special charter).

He was aided in his legal battle for his life by Cyrus Walker, the influential head of the Illinois Whig Party, to whom he pledged his vote and that of his people in the upcoming election. Joseph won his case, but infuriated the Whigs by indirectly endorsing Walker’s Democratic opponent a few days before the election. Hyrum Smith, Joseph’s brother (who had been promised a seat in the state legislature if the Mormons voted as Democrats), conveniently received a “revelation” telling the Mormons to vote Democratic, and publicized his revelation widely. Torn between conflicting loyalties, Joseph proved the old adage about the thickness of blood over water. After the election, the defeated Whigs thirsted for Joseph’s traitorous blood.

Joseph saw as a solution to this dilemma the endowment of Nauvoo with legal rights that ignored the laws of the state and county in which it lay. Thus he could make and enforce laws without interference from civic officials. He wanted Nauvoo to be declared an independent federal territory whose mayor (himself) could call out troops (the Nauvoo Legion) whenever he saw fit (such as when he thought a writ of extradition was about to be served on him). The most flagrant of his proposed laws called for life imprisonment in the Nauvoo jail for anyone who entered the town bearing a writ for the old treason charge. The criminal’s only recourse for mercy? A pardon from Joseph himself.

For Joseph, being commander-in-chief of the powerful Nauvoo Legion was not enough. Being mayor of a city or the governor of the federal territory of Nauvoo was not enough. Being prophet, seer, and revelator was not enough. Being “king of God’s kingdom on earth” was not enough. Joseph Smith wanted to be president of the United States of America.

In truth, I don’t think he ever really expected to win the 1844 national election. But like many one-cause-oriented candidates of today’s politics, he knew that the publicity he would receive from just entering the race would focus national attention on his cause. And he knew well from his experience in state politics (however unwisely he had gained that experience) that a bloc of voters as large as the Mormons could well decide an election and make their good graces a commodity to be desired by other candidates.

The “theodemocracy” he advocated was not really that, for in its ultimate state it would have been a one-party system. As Mormons would say, “the right party,” meaning the Mormon party. Joseph also advocated abolition of slavery, annexation of Texas, and drastic penal reform.

While Joseph was riding the crest of a wave of confidence that seemed would never break on the shores of reality, some of his closest counselors and friends stood on the sand watching bitterly. Some he had alienated by approaching their wives, trying to fatten his polygamous harem. Others he had denounced publicly for crimes of which they felt themselves innocent. Still others were disgusted by Joseph’s use of Church money to buy property that he sold at a profit to new converts, while the workers on the Nauvoo temple were ill-fed and lived in shacks. Some still believed in the doctrines of early Mormonism, but felt that Joseph had fallen from the favor of God by abusing his authority.

Some of these men brought suit against Joseph for slander, false swearing, adultery, and polygamy. Their charges were countered by claims in the Nauvoo Mormon newspapers that the accusers were sexual profligates who had seduced many innocent women. In May Joseph himself denied publicly that he had ever had more than one wife. This may have satisfied those who were ignorant of his scores of wives, but what soul searching it must have caused those who knew the truth, and heard such a monstrous lie coming from the lips of God’s mouthpiece!

But the press begun by the Mormon dissidents, The Nauvoo Expositor, printed details of the involvement of high Church officials with polygamy. To spare humiliation to the “spiritual wives,” many of whom had been bullied, seduced, or tricked into accepting their polygamous unions, The Nauvoo Expositor mentioned no names. But the readers of the newspaper recognized in its stories the situations of many friends and loved ones. They were torn with mistrust of the prophet’s vehement denials of the existence of polygamy and the extent to which it was practiced.

Joseph’s solution to this challenge to his authority was simple. The staff members of the Nauvoo Expositor were “tried” without judge, jury, or witness for their own defense, accused by members of the city council, and declared to be operating a public nuisance. Part of the Nauvoo Legion was dispatched to destroy the presses and all existing copies of the publication, and in its smoking ruins Joseph thought he saw a return to peace in Nauvoo.

When news reached the shocked outside world, though, the flame of Joseph’s life flickered on a shrinking wick. Perhaps Joseph realized it, for more and more of his public statements and prophecies referred to his imminent death.

The people of Illinois were aghast to learn of the destruction of the Expositor press. Some local militia from surrounding towns were ready to attack Nauvoo at a moment’s notice, but to prevent mob invasion Governor Ford ordered Joseph and his co-conspirators to appear in Carthage, Illinois, for trial. Joseph and his brother Hyrum, along with Willard Richards and Orrin Porter Rockwell, escaped into Iowa Territory across the flood-swollen Mississippi River.

The leaderless Mormon people, under imminent attack from all sides, felt betrayed by Joseph’s flight. Word was sent to the fugitives, imploring them to return. Joseph, upon hearing the urgent message, was shamed into action, saying, “If my life is of no value to my friends, it is of no value to myself.” He and the others returned to Nauvoo, where Joseph prepared his legal defense, and then rode on into Carthage. He and Hyrum were jailed on charges of rioting and put into the two-story Carthage jail. Joseph sent for the Nauvoo Legion with a message that entreated them to break him out of the jail, for he feared for his life.

Time ran out for Joseph and Hyrum and their two visitors, Willard Richards and John Taylor. As they sat sipping wine, a commotion outside made them jump for their two smuggled guns. When the door was breached, they fired back—hardly the defenseless sacrificial lambs described to me when I was a Mormon. When the smoke cleared, Taylor was slightly wounded, and Richards untouched. Joseph and Hyrum were shot dead by the mob.

In the final analysis, the Smith brothers didn’t die as victims of religious persecution. According to author Robert V. Remini, Smith’s standing army of five thousand heavily armed men, his posturing as the head not just of a religious group but of a separate nation, and the “last straw” of his desires to run for the presidency of the United States were too much for his neighbors. “His murder,” said Remini, in his biography of Smith, “was a political act of assassination.”87

Those who hoped Mormonism would die with Joseph were disappointed. Had his desire that his son succeed him been realized, perhaps Mormonism would not be so powerful today. That son, Joseph Smith III, and his mother, Emma, eventually allied themselves with a dissident group that renounced the doctrine of plural marriage and others of Joseph’s teachings, saying that these were perversions of truth, and that Joseph Smith had “fallen” in his later years.

What Mormonism did need, and got, was the strong leadership of a man like Brigham Young. Mormons are taught that he was a gruff, plainspoken man. What they fail to appreciate is how power affected that man. The triumph of leading his people in the trek across the American Plains never wore off. When he arrived in Utah, he became a despot who controlled with a grasping hand the economy, religion, and morals of the people of the Salt Lake Valley. His legendary scores of wives, his excesses of rage, his amazing (and now repudiated) teachings on blood atonement and the identification of Adam as God—all are unknown or unnoticed by most Mormons of today who admire in him the ideal of work and fortitude.

Perhaps the LDS people, for survival as a people, needed a prophet like that. Perhaps they needed a Joseph Smith.

But a Christian needs only Christ.





Chapter 4
THE BOOK OF MORMON: “THE MOST CORRECT OF ANY BOOK”?


I told the brethren that the Book of Mormon was the most correct of any book on earth, and the keystone of our religion, and a man would get nearer to God by abiding by its precepts, than by any other book.

—Joseph Smith1



One purpose of the LDS missionary lessons is to convince a prospect that God did not protect his church after the death of the last apostle, and that he did not protect his Word, the Bible. The devaluation of Holy Writ is accomplished in two ways. First, Mormons point to works by Hebrew writers, such as the “Book of the Wars of Israel” and the “Book of the Covenant” mentioned by Moses, the “Book of Jasher” mentioned by Joshua, the “Book of the Acts of Solomon” mentioned in First Kings, the “Book of Jehu” and “Acts of Uzziah” by Isaiah, the “Sayings of the Seers,” and other “lost” books we might title “Third Corinthians,” “Second Ephesians,” and the “Epistle to the Laodiceans” referred to in the New Testament. Mormons say, “See—these books are missing from the Bible. It is incomplete and thus unreliable.”

Bible students, however, know that many obviously uninspired literary works are likewise mentioned in the Bible. In the New Testament, for instance, the apostle Paul quoted from pagan Greek writers (Acts 17:28; Titus 1:12). No one, including LDS apologists, would assert that the complete works from which these quotations were taken should be regarded by us as Scripture, nor that the Bible is incomplete without those complete works.

An argument citing the “incompleteness” of the Bible is indeed a weak crutch upon which to lean the plea for the necessity of “more scripture.” If these “missing” books of the Bible were necessary for our salvation, why didn’t Mormonism just restore them? This same argument equating “incompleteness” with invalidity must hold true also for Mormons when they consider that the writings of characters like Zenos, Zenock, Neum, and Ezias are all mentioned in the Book of Mormon.2 What must they assume, knowing that these works don’t appear there (or anywhere else), except in partial form or passing reference?

Of course, we know that the works mentioned in the Bible which do not appear there in their completeness are not necessary for our salvation. John 20:30–31 clearly tells the believer that not every detail regarding the life of Christ was written down by his gospel biographers. (Perhaps an important part of divine inspiration was selectivity!) At any rate, this scripture passage teaches us that what was written was for the express purpose of saving our souls. Dare we ask more of a generous God?

The Mormons do so dare. They claim that not only are there parts of the Bible missing which are mentioned in Holy Scripture, but that many “plain and precious parts” were edited out of the Bible we have.3 In a notebook given to me for use in a seminary class, there was a page that was intended to teach the young LDS student exactly how these “plain and precious parts” found their way out of the Bible. On this page was a drawing of a medieval-era priest, brows knit together and smirking wickedly, who was furtively scratching out lines written on a scroll. This was intended to show how wicked monks just blotted out the parts of the Bible with which they did not agree.

Now, anyone who has ever studied about Bible manuscripts knows that those manuscripts that are now in existence, from the earliest to the later ones, are a striking testimony to the divine protection of God over his holy records. Over one hundred years ago R. A. Torrey noted,


We now possess so many good copies [of the Bible] that by comparing one with another we can tell with great precision just what the original text was. Indeed, for all practical purposes the original text is now settled. There is not one important doctrine that hangs upon any doubtful reading of the text.4



It is interesting to note that Torrey penned these words almost fifty years before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, which substantiated everything Christians had been saying all along about the reliability of our copies of Old Testament Scriptures, at least. In addition, F. F. Bruce, in his classic book New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? noted that we have over five thousand Greek manuscripts containing part or all of the New Testament. We have some manuscripts that are only removed in time a few years from their inspired authors. The older the manuscripts discovered, the narrower the time period in which such falsification claimed by Mormons would have to have happened. Perhaps someday Christians will be blessed with the discovery of part of a Bible manuscript contemporaneous with its author; and faith tells us that it will not differ substantially, if indeed at all, from the Bible versions we read today.

THE RESTORATION OF THE “PLAIN AND PRECIOUS” GOSPEL

A claim made proudly by Mormons is that they practice Christianity in its pure first-century form.5 However, LDS doctrine of the past and present has commanded polygamy, “endowment” temple rites, the potential for humans to become gods, and other strange doctrines. Since these are the “extras” we don’t find in traditional Christianity, we can only assume that these are included in the “plain and precious parts” the Book of Mormon needed to restore. But why is there no mention of such things being both advocated and practiced by early Christians,6 even in the writings of secular historians who surely would have noted such deviations from the Jewish norm?

Even more to the point, does the Book of Mormon itself restore—or even mention—any of these doctrines? In fact, the theology of the Book of Mormon isn’t Mormon—at least, not twenty-first century Mormonism. Latter-day Saints quote Doctrine and Covenants 20:9, 42:12, and 135:3, which claim that the Book of Mormon has “the fullness” of the everlasting gospel. But as ex-Mormon writer Bob Witte has pointed out, most of the elements that make modern Mormonism distinctive aren’t in that book. In addition to temple worship, plural marriage, and the Negro-priesthood issue, Witte notes that the Book of Mormon also does not teach the following recently advocated LDS doctrines:


	God has a body of flesh and bones

	God is an exalted man

	God is a product of eternal progression

	There is a plurality of gods (polytheism)

	Men may become gods

	The Trinity consists of three separate Gods

	There is no eternal hell and punishment

	“Intelligences”7 are eternal

	The preexistence of humans as spirits

	Marriage for eternity

	Three degrees of glory8

	A Mother in heaven

	A New Testament-era “Melchizidek Priesthood” with the offices and functions of elder, high priest, seventy, patriarch, and apostle

	A New Testament-era “Aaronic priesthood” with the offices and functions of deacon, teacher, priest, and bishop

	The functions and offices of evangelists, bishoprics, stake presidencies, apostles, a first presidency, and president of the Church

	Baptism for the dead and “second-chance salvation”9



Authors Gruss and Thuet add to this list the requirements for LDS exaltation (that is, entrance into the Celestial Kingdom) that aren’t commanded in the Book of Mormon: LDS baptism and confirmation, paying of tithes, priesthood ordinances, and eternal polygamy, among other doctrines.10

This matter of “plain and precious parts,” that the Book of Mormon supposedly restored, has puzzled Christians since 1830. A kind way to put it is to say that it is certainly no easier to understand than the Bible. Nor does it explain in any greater detail any biblical tenet. Though the Book of Mormon does go off on tangents like Christ’s visit to the Americas and Lehi’s vision of the world, these and other stories don’t explain—or make plainer—any ideas found in the Bible. In fact, in many cases they are barefaced contradictions of the Bible.

The Bible-believing Christian does not have to search the Scriptures for long to effectively refute the claim that our Bible is incomplete. First Peter 1:25 says that the word of the Lord—the gospel—will endure forever. Second Timothy 3:16–17 says that the Bible (“all Scripture”) will completely equip the man of God. Contrast this to 2 Nephi 29:3–6, which bluntly asserts that only a “fool” would accept the Bible as God’s only Scripture. So the supplement offered by Mormonism is their Book of Mormon.

Joseph Fielding Smith, president of the LDS Church from 1970 to 1972 and one of its most prolific modern-day theologians, said that there are many as yet unexplained principles relating to the Celestial Kingdom and to exaltation, but that “the Lord has revealed in the Book of Mormon all that is needful to direct people who are willing to hearken to its precepts to a fullness of the blessings of the Kingdom of God.”11 If this be true, that the Book of Mormon can guide people to salvation where no other book could, then we could certainly expect its predecessor, the Bible—though seen by Latter-day Saints as incomplete—to point us toward such an essential scripture. In support of this theory we are offered many passages from the Bible that supposedly herald the advent of Mormonism.

It must be noted parenthetically here that those scripture references which will follow are taken from the King James Version of the Bible,12 which Mormons claim is the most correct one (aside from the standard German translation which Joseph Smith lauded as a nearly perfect rendering of God’s Word).13 Anyone who reads the Book of Mormon’s often bumbling attempts at imitating seventeenth-century English, however, would be hard pressed to understand why Mormons are so anxious to constantly invite such a comparison.

WRESTING OF BIBLE SCRIPTURES

One of the first Bible Scriptures with which every LDS student becomes familiar is found in Ezekiel 37:15–20.


The word of the Lord came again unto me, saying, Moreover, thou son of man, take thee one stick, and write upon it, For Judah, and for the children of Israel his companions: then take another stick, and write upon it, For Joseph, the stick of Ephraim, and for all the house of Israel his companions: And join them one to another into one stick; and they shall become one in thine hand. And when the children of thy people shall speak unto thee, saying, Wilt thou not shew us what thou meanest by these? Say unto them, Thus saith the Lord God; Behold, I will take the stick of Joseph, which is in the hand of Ephraim, and the tribes of Israel his fellows, and will put them with him, even with the stick of Judah, and make them one stick, and they shall be one in mine hand. And the sticks whereon thou writest shall be in thine hand before their eyes.



The late LDS apologist Dr. Hugh Nibley put forth the standard Mormon explanation that the “stick of Judah” here mentioned is the Bible, because it was written by Judah’s descendants, the Jews; and that the “stick of Ephraim” is the Book of Mormon, written by the Nephites, who were supposedly descended from Ephraim. Everyone knows, say the Mormons, that old-time scrolls were rolled up on sticks, and from this the conclusion is drawn that the Ezekiel passage refers to two books of scripture that would be of equal importance and united in purpose in the hand of the Lord.14

There are several serious flaws in this interpretation of this section of Ezekiel’s writings. First of all, the Hebrew word for “stick” used here is found in other places in the Bible (Num. 15:32; 1 Kings 17:10; 2 Kings 6:6), but in every instance where it is used, it means a piece of wood. Another, different word is used in the Bible for the word scroll. I think that if God had meant scroll in Ezekiel 37, he would have said it.

Even if the word stick were meant to signify a scroll, we are left with a dilemma: It is true that the Bible was recorded on scrolls, but what about the supposed source of the Book of Mormon—its fabled golden plates?

Any serious Bible student would agree that Ezekiel himself (“thou son of man”) was told to inscribe the two sticks. Always in Ezekiel’s prophecy the phrase “son of man” (used ninety-one times) refers specifically to the man Ezekiel. Thus if the prophet Ezekiel was to write on these two sticks, we can either accept the fact that he was told to inscribe a few words on two pieces of wood, or follow the LDS argument to its logical conclusion: Ezekiel must have written both the Bible and the Book of Mormon.

Finally, God himself gave the interpretation of the meaning of the two sticks in verses 18 through 23: the unification of people, not records.

The second Scripture used by Mormons to show a biblical foreshadowing of the coming of the Book of Mormon is found in Isaiah 29:1–4.


Woe to Ariel, to Ariel, the city where David dwelt! add ye year to year; let them kill sacrifices. Yet I will distress Ariel, and there shall be heaviness and sorrow: and it shall be unto me as Ariel. And I will camp against thee round about, and will lay siege against thee with a mount, and I will raise forts against thee. And thou shalt be brought down, and shalt speak out of the ground, and thy speech shall be low out of the dust, and thy voice shall be, as of one that hath a familiar spirit, out of the ground, and thy speech shall whisper out of the dust.



Mormons say that the voice from the dust with a familiar spirit is the Book of Mormon which was buried in the ground and which contained some of the teachings of the old Jewish prophets such as Isaiah.15 With this interpretation Mormons have violated one of the most valuable principles of responsible Bible study: They have taken the idea of “voices from the dust with a familiar spirit” entirely out of context.

The careful reader will note that Ariel, or Jerusalem, is in this passage rebuked for its spiritual debauchery, which is exemplified by her intimacy with “familiar spirits”—or the practice of the black arts. The Hebrew word used here for “familiar spirit”—ob—means demon. In other words, the Jews were practicing witchcraft. Do the Mormons really want to use these verses to support their own scriptures?16

Mormons also use 2 Corinthians 13:1 to show the necessity for scripture such as the Book of Mormon. The latter part of this verse states, “In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every word be established.” The Bible, say the Mormons, is only one witness and alone it is unsubstantiated without the corroboration of another book. However, if I regarded the Bible as fallible and thus imperfect, I wouldn’t think that another book of scripture could corroborate it—you can’t build successfully upon a faulty foundation! Our gracious and generous God has already given us two witnesses, the Old and the New Testaments (actually a total of sixty-six literary witnesses), and added to these the confirming witness of the Holy Ghost (Heb. 10:15).

LDS missionaries often combine two Scriptures, one from the gospel of John and one from the gospel of Matthew, to raise questions in the mind of a Christian.


And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd. (John 10:16)

But he answered and said, I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel. (Matt. 15:24)



If, Mormons say, Jesus was to go to other sheep, and if the other sheep were only of the house of Israel, then the other sheep must be displaced Jews—displaced in, say, America. They assert that the other sheep could not possibly be Gentiles because of what Matthew 15:24 says. Again, this is a problem caused by taking Scripture out of context. (When we read the entire “lost sheep” passage in Matthew 15:21–28, we find that at least one time Jesus did indeed minister to a non-Jew who heard his voice. But this is only a peripheral issue. What is important is that Christians of today are certainly Christ’s sheep, though many have no traceable Jewish heritage. Christ promised to bring us, which (praise his name) he has done—not to visit us as the Mormons claim he did to the Nephites; not to watch us receive the Holy Spirit in his presence (compare John 16:7 to 3 Nephi 19:20–22); and certainly not to endorse a gospel so foreign to his own!

PRODUCING THE BOOK OF MORMON

One such matter that is very hard for the non-Mormon to understand is the process of translation used in the production of the Book of Mormon. Accounts from eyewitnesses vary greatly, but according to Joseph Smith (who, if anyone, should have known), much of the translation was accomplished with the aid of the Urim and Thummim. Just what these were is a mystery to Mormon and non-Mormon alike. They were mentioned in Exodus 28:30, Leviticus 8:8, Numbers 27:21, Deuteronomy 33:8, and 1 Samuel 28:6; and from these references we infer that they were treasured objects used by the high priest to inquire of the Lord. According to Joseph Smith, God prepared them for the express purpose of translating the gold plates, and they were used also by the Nephite prophet Mosiah17 and subsequently buried with the gold plates.

(One might wonder how they got from the possession of the Jewish high priest into the hands of the Nephites. Supposedly God gave them to the Jaredite party before they left the Old World at the time of the building of the Tower of Babel, and they brought them to the Americas, according to LDS writers Reynolds and Sjodahl.18 This argument breaks down because of 1 Samuel’s mention of the Urim’s existence during the reign of King Saul.)

As described by Joseph, the Urim and Thummim were two stones fastened in silver bows and attached to a breastplate.19 One early Mormon drawing of them suggests that they were mounted on the breastplate to form spectacles for the wearer. In spite of such a marvelous tool for translation, even modern editions of the Book of Mormon show evidence of where Joseph “slipped” in dictating and had to backtrack. Consider the following:


Now behold, the people who were in the land Bountiful, or rather Moroni, feared that they would hearken to the words of Morianton and unite with his people, and thus he would obtain possession of those parts of the land, which would lay a foundation for serious consequences among the people of Nephi, yea, which consequences would lead to the overthrow of their liberty [italics mine]. (Alma 50:32; see also Alma 24:19; Mosiah 7:8; Helaman 3:33)



Mormons explain that such errors existed before the translation—they were on the plates themselves when the Nephite writers etched them into the metal; and because of the time and trouble involved in scratching out mistakes, the Nephite prophets just corrected their mistakes as they went along. But behind this careful backtracking to correct obvious mistakes, I see not the efforts of a prophet to preserve a record from error, but the efforts of a deceiver to protect himself from exposure.

This point of criticism is mild compared to the self-evident grammatical errors of the Book of Mormon’s first edition. Jerald and Sandra Tanner have compiled in Mormonism—Shadow or Reality? an astounding list of grammatical errors of early editions of the Book of Mormon. Some examples of the later-corrected grammar of the 1830 edition include its use of “wrecked” for racked (as with pain), “was” for were, “is” for are, “much” for many, “had not” for ought not, “arrest” for wrest, “arriven” for arrived, “wrote” for written, “done” for did, “exceeding fraid” for exceedingly afraid, “began” for begun, “took” for taken, “gave” for given, “no” for any, and many other errors involving double negatives. Mormons try to brush off criticisms of the first edition of the Book of Mormon by saying that the translation was not as automatic as some early church leaders described it (i.e., the mechanical writing), or that many of these errors were due to scribes’ incorrect hearing of what Smith dictated. At least this new explanation absolves God of having the bad grammar! But saying that Joseph Smith just used his own manner of speaking leads one to the logical conclusion that Joseph Smith spoke in a kind of Elizabethan English—surely a strange dialect for a nineteenth-century New Englander!

Then too the Book of Mormon (and any reader of it) is cursed with the clumsy, repetitive phrase “it came to pass” that appears hundreds of times in the book, on almost every page. (When the Book of Mormon was translated into German, those lucky people were spared having to read and reread that phrase, because it is not translatable into their tongue. Therefore, in every German edition of the Book of Mormon, this phrase was replaced by closed brackets, [ ], and an explanatory note on the first page of the text; all of which makes the reading of the book in German a whole lot smoother.)

Recent LDS apologists’ efforts are focused on pointing out linguistic features that they say are distinctly Hebraic and whose presence therefore in the Book of Mormon would validate the Hebraic origins of its Nephite authors.20 Such features include poetic forms and chiasmus.21 However, such features would be logical to—and perhaps even subconsciously inherent to—a writer like Joseph Smith, who was trying to write a “Hebrew” book. Furthermore these features and others appear all over books like Solomon Spaulding’s Manuscript Story,22 a book contemporaneous to Smith and which many people believe was one of the primary sources that Joseph Smith consulted in writing the Book of Mormon.23

DOES CHIASMUS VERIFY THE BOOK OF MORMON?

I remember the day that a fellow student at BYU told me he had some exciting news. “We finally have proof that the Book of Mormon is an ancient book,” he told me, and began to tell me about a literary structure, a feature of Hebrew poetry in the Bible. The last great hope of saving the Book of Mormon was a language device hidden deep within its sentence structures, something Joseph Smith couldn’t have known about, he said.

The language structure of which he spoke is chiasmus. Basically it is three or more successive word groups, a “pivotal” phrase or word, and then the first three are repeated in reverse order: as in ABCDCBA. A contemporary example might be:


My cat,

awesome in power,

chased down the mouse;

he killed it.

The mouse lost the race,

because of the speed of his pursuer,

my beloved feline.



Biblical scholars document this structure—which is often much looser and not nearly so symmetrically balanced as my pedantic example—throughout poetic books of Scripture.

It is true that this structure can be found in the Book of Mormon. Does this prove that it is an ancient Hebrew document like the Bible? Perhaps not. Consider that chiasmus is also found in the Doctrine and Covenants24 (which makes no claim to antiquity), in the Koran,25 and reportedly in Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures, the handbook of Christian Scientists. Knowing that, I have come to two conclusions. First, apparently there is something satisfying about chiasmus, and perhaps it is even inherent in many of the world’s language patterns. Second, anyone familiar with the Holy Bible can imitate that structure as loosely as it is seen in the Book of Mormon. If you have heard the “Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch” speech in the movie Monty Python and the Holy Grail (I recently realized with delight), you have heard chiasmus as pseudo-scripture.

REFORMED EGYPTIAN

Also questionable is the form of Egyptian some Mormons say was utilized on the gold plates. Even LDS writer Hugh Nibley admitted that demotic (the form of ancient Egyptian he theorized was used by Nephi) was one of the most unwieldy and impractical systems of writing in history. If we look at the America of Joseph Smith’s day, however, it is easier to understand why he claimed that the plates were inscribed in a type of Egyptian. In the early nineteenth century, the entire United States was caught up in an antiquities craze. Joseph Smith merely cashed in on this and at the same time gambled on the likelihood that Egyptian would never be deciphered. Indeed, were it not for the discovery and translation of the Rosetta Stone, Joseph Smith might to this day have gotten away with more of his claims for the Book of Mormon and the Book of Abraham in the Pearl of Great Price.

Some LDS experts say that the original plates written by Nephi (the earliest Book of Mormon writer), as well as the brass plates of Old Testament scripture brought from Jerusalem, were in pure Egyptian; but by the time that Moroni, the compiler of the book, wrote one thousand years later, the language had been altered to “reformed Egyptian.”26 One LDS apologist, Sidney P. Sperry, claimed that Nephi wrote Hebrew characters (the “learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians,” as described in 1 Nephi 1:2), which he compares to writing English in Gregg shorthand.27 Aside from the obvious flaw in this comparison that ignores the fact that Gregg shorthand was invented specifically for writing English, a devout Jew such as Nephi should have been horrified at writing Scripture only in a foreign tongue. To the Jew, the Hebrew language is sacred, and recording its sole official copy in the pagan Egyptian language would be an unthinkable sacrilege.

Again, the claim of Joseph Smith that Professor Anthon had endorsed Smith’s translation of the reformed Egyptian is shown to be a false one: If only the Nephites (and Joseph Smith) could read this special form of Egyptian, that leaves out Anthon as an authority either way.

Whatever the languages of the ancient Americans about whom Joseph Smith wrote, it can be safely assumed that they knew no Greek. But Greek words and names are used in the Book of Mormon: Alpha and Omega (3 Nephi 9:18), the Greek name Timothy (3 Nephi 19:4), and the New Testament version of the name Jonah, which is the Greek Jonas (3 Nephi 19:4). This is despite the blanket statement of the LDS Church that no Greek words appear in the Book of Mormon.28

Although some names are thus of Greek origin, others are lifted from the King James Version with spelling idiosyncrasies intact, some are a hodgepodge of miscellaneous Hebrew syllables, and many others have solely Indo-Aryan roots that cannot be justified as coming from an ancient Jewish culture. Many other names unfamiliar to non-Mormons which are found in the Book of Mormon can be formed by combining parts of Bible or Apocrypha names (for example, Sariah is a combination of Sarah and Saria, both Bible names); or by altering such names slightly by simple means such as the transposition of letters. Joseph Smith’s personal Bible contained an Apocrypha and a list of all the names of the Bible alphabetically arranged.29 Give me the same materials, and I guarantee you that I or almost anyone else could come up with 180 “new” names like those found in the Book of Mormon.30

THE HISTORY OF THE ANCIENT AMERICAS

Dr. Ross T. Christianson of Brigham Young University, in speaking of the Book of Mormon, once made the statement that “if the book’s history is fallacious, its doctrine cannot be genuine.”31 Taking up that challenge, let us consider: Just what is the story told by the Book of Mormon?

It ambitiously covers a time period of some 2,600 years—from about 2200 BC to AD 421. Much time is spent in recounting events in the lives of the heroes of the book, perhaps to keep the reader from noticing the introduction of strange doctrinal material along the way. For instance, the detailed accounts of Lehi and Nephi sugarcoat the idea of Adam’s “fall upward,” and the story of the great faith of the brother of Jared is to prepare us for the idea that someone could see and talk to God, literally face-to-face.

The Book of Mormon skims over vast years of history in little books like those of Jarom and Omni, using the “smallness of the plates” (Jarom v. 14) and the wickedness of the record keepers as an excuse, but quotes extensively from Isaiah. It drags the reader through rivers of blood recounting battles and wars, recording details that interest no one but Mormonism’s critics, then plays catch-up in the final book of Moroni—filling in the reader on the divine truth about infant baptism, the sacrament (what Christians refer to as the Lord’s Supper or Communion), and other doctrinal matters all squeezed compactly into a few short chapters.32

Basically the book follows the histories of three groups of people who migrated from the Holy Land to the Americas. The first group to migrate was the Jaredites, who were named after their leader, Jared. As recorded in the Book of Mormon in the book of Ether, they left the Old World about the time of the Tower of Babel, escaping the confusion of tongues and thus, according to Joseph Fielding Smith, they spoke and wrote the pure Adamic language of God.33 Jared’s brother, who was identified in later “revelation” as having the name Mahonri Moriancumer, was a man so full of faith that the premortal Jesus was unable to prevent him from seeing his physical body in its entirety.34 God instructed the Jaredites in how to build eight small, light, airtight, seaworthy vessels in which to cross the Atlantic to the New World. About fifty Jaredites made the journey in the eight boats in 344 days. Also on board these boats were a divine source of light, a food supply, flocks, herds, fowl, fish (and, we would assume, a food supply for the beasts), bees, seeds, tools, and personal possessions.35 Then they established themselves and anointed a king who reigned righteously, but soon wars and contentions broke out among the people. As in the Bible, the people went through cycles of righteousness and peace, then apostasy and “secret combinations.”36 A great prophet named Ether arose in the Jaredite nation’s blackest period, predicting the coming of Christ and the fall of the Jaredite people if they did not repent. A great battle between the righteous and unrighteous factions ensued at the Hill Cumorah, and all of the more than two million people of the Jaredite nation were destroyed except Ether (whose fate is unknown) and a warrior named Coriantumr.

The least significant migration to the Americas occurred much later—at about the time of the Babylonian captivity (c. 589 BC), when Mulek, the son37 of Zedekiah king of Judah, came over with another group of refugees. These Mulekites or “people of Zarahemla” brought with them none of the sacred Scriptures of the Jewish faith, and thus their descendants soon fell into apostasy and moral decay—even their language became corrupted. In about 189 BC they discovered the aforementioned Coriantumr, who lived with them about nine months and left with them a written account of the history of his now-extinct people, the Jaredites.

By far the most important migration to America recorded by the Book of Mormon occurred in about 600 BC when a holy man of Jerusalem, Lehi by name, took his wife (Sariah—one of only three women mentioned by name in the Book of Mormon), his daughters, and his sons (Laman, Lemuel, Nephi, and Sam) out of the land of his forebears, where his life had been threatened by those who ignored his urgings to repent. Lehi’s family was joined by two other extended families who would intermarry, all of whom traveled down the western edge of the Arabian Peninsula with the aid of the Liahona, a divine “director” ball that guided them. Contentions soon developed between the wicked sons of Lehi (Laman and Lemuel) and the righteous ones (Nephi and Sam). After much difficulty, they all built a ship and in about 589 BC; the group numbering at least twenty-four arrived in the promised land of America. There they soon separated into two distinct groups, the wicked Lamanites and the good Nephites. The bulk of the Book of Mormon is taken up with the struggles between these two factions.38

The Lamanites, though, were always depicted as the aggressors in warfare, for the Nephites believed in fighting only to protect themselves. The wicked Lamanites were punished for their rebellion when God turned their skins dark, and they continued in their savage and warlike ways. Meanwhile, the Nephites lived upright lives, keeping records of their history and theology on plates of gold, and built temples, like that of Solomon, to their God.

In about 200 BC the Nephites anointed their first king, Mosiah, who discovered the people of Zarahemla (the Mulekites), who then united themselves with the Nephites from that day forward. Many other kings followed, both good and wicked. Then from about 91 BC to the coming of Christ, the Nephites were governed by at least thirteen judges. During this time many of the Nephites had become wicked, while many Lamanites were converted and lived righteous lives. After being smitten with a pestilence, the Nephites returned to God. Great prophecies of the coming of Christ were relayed by prophets to the people, and the day Christ was born, great signs appeared in the New World. However, many hardened their hearts and were led to disbelieve, but those Lamanites who remained faithful became “white and delightsome”39 again, and were from then on numbered as Nephites. However, the church itself was rent by dissension between the times of Christ’s birth and death.

In America, the Book of Mormon tells us, great signs accompanied the crucifixion of Christ. There were tempests, earthquakes, whirlwinds, fires, three days of total darkness, a great voice from heaven, and the complete destruction of every wicked person in the land. The people who remained alive gathered at a temple where Jesus Christ appeared to them, teaching and healing and blessing them. The Holy Ghost was bestowed and twelve Nephite disciples chosen—all of whom were granted their hearts’ desires. Three of them desired never to die and were granted the privilege of staying on earth until the second coming of Christ (3 Nephi 28:6–7).

For almost two centuries after Christ’s return to heaven, the American church flourished in righteousness. But soon many dissented and began to call themselves by the name of Lamanites and to practice the unregenerate ways of their namesakes. They began to outnumber the righteous people and went to war with them. The final battle at the Hill Cumorah (where the Jaredites also exterminated themselves) saw 230,000 men die. The holy records on the golden plates were completed by Mormon and Moroni, who like their brethren also perished, and the history—or at least, the story—of the Book of Mormon came to an end.

THE CURSE OF THE DARK SKIN

The Lamanites of course continued in their lawless and wicked state, and so have remained. Nephi referred to them as “the seed of my brethren” (to distinguish them from his own descendants, the Nephites); and in 1 Nephi 12:23, they are characterized as “dark and loathsome and a filthy people, full of idleness and all manner of abominations.” This dark skin, according to 2 Nephi 5:21–23, had four characteristics. First, it was black; second, it marked the curse indelibly upon them; third, it made them loathsome to righteous people; so that, fourth, it would prevent the Nephites from intermarrying with them, thus mixing their blood and marking their children to share in the curse. Much confusion is due to the fact that the Book of Mormon identifies the Lamanites’ skin as being black. Some Mormons have justified this, saying that the words dark and black are interchangeable in the Hebrew language.40 This argument hinges on the assumption that the golden plates were written in Hebrew, not in the reformed Egyptian of Joseph Smith’s claims.

It has long been an established scientific fact that Native American Indians are not Semitic but rather Mongoloid/Asian, as evidenced by sparse facial and body hair; head hair that is coarse in texture, black, and straight; a reddish skin; a wide-shaped head with prominent cheekbones; and two distinctive features that are characteristic of the Mongoloid/Asian only: the epicanthic eyefold and the “mongolian spot” that appears on the backs of their newborn children.

However, up until late 2007 the Book of Mormon contained an official introduction stating that most Native American Indians were of Jewish/Israelite origin. Prior to 2007, this statement appeared: “After thousands of years, all [Jaredites, Nephites, and Lamanites] were destroyed except the Lamanites, and they are the principal ancestors of the American Indians” [italics added]. It now reads, “they are among the ancestors of the American Indians” [italics added].

However, many early LDS prophets such as Brigham Young clearly stated that Native American Indians were Lamanites.41 This was openly taught in Book of Mormon classes and, in practice, universally understood when I was at Brigham Young University, where Native American Mormons were referred to as “our Lamanite brethren.”42

In 2004 Simon G. Southerton, an Australian molecular biologist and former LDS bishop, published Losing a Lost Tribe: Native Americans, DNA, and the Mormon Church. This book dealt a devastating blow to Book of Mormon doctrine, and Southerton’s findings ultimately caused him to leave the LDS Church.43 The book demonstrates unequivocally through DNA testing that Native American Indians (and the Polynesians that Mormons have long called Lamanites as well) have no Jewish/Israelite ancestry. None. They are, as their bodily characteristics have always demonstrated, Mongoloid/Asian.

The Book of Mormon’s account of the arrival of Lehi in the Americas does not include any record of any non-Jewish predecessors, and 2 Nephi 1:8 specifically states that “it is wisdom that this land should be kept as yet from the knowledge of other nations.” If the Book of Mormon is taken at face value in its statements about the pure Hebrew origins of the people it chronicles, then there could be only three logical explanations of how the Native American Indian became predominately Mongoloid/Asian.

First, they must have come from some other place and intermarried with the Jewish Lamanites. Any such intermarrying would have taken place between AD 400 (the close of the Book of Mormon) and AD 1000 (when the first recorded western explorers came to the Americas), and have been by such an overwhelmingly large number of Mongoloids that the Semitic characteristics of the Lamanites were completely bred out in just six hundred years!

A second possibility is suggested by LDS apologists such as Daniel Petersen, professor of Near Eastern Studies at Brigham Young University. Instead of holding to the traditional view of all Native Americans being Lamanites, such apologists suggest that the history depicted in the Book of Mormon occurred only in a small section of Central America. Here, they say, the Hebrew Lamanites who survived the great wars were so small in number that their DNA was “swamped” by the larger, Asian-heritage tribes.44 This explanation, however, contradicts the implicit teachings of the Book of Mormon that there were no other inhabitants.

The third explanation from LDS apologists suggests that when God cursed the Lamanites and changed their skin color, perhaps he also changed their DNA to an Asian DNA. Southerton responded: “If so, why would God change the DNA so it matched Asian DNA? As Latter-day Saints, we have already offended Blacks and the Indians. Are we going to offend Asians now, as well?”45

According to Alma 3:6, the dark skin was a curse levied on the Lamanites for their transgressions, but it was to be taken away when the Lamanites accepted Christ. In the Book of Mormon such a skin-color change was accomplished in a single year when converted Lamanites “became white like unto the Nephites.”46 Of course, there are Native American Mormons who are third and fourth generation members of the LDS Church who still have their lovely brown skin color. The ever-resourceful LDS Church constantly reinvents itself, and in 1981 changed the text of 2 Nephi 30:6, which had previously promised that they would become “white and delightsome,” to read “pure and delightsome.” However, by so doing they only dodged a bullet that now seems quite insignificant compared to the atomic bomb that Southerton’s book has discharged.

THE CHALLENGE OF THE BOOK OF MORMON

Mark Twain once described the Book of Mormon as “chloroform in print.”47 To the non-Mormon Christian, the claims and doctrines which are truly sacred to the faithful Mormon often appear ludicrous, and we must be cautious in criticizing them. After all, just because something seems humorous to us, it does not necessarily follow that it is wrong; that is, in conflict with the Scriptures. The Bible is the only reliable yardstick against which to measure seemingly false doctrine. In fact, we have been challenged by God, who has commanded us to try every spirit because of the many false prophets who will try to deceive us (1 John 4:1).

THE PLOTLINE OF THE BOOK OF MORMON

The first few chapters set a scene that the writer hoped would put the reader into a receptive mood. By telling about Lehi, and tying the beginning of the story in with a period with which most Christians are familiar, he hoped to establish early the authenticity of this book. The first book division of this work is entitled 1 Nephi, and it is laden with prophetic dreams and visions designed to awe the reader so that reality and dream, truth and falsehood blend together in a dizzying swirl. We sympathize with the gentle protagonist, Nephi, and are led to mentally boo and hiss the wicked Laman and Lemuel, those embodiments of evil. We, with Nephi, are encouraged to rationalize his own cold-blooded murder of a man to steal Scripture from him—“better that one man should perish than that a nation should dwindle and perish in unbelief.”48 We become so involved that we do not even question why such a wicked man had the Holy Scriptures, and why a great prophet such as Lehi could not by more honorable means obtain even scrolls containing the Word of God (which would certainly be less bulky than the brass plates he took on their transatlantic voyage). We are caught up with the building of the ship, and in the glorious arrival in the “promised land.” Just like in the Bible, we think.

Longstanding theological mysteries are explained in this Book of Mormon—the circumstances of the fall of Adam, for instance, and man’s right to choose good from evil, details of the resurrection, and the reason for the multiplicity of religious denominations in our world. Then the book seems to get down to serious history. This is the point at which most readers, Mormon and non-Mormon alike, will put the book down with a yawn. Wars and bloodshed spatter the pages as Nephites rise in righteousness, and then go through cycles of prosperity, indifference, apostasy, and defeat by their enemies. Just like the Bible. All along too the Nephites are tantalized by the promise of a savior, but—will they be destroyed by the Lamanites, or persevere and live to see his face?

A man is raised from the dead; a beautiful young woman dances so seductively that she is rewarded with the head of her enemy; and a persecutor of the church is struck dumb by the Lord and asked, “Why persecutest thou the church of God?” Kings are deposed and judges appointed. Just like the Bible.

Then Christ comes to the Nephites—and he teaches them the same things that he taught the Jews, with a few important additions. The Nephites are righteous after his ascension, and live in peace for 150 years. Mormon and Moroni, though, record the evil that creeps into their society, and as Moroni starts to finalize the Nephite record before his death, he suddenly remembers a few little details that really ought to be in the writings. And so the Book of Mormon closes with a tidying up of several doctrinal points: how to ordain priests and teachers; the manner of administering the bread and wine; and teachings on baptism, faith, hope, and charity. Just like the Bible.

GODLY AND UNGODLY TENETS

But an examination of the doctrines of the Book of Mormon in a little more depth shows that these teachings often add to those of the Bible, or worse yet, contradict it. One of the most basic tenets of Mormonism involves the fall of Adam, the necessity of opposition in all things, and the resulting free agency of man.

The Book of Mormon view of the fall of Adam leaves the Bible reader thoroughly confused with the definition of sin. According to 2 Nephi, chapter 2, Adam needed to sin for his and our own good. Without his eating of the forbidden fruit, we would never have been born. Eve would have grown old and died while he lived forever, alone. In the words of LDS writer Sterling W. Sill, who was an Assistant to the Council of the Twelve Apostles, “Adam fell, but he fell upward.”49 This concept is based on the LDS premise that God put Adam in a dilemma that was literally unresolvable. He forbade Adam to eat of the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, but he also commanded him to have children. Therefore Adam had to break one law in order to fulfill another. By implication, we in like manner should look forward to opposition in our own lives, that righteousness might come to pass.

The God of Mormonism, thus, is an inexplicably vindictive one who makes pleasing him impossible, giving commandments he knows to be impossible to keep. How different this is from the God of Christianity! “Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God: for God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man: But every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed” (James 1:13–14).

If the Book of Mormon disagrees here with the Bible, it is surprisingly orthodox regarding its teachings on the Trinity. Anyone who is familiar with the modern LDS concept of the separate, anthropomorphic natures of God, Jesus, and the Holy Ghost is very surprised when he reads from the Book of Mormon. That’s because it was written long before Joseph Smith formulated in detail his story about his first vision and the resulting doctrines on the three separate personages of the Godhead—for the Book of Mormon clearly teaches the unity of the Godhead.50 In fact, the Book of Mormon might be thought of as Trinitarian or even modalistic (quite in contrast to twenty-first century LDS doctrine). In 3 Nephi chapter 12, for example, the resurrected Christ appearing to the Nephites affirms over and over again that he, the Father, and the Holy Spirit are one. Of course modern LDS teachings make light of this glaring discrepancy by saying that the oneness of the Godhead is only in purpose.

Another teaching that appears in the Book of Mormon is the prohibition of infant baptism. This was a very hot theological issue in Joseph Smith’s time, and it is obvious that he could not resist resolving the controversy. In Moroni chapter 8 the writer not only condemns infant baptism as a “solemn mockery before God” (v. 9), but also condemns to hell its advocates (v. 14). In like manner the Book of Mormon has the “definitive answer” on adult baptism. According to 3 Nephi 11:21–34, proper baptism has five features: (1) it is to be done for the remission of sins; (2) it is only for those of accountable age (who are capable of truly repenting of their sins); (3) it is to be accomplished by a single immersion; (4) it is to be performed only by one who has the proper authority; and (5) specific words are to be said at the time of the baptism (“Having authority given me of Jesus Christ, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost”—v. 25).

These instructions, as mentioned before, are found in the latter part of the Book of Mormon, supposedly given by the resurrected Christ. They aren’t nearly so hard for a Christian to consider as the teachings of Nephi, who in about 550 BC—that’s Before Christ—commanded his people to be baptized.51 This amazing commandment is another of the startling evidences of the false nature of the Book of Mormon and its teachings—here Christ is consistently spoken of in the past tense!

Another procedure for an important ordinance of the Church is found in 3 Nephi 18:5–29. Here we find the proper mode of administering the sacrament, as the Mormons refer to the Lord’s Supper. Its outstanding features are: (1) it is only to be partaken of by baptized believers; (2) it is to be in remembrance of Christ; (3) it seals a covenant by the believer to do God’s will; (4) it is to be partaken of often; (5) it is not to be partaken of unworthily; (6) it must be administered by someone holding the proper priesthood authority; and (7) it is to consist of bread and wine (in contrast to water, which is used in LDS services today). These were the instructions given to the Nephites by the resurrected Christ himself, but Moroni (supposedly writing four hundred years later) decided that Christ had left out an essential part of the instructions. So this Nephite prophet in Moroni chapters 4 and 5 gives the exact wording of the prayers to be said over the bread and wine (which no doubt gave Joseph Smith some problems in late 1830 when he received a revelation telling him to use water in the sacrament instead of wine).

The Book of Mormon also presents some amazing doctrines regarding the state of the soul after death. There’s nothing surprising about Alma’s teachings on the impossibility of repentance after death.52 What is surprising is how today’s Mormons get around this scripture and justify their baptism for the dead by saying that the “night of darkness” mentioned is not death, but a spiritual state wherein one loses the will to repent.53

The resurrection, according to Alma, will be a reuniting of the soul and body, and a restoration of that body to a perfect state, according to Alma chapter 40. The LDS missionaries who baptized me said that this meant that every person would be resurrected with his body in the prime of life (as it was somewhere around the age of twenty-five, with no physical imperfections).

Alexander Campbell once noted that the Book of Mormon managed to comment on a surprisingly large percentage of the religious issues of their time.54 In addition to infant baptism, authority and ordination, the nature of the Trinity, free agency of man, the fall, and the resurrection, here is a more complete listing: freemasonry (Helaman 6:21–29; 3 Nephi 4:7), spiritual regeneration (Alma 5:14–21), rights and responsibilities of civil governments (Mosiah 29:11–17), church government (Moroni 4:6–9), the atonement (2 Nephi chapter 9), eternal reward and punishment (Alma 41:3–7), Catholicism (1 Nephi chapters 13 and 14), fasting (Alma 17:3), repentance (Alma 5:49), “religious experience” (Mosiah 27:24–29), and transubstantiation (3 Nephi 18:28–30).

In the Book of Mormon too we can see evidence of misconceptions that Joseph Smith had regarding the Native American Indians of his day. Indians were thought of as “painted savages” who ate the flesh and drank the blood of their enemies, so it is only natural that we should find references to such things—war paint in Alma 3:4, and cannibalism in Moroni 9:10.

It also seems that when Joseph Smith ran out of such stories in his own head, he went to convenient source books,55 lifted a few stories, then embroidered them with extra details and changed or omitted other details. Probably his most convenient source book was the Bible, as is evident when we read in the Book of Mormon stories that mirror the Bible accounts of Salome, the raising of Lazarus, the conversion of Saul, and the allegory of the tame and the wild olive trees found in Romans 11. This last example is turned around by LDS apologists, who explain that Paul quoted from the Nephite prophet Zenos, instead of the obvious truth—Joseph Smith copied from Paul.

Jerald and Sandra Tanner in their research found hundreds of parallels between the Book of Mormon and the New Testament, documenting in Mormonism—Shadow or Reality? four and one-half large two-columned pages of these parallels. In addition, in 1998 they published Joseph Smith’s Plagiarism of the Bible, which lists almost four thousand examples.

THE THREE NEPHITES

Sometimes the Book of Mormon seems to want to be just one up on the Bible. An example of this is in the story of the three Nephites (found in 3 Nephi 28). Since some people have taken John 21:22–23 to mean that Christ promised John that that apostle would never die (in spite of even Christ’s denial of such a thing), the Book of Mormon teaches that Christ promised three of his American apostles that they would never taste of death. These three Nephites, who are unnamed in the Book of Mormon, were among the twelve disciples chosen by Christ in America. When asked by him their hearts’ desires, nine of the twelve asked to die quickly when their days of life and ministry were ended (at the age of seventy-two), that they might rejoin Christ without delay. The other three, however, asked never to die but to stay on earth until Christ should return in his glory. Their bodies underwent a miraculous transformation that not only gave them immortality, but also immunity from pain and all sorrow except sorrow for the sins of the world. From that day forth they went out preaching and baptizing, and even though imprisoned and thrown into pits, dens of wild beasts, and furnaces, they escaped unscathed each time.

According to the legend, these three Nephites, along with the apostle John, are still alive today and ministering to the faithful, unbeknownst to most of the recipients of their good deeds. Many a Mormon has a story of how a mysterious stranger helped a friend or relative, and they attribute many inexplicable good deeds to these three immortals. An LDS researcher, Hector Lee, catalogued the different Nephite legends in his fascinating book The Three Nephites: The Substance and Significance of the Legend in Folklore.56 In addition, scores of references to the legends can be read online. Most Mormons will not claim to have seen an angel, but almost all have heard a “true” anecdote about contact with one or all of the three Nephites. These stories are warp and woof of the fabric of Mormon life. Some claim that the three Nephites, who were translated beings, greeted the sailors on Columbus’s ships when he arrived in America, and helped to design the American flag.57 So much has been ascribed to them that researcher Hector Lee reported: “The tendency on the part of some members of the Church to attribute any unusual happening to the three Nephites led to an alleged assertion by Dr. James E. Talmadge, of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, to the effect that the three Nephites ‘are the most overworked of all individuals.’”58

If the Book of Mormon be true, where were these three Nephites during the time that the Church (and its divine authority) supposedly disappeared from earth as Mormons claim it did at the death of John, the last apostle? The mission of the three Nephites was to convert souls to the truth. If they were immune to death and suffering, they should have been fearless and unsilenceable proclaimers of the gospel. Where are records of such men? Mormons claim that authority to baptize and confirm was taken from the earth. Didn’t the three Nephites and John have this authority? Why weren’t the three Nephites, instead of the resurrected beings John the Baptist, Moroni, Peter, and James (along with John) chosen to “restore” the gospel ordinances? Indeed, why a need to restore such things at all, if they were in the possession of living men?

ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE BOOK OF MORMON59

Sometimes in speaking to people who want to know why I believe that the Book of Mormon is not of God, I find that the spurious nature of the ideas and the theology of the book are more slippery than the solidity of such things as archaeology. Had the plot of the Book of Mormon been placed by its author in a more nebulous time period, and located more indefinitely as to setting, perhaps using archaeology as a tool to disprove it would not be so feasible. But Joseph Smith reasoned, and rightly so, that his nineteenth-century audience would want dates and times and places to authenticate the book in their minds. It is precisely this exact dating that makes disproving the Book of Mormon easier. Time in the Book of Mormon is figured from either the Tower of Babel, the time of the departure of Lehi from the Old World, or the birth or death of Christ. In addition, the book’s geographical landmarks such as the Hill Cumorah,60 the “narrow neck of land,” and the “land northward,” and so forth, give the modern non-Mormon archaeologists a basis for prospective sites. Such specifics have caused non-Mormons and many Mormons as well to conclude that there is simply no such thing as Book of Mormon archaeology.61

Mormons claim that after the death of the last righteous Nephite in AD 421, the only inhabitants left in the Western hemisphere were wicked, filthy, and ignorant (just the way the nineteenth-century reader viewed the Indians of his day). However, archaeology has shown that, far from being the complete end of a period of great culture, this date marked the beginning of the emergence of some of the greatest pre-Columbian civilizations of the Americas.

Mormons take the great buildings and skilled artwork of these cultures as proof of the Nephite theory. In the front of older clothbound editions of the Book of Mormon (once commonly given to proselytes by LDS missionaries), there are many beautiful color pictures of examples of the skilled craftsmanship of old American cultures. A picture of some gold tablets is inscribed with writing. The tablets were found in Persia, but no picture of such plates from either North or South America is offered. A picture is shown of bronze and copper tools that are mentioned in the Book of Mormon, but no tools of iron and steel as such are also described. A photograph of some small gold “plates” depicts objects obviously used for decoration and not communication. A great Mexican mural is described as “Egyptian-like,” but so are those of many artistic early cultures. And there is an abundance of carefully selected pictures of buildings whose cultural dates do fit in the Book of Mormon period—even though the buildings themselves are obviously not the work of any Christian civilization.

Must the faithful Mormon, though, identify the cultural achievements of American Indians before the fifth century AD as the work of Nephites exclusively? Yes, unless he would deny the Book of Mormon. While the Nephites were an industrious and creative people, the Lamanites were depicted by their biographers as being interested only in making trouble and war. Since these savages became expert at the art of killing, they managed to destroy the more peaceable Nephites and thus outlive them. This creates a dilemma. If they were by nature lazy and ignorant, they could never have achieved the high level of civilization of the Nephites. But how does one explain, for example, the advanced culture of the people of Montezuma?

Often Mormons look to their leaders for guidance in these puzzling matters. (I say puzzling with absolutely no sarcasm—imagine the plight of the poor Mormon who is asked to believe in something that has been the laughingstock of the archaeological community for years. We Christians know our anti-evolutionist teachings to be unpopular, but at least there are reputable non-Christian scientists who side with us, and a united front of archaeologists who can point with confidence and unanimity to the artifacts of the cultures chronicled in the Bible.) Since the late 1990s several LDS parachurch “research” organizations have published books and posted articles on the Internet in an attempt to give Latter-day Saints access to materials to bolster the claims of the Book of Mormon with obscure archaeological findings. Quite starkly in contrast to the evidence-rich field of biblical archaeology, even in this advanced age conclusive scientific proof of the validity of the Book of Mormon is utterly lacking.

Not only that, these “research organizations” depend upon the redefinition of English words to support their claims. If the Book of Mormon mentions horses and pigs, they suggest that tapirs or deer could be what was meant. If it talks of silk, they offer that rabbit hair garments noted by the conquistadors looked like silk. Metals like the gold of golden plates or the steel of weapons, they say, were of the North and South American varieties. This explanation will not hold up if Joseph Smith was given by God the English words to write the Book of Mormon. If an appropriate English word like tapir existed at the time, God knew that. Not only that, but those supposed things for which there were no English terms (curelom and cumom, for instance) appear on the plates—negating the necessity for an inaccurate English term.

Just how far Mormons will go to try to grasp at archaeological support for the Book of Mormon is demonstrated in the fact that they have found great comfort in what even they admit is the “first” archaeological find that might be tied to the book. In the book of 1 Nephi which begins with the journey of the mythical Nephites across the Arabian Peninsula, a burial place called “Nahom” was described by Joseph Smith. The discovery of an altar on that peninsula with the letters NHM (both ancient Arabic and Hebrew are written usually without vowels) has been seized on by Mormons to “prove” that their Nahom existed. In fact, three Bible names (to which Joseph Smith had access) include those consonants: Naham, Nahum, and Nehum. The fact that the three consonants would comprise an ancient name in that part of the world is not surprising. I think that almost two hundred years of desperate searching for something that would tie the Book of Mormon to reality allows for at least a few coincidences.

But no proof. Even the outspoken LDS apologist Dr. Daniel C. Peterson is reduced to defending Joseph Smith’s opus with “seminal studies” that he says establish “a highly plausible ancient American setting for the Book of Mormon,” and “believable Lehite locations on the Arabian peninsula.” Plausible, believable—but no proof. Peterson suggests that Smith’s golden plates “can be persuasively argued to represent an authentically ancient alloy known as tumbaga,”62 but he can produce no ancient writings upon such an alloy. Though LDS archaeologists search for Nephite cities and artifacts, they will not find them, for they never existed.

Book of Mormon geography will always be a problem. Though it is as fairly detailed as Middle Earth, and as in Tolkien,63 traveling distances are often mentioned, it is as fictional. Currently LDS apologists who operate online “information” sites such as FARMS and FAIRLDS point to the studies of a Mormon scholar, John L. Sorenson, for support and clarification. However, to make Mesoamerican geography fit the Book of Mormon account requires more contortions than a Twister game, and many LDS scholars have repeatedly discredited the findings of Sorenson.64 In contrast, archaeologists both secular and Christian acknowledge biblical archaeology: the presence of ancient Jericho, Hezekiah’s tunnel (2 Kings 20:20, 2 Chron. 32:3–4), and Egyptian inscriptions of the “Habiru,” or Hebrew people.

Two of the LDS Church’s staunchest supporters who were historians came to lose all confidence in the Book of Mormon by the time they died. One, Brigham Henry Roberts (1857–1933), “sorrowfully” concluded that the Book of Mormon was the creation of the mind of Joseph Smith.65 The other, Thomas Stuart Ferguson (1914–83), one of the most noted defenders of the Book of Mormon in the 1950–60s, was also finally forced to conclude it was fictional.66

Perhaps the most significant recent writer to address the problems with the Joseph Smith story and the events and contents of the Book of Mormon is Grant H. Palmer, who was a three-time director of LDS Institutes of Religion in California and Utah. His book An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins (Signature Books, 2002) shows the earnest attempts of a Mormon historian and educator to come to grips with his conclusion that the “religious allegories” of the Book of Mormon should not be viewed as literal history.67

Writers who “stayed the course” to support the LDS Church included the formidable late Dr. Hugh Nibley, for decades the intellectual “go-to” scholar of the LDS Church. Hemmed in on one side by the facts of archaeology which even his considerable charm and verbal acrobatics could not stretch to fit the Book of Mormon, and on the other side by his stubborn support of Mormonism, he resorted many times to what might be termed “negative evidence” to support the Book of Mormon. A considerable number of his successors have followed his lead.

CITIES OF THE BOOK OF MORMON

For instance, Nibley claimed that there is no way of telling if any of the cities of the Nephites have been found in routine archaeological excavations. “We have no description of any Book of Mormon city to compare with Homer’s description of Troy. How shall we recognize a Nephite city when we find it?”68 While it is true that no city as such has been described in Mormon writ, much appears in the Book of Mormon regarding Nephite, Jaredite, and Mulekite culture. Of course all the pagan cultures of Mesoamerica could fit the description of Lamanites, but Nephites were described as the industrious builders. Here is a checklist of what even the most faithful Mormon would agree should be evident in a Nephite Book of Mormon city,69 even if we confine a search to Mesoamerica, the area most twenty-first century LDS scholars believe to be the site of the events of Joseph Smith’s book.


	It should, by accepted archaeological standards, fit in the time period covered by the Book of Mormon (circa 2200 BC to circa AD 425).

	Its artwork will not be totally pagan in nature (although some non-Jewish or non-Christian artwork could be present due to some foreign inhabitants or trade with such people). However, the longevity and high level of culture ascribed to the Nephites should have left copious evidence.

	At least a few metal coins—the “pieces” mentioned in the Book of Mormon which the dictionary defines as a coin as in “pieces of eight”—would be found in any Nephite city dated after the time of Alma (82 BC—see Alma chapter 11).

	Some evidence of “reformed Egyptian” writing, such as that of which Joseph Smith left examples, should be evident.

	Some trace of sheep, cattle, horses—domesticated animals—could be found.

	We should see chariots as well as the remains of roads for them.

	The advanced technology of smelted iron, and weapons and tools made from it which are mentioned in the Book of Mormon, should surely have withstood the ravages of time.

	Some evidence of the Jewish-based culture of the Nephites should exist.



SEARCH FOR THE CITIES

LDS apologists must admit that no such city has ever been found. To find out why, let’s examine the points on the checklist individually.

1. Though some ancient American cultures, such as the Tlatilcos and the Ticomans, have left artwork and other evidences that indicate their civilized state, there is absolutely no evidence that they ever reached the level of civilization ascribed to the Jaredites, who supposedly lived in the Americas from about 2200 BC to about 200 BC. The Olmec civilization is dated as 1200 BC to 300 BC, but they had little in common with either the Nephites or Jaredites of the same time period. Apparently they had no written language, quite unlike the Nephites. Not only that, the representations they left of themselves are of people with decidedly non-Jewish facial features.70 The Mayans, of whom we have thousands of translated inscriptions and documents, have no apparent linguistic ties to Egyptian or Hebrew, and do not record anything about Nephite culture. The Teotihuacan people of central Mexico flourished at the apex of their civilization in the third and fourth centuries after Christ, but they too were patently pagan. Any of the other, later civilizations after the Teotihuacans were of course later than the Book of Mormon time period.

2. Nowhere is there the slightest clue as to a Christian (or Jewish) background in any artwork. (Bear in mind that 2 Nephi 25:29, 26:12, 30:2, and 31:17, supposedly written in 545 BC, speak of the Messiah and the “gospel”; and Alma 46:15, supposedly written a hundred years before the death of Jesus, called Nephites “Christians.”) Even the “tree of life stela,”71 a carving found in Chiapas, Mexico, which was given a loud (but short-lived) heralding by Mormons as “proof” of Book of Mormon teachings, has been shown to have none of the connections to Mormonism once claimed for it, nor does the Dresden Codex’s illustration of a tree coming from the chest of a man have anything to do with Book of Mormon stories.

3. The matter of Nephite coinage consistently poses a dilemma for LDS scholars. According to the Book of Mormon, the Nephites’ monetary system was on a barley standard (that is, it was determined by barley, just as our paper money was once backed by gold reserves). The money itself was in the form of coins (“pieces”) made of silver and gold.72 However, archaeologists tell us that no native gold or silver coins have been found in American excavation. The current LDS explanation is that “pieces” had some other meaning than the traditional monetary one (as in “pieces of eight”), which explains why no coins have been found. In other words, to get around the problem, LDS archaeologists have to redefine English terms.

4. To date, we have no evidence of an Olmec writing system. Some Mormons see similarities between Mayan hieroglyphics and the reformed Egyptian scribbles of Joseph Smith (which author Charles Shook called “deformed English”). Most archaeologists see few such similarities. Furthermore, Mayan hieroglyphics developed independently about the time the Book of Mormon was drawing to a close, and had no apparent traceable etymological origins. Add to this the fact that Mayan was always inscribed on rocks (never on metal plates), even the earliest of which dates only from about the fourth century AD. In fact, there is no example I have ever seen of any writing on metal plates by Native Americans during any time period covered by the Book of Mormon.

5. The Book of Mormon repeatedly refers to domesticated animals, such as cattle, oxen, sheep, swine, and goats. These supposedly were brought over on the ships with the Jaredites and the Nephites, but there is no definitive archaeological evidence that they existed here during the indicated time period, nor is there definitive evidence of horses, which played an important part in Book of Mormon lore.73 It mentions elephants that, too, were long extinct by the time period under consideration. (Or are we expected to believe that they came over on the ships also?) The Book of Mormon lists two other animals whose existence no one can prove or disprove. They were called cureloms and cumoms, and what they were is anyone’s guess—except that the Book of Mormon says that they, along with the elephants, were especially useful.74

6. Ancient Americans used rollers to move large stones, and they used spindle whorls in textile crafts, and very rarely they used a solid disc on toys. However, even LDS apologists agree there is no archaeological evidence for anything remotely like a spoked wheel nor a single chariot. The great Yucatan highways many Mormons think were used for the nonexistent chariots were only for pedestrians—and even at that were built long after the Book of Mormon time period. LDS apologists suggest that perhaps the “chariots” of the Book of Mormon were either discontinued or deteriorated and thus we have no evidence of them; and one particularly inventive LDS apologist described litterlike chariots that don’t use wheels.75 All such explanations ignore a central issue: Joseph Smith spoke English and wrote the text of the Book of Mormon in English. If there was not an appropriate word for such a device, why call it a chariot (which is, by definition, a wheeled vehicle)?

7. Another defeat for the Book of Mormon comes when we examine its accounts of warfare. Where is evidence of the great mounds of weapons, the steel-smelting operations necessary for their production, and the warfare technologies described in this book? LDS apologists grasp at straws with their allusions to things that could “possibly” support its scenarios. (One apologist suggested that the steel mentioned in the Book of Mormon could have been from another metal than iron, for instance—another example of redefining the English terms that were the “correct” translation. Other apologists suggest that perhaps the swords were made of really hard wood with obsidian edges.) But no reputable non-LDS scholar has ever even hinted that there is archaeological evidence of Nephite/Lamanite warfare with the weapons and the scope that the Book of Mormon depict.

8. The last question is really the crux of the whole question about the authenticity of the Book of Mormon. There is no non-LDS archaeologist who would ever assert that the culture of any civilization anywhere on the two American continents before Columbus resembles as a whole the culture presented in the Book of Mormon.

In addition to the checklist points I mentioned that should be common to every Nephite city, the Book of Mormon also tells of several other features of Book of Mormon geography that should be traceable by archaeologists. But neither Mormons nor non-Mormons can pinpoint with any security any single site mentioned in the Book of Mormon. The geographical descriptions, though vague, have caused LDS geologists and archaeologists to identify the “narrow neck of land,”76 the Hill Cumorah,77 and the River Sidon78 as being either in the Mexico City valley, or in Costa Rica. These are the places where they could logically exist geographically according to their descriptions (and the travel distances noted through the book).

But LDS proponents of these theories were blasted by Joseph Fielding Smith,79 who maintained to his death that the Hill Cumorah was in New York State, where Joseph Smith found the golden plates which had been deposited there by Moroni, and that the narrow neck of land is Panama. The seminary notebooks given to me contained maps which were a bit more cautious: Book of Mormon cities and landmarks were “tentatively” identified on two rather amorphous land bodies connected by a narrow isthmus that resembled the Americas only enough to tantalize the imagination.

The matter of the location of Cumorah is of no slight importance. According to the Book of Mormon over 230,000 persons lost their lives in the final battle at this hill only 1,600 years ago. Why are their bones not found all over the Cumorah, New York, area? Mormons might say that Mormon 6:15 states that their bones mouldered and returned to the earth. All right, but what of their metal weapons? What of their chariots? If Cumorah in New York State was indeed the site of so much history, the LDS Church could certainly vindicate itself and the claims of its scripture by excavating part of it. Surely BYU’s Archaeology Department could be trusted to be respectful and thorough in their excavations—for they, most of all, have so much at stake.

Instead, the current LDS explanation for the lack of Book of Mormon artifacts in upper New York State is that there must have been two Cumorahs—the one where Joseph Smith found the gold plates, and another, as yet undiscovered site, probably in Central America, where the final battle took place. Then, say apologists of this theory, Moroni somehow made his way thousands of miles to what is now New York State to bury the plates in the other Hill Cumorah.

OWNING UP TO THE TRUTH

Why can’t the Mormons own up to the fact that the Book of Mormon is a fraud? The historical picture painted by the LDS epic is totally unlike the world of ancient Americans as they have found it in extensive excavations. Mormons have in the past claimed that many other records or inscriptions “proved” the Book of Mormon. Among these records were the Bat Creek Stone, the Newark Stones, and the “Phoenician Ten Commandments” found in Los Lunas, New Mexico. And let’s not forget the Kinderhook plates, which even Mormons admitted were contemporary forgeries, intended to entrap Joseph Smith as he translated them.80 All were highly touted, but all were forgeries. Why not place the Book of Mormon with them?

The answer is, of course, obvious. If the Book of Mormon falls, so does the entire Mormon structure. Surely the evidences presented thus far in this chapter should be sufficient to show any open-minded person the false nature of this book. But let’s assume, for the sake of argument, that we must not pass judgment on this book because of outside evidences offered in fields such as anthropology, archaeology, or geography. Let’s look at the book alone, and with the Scripture it was supposed to complement, the Bible; for it is really not fair to judge a book of scripture on a set of secular scales only.

It must be admitted that many, many of the doctrines taught in the Book of Mormon would be welcome and familiar doctrine in even a conservative Christian church. Some doctrines, in fact, are exactly the same, even to the wording that matches sections of the King James Version of the Bible. The Book of Mormon urges people to be righteous, to fear and honor God, and to live harmoniously with their fellow men and women.

CONTRADICTING THE BIBLE

But sadly, in its efforts to supplement the Bible, the Book of Mormon often contradicts it. One good example of such contradiction occurs in Alma 13, where the prophet Alma describes the priesthood. Even Mormons will admit that this chapter is one of the hardest of their scriptures to understand because of the confusing changes of tenses, and its referral to the atonement of Christ and the Holy Ghost in the past tense (even though Alma supposedly lived one hundred years before the birth of our Savior). Alma got into even deeper trouble in speaking about Melchizidek whom he said “reigned under his father” (v. 18), in spite of the fact that the Bible characterizes Melchizidek and his reign as being “without father” (Heb. 7:3). This chapter of Hebrews, in fact, completely negates the need for any such priesthood as is described by Alma, and says further that Christ alone is worthy of holding the higher priesthood—He did away with the need of sacrifice for sin with the offering of his own sinless life. Finally, the Old Testament priesthood was held only by descendants of Levi (Num. 3:9–10), yet in the Book of Mormon Nephi consecrated two descendants of Manasseh to be priests (Alma 10:3).

Another example of the Book of Mormon differing radically from the Bible is found in Alma 45:19, where it states that when Alma died “he was taken up by the Spirit, or buried by the hand of the Lord, even as Moses.” At first glance it seems that the Book of Mormon writer was offering the reader a choice of believing either that Alma was taken up, or that he was buried like Moses. Not so, said Joseph Fielding Smith, who equated being “taken up” (or in LDS language, “translated”) with being buried by the Lord. In Smith’s book Doctrines of Salvation, he said that “Moses, like Elijah, was taken up without tasting death.“81 Contrast this to Deuteronomy 34:5–6, which states clearly that Moses died, and God buried him. Any other explanation makes mockery of God’s promise to Moses that he would never enter the Promised Land. Surely God would not rebuke Moses by translating him!

Alma 30:3 states that Nephites, who were Jews, “were strict in observing the ordinances of God, according to the Law of Moses.” Yet conspicuously absent from the Book of Mormon is any mention of the essentiality of the Passover, nor the specific wave, peace, or other types of offerings, nor altars in the New World. In the Book of Mormon there was no ark of the covenant, no mercy seat, no Day of Atonement, no incense, no lavers. In fact, all that made Jews distinctive—Sabbath keeping, circumcision, feasts and festivals, and a specific set of laws to delineate the concept of clean and unclean—these things are foreign, literally, to the Book of Mormon.

A serious error in the Book of Mormon appears in Alma 7:10. Here the prophet Alma in about 83 BC is supposedly prophesying the birth of the savior, but he predicts that the savior will be born “at Jerusalem.” LDS commentaries gloss over this, saying that the whole area around Jerusalem, including Bethlehem, was called Jerusalem. But if the Nephites had, as they claimed, brought over their Jewish Scriptures with them on the brass plates, they would immediately have exposed Alma as a false prophet. Inscribed on those plates would have been the prophecy of Micah, which told of the future birth of the Savior in Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2–5).

The signs which accompanied the death of Christ differ too when seen from the viewpoints of the Bible and the Book of Mormon. According to the Bible, there were three hours of darkness on “the whole land” (Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44) before the death of our Lord. Immediately after his death, there were earthquakes, and many saints were raised from the opened tombs. How different from the account in the Book of Mormon! The best that can be said for the signs supposedly seen by the Nephites is that they were only similar. The darkness they experienced there lasted three days, and was described as being a thick vapor that even prevented the kindling of light.82 Instead of being followed by the earthquakes described in the Bible, this darkness came after the earthquakes, which were also accompanied by torrential storms, the sinking of great cities, whirlwinds, and fires.83

In the Bible, the result of the signs at the time of the death of Christ was new life for some who had been dead. Contrast this concept with the actions of the vengeful god of the Nephites who destroyed—killed—every man, woman, and child whose wicked iniquities he wanted to hide from his face.84


The whole argument of the New Testament is that men are not judged because of their acts of sin but because they will not receive Christ as their Savior. To destroy the wicked at the time of the performance of the act of redemption is to violate all the principles of the Christian Gospel.85



Another principle of the gospel violated by the Book of Mormon is its teachings on the establishment of Christ’s church. In the Bible, Christ spoke of the establishment of his church always in the future tense, because it could not be established until after his death (see Heb. 9:15–16). For instance, Christ said to Peter, “Upon this rock I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). But in the Book of Mormon, we are told that the Church was established in 147 BC.86 In 73 BC, believers in the New World were called Christians, according to Alma 46:15, in spite of what the Bible says about believers first being called Christians at Antioch (Acts 11:26). A critic of Mormonism, George W. DeHoff, once asked the question, “Who is silly enough to believe there were Christians before Christ?” In addition, 2 Nephi 31:12–13 (supposedly written in 545 BC), speaks of the baptism of fire and the reception of the Holy Spirit (for which the apostles in Jerusalem waited in Luke 24:49 and received in Acts 2:1–4.)

A similar error occurs in Mosiah 16:6–7, where the birth and resurrection of Christ is referred to in the past tense by a prophet who lived in 148 BC. Apparently the writer of the Book of Mormon realized the incongruity of this, for he attempted to explain this confusion by adding that the prophet was “speaking of things to come as if they had already come” (v. 6).

Some people who read about these blunders wonder how they could have slipped under the noses of Mormons for so long. The truth is, as I will say many times, that most Mormons are like many Christians: they simply don’t bother to sit down and read their scriptures often enough ever to be accused of being familiar with them. But some of the errors in the Book of Mormon were so obvious and so embarrassing that they were amended after the book’s first edition. Onof this edition, for example, Christ was referred to as the “son of the only begotten of the Father,” which of course makes Christ God’s grandson. Christ was also referred to as the “Eternal Father” (later changed to the “Son of the Eternal Father”—1 Nephi 11:21), and Mary was called “the mother of God” (which now reads in 1 Nephi 11:18 as “the mother of the Son of God”).

Probably one of the hottest areas of controversy rages around the Book of Mormon’s teachings on polygamy. Those unfamiliar with the teachings of this book might be surprised to learn that polygamy was flatly condemned in the book of Jacob. Jacob was a Nephite prophet who said polygamy was abominable (2:24) and equated the practice with whoredoms (2:28). Modern Mormons, though, twist verse 30 of this same chapter—“For if I will, saith the Lord of Hosts, raise up seed unto me, I will command my people, otherwise they shall hearken unto these things”—to provide for possible future endorsement of the practice God considered so abhorrent.

The earlier Jaredites, however, had no teachings we know of on polygamy, but several things indicate that perhaps they could have practiced polygamy. The brother of Jared (the one who was so holy that he could behold the entire body of the Lord) had twenty-two children (Ether 6:20), and another Jaredite, Orihah, had thirty-one (Ether 7:2). In addition, Ether 14:2 states that in a time of warfare “every man kept the hilt of his sword in his right hand, in defense of his property and his own life and of his wives and children” [italics mine], which certainly implies the practice of polygamy. Thus the teaching of the Book of Mormon on polygamy seems to be this: God permitted the Jaredites to practice it without comment; he allowed it but condemned it in the Israelites; and he forbade it to the Nephites, while saying that it might be all right some time in the future.

The writer of the Book of Mormon really got himself into trouble when he put Bible scriptures into the mouths of Book of Mormon prophets before the Bible passages were written or spoken. In 1 Nephi 22:15 (written in 585–45 BC) the words of Malachi are quoted. Somebody should have told Malachi 150 years later that he was plagiarizing and that he should give the Nephites credit for what he was saying. But then in 3 Nephi 23:6, Jesus supposedly announced to the Nephite people that he was going to give them scriptures which he said “ye have not.” What follows is a quote of the third and fourth chapters of Malachi. This is a paradox hard to resolve: the Nephites in 1 Nephi 22:15 quoted from the works of a prophet who was not yet alive, and then 585 years later are given part of this same prophet’s writings because they left Jerusalem before he wrote them.

Even Nephite prophecy is suspect. Nephi predicted that the Lamanites would dwindle (1 Nephi 12:22). Did they dwindle? Then why are so many of them still around, and where are all the good Nephites? A lot of good their righteous behavior and white skin did them. If it were all a question of survival as a reward for choosing righteousness, then the Book of Mormon is a very convincing argument for a life of sin!

PRAYING ABOUT THE BOOK OF MORMON

In the end, though, Mormons urge proselytes to “prove” the Book of Mormon by prayer. The Book of Mormon itself in Moroni 10:3–5 asks readers to test it by first reading and pondering it in their hearts, and then by asking God to manifest its truth (in other words, to give the reader personal revelation).

How different from the Bible! We are not told to pray about it. It never suggests that it needs our corroboration for validity. Christ never commanded us to pray about his messiahship. His fulfillment of prophecy and the manifestations of his divine power, culminating in his glorious resurrection, negated any need to pray about his divinity.

Shall God, who has given his only Son to die for us, be called upon to follow us around confirming or disproving every crackpot religious theory we contact? How much better would our time be spent in studying God’s sweet Word, which would eliminate any doubts in our minds regarding the need for “further revelation”! Nor can we rely on our consciences—“feelings”—to guide us. Who can say that our consciences are a reliable guide?87 The Bible is replete with examples of consciences seared by sin. And we all sin.

God has given us several tools with which to fashion our spiritual lives. He has given us the master plan, the Bible. He has given us the confirming and guiding influence of the Holy Spirit. And last he has given us intelligence, the ability to perceive truth and evaluate falsehood. We do ourselves a disservice and render ingratitude to God if we neglect any of these. A Mormon who is unsure about how he views the Bible, and afraid he might confuse his own selfish desires with the prompting of the Spirit can use his intelligence. I challenge any LDS reader to look up all the scriptures in context that I have used in this chapter. Write the BYU Department of Archaeology and ask if there is any evidence of such things as iron, gold and silver coins, domesticated animals—any of the things the Book of Mormon mentions that I said didn’t exist in America from 2200 BC to AD 600. And pray—not demanding that God will “reveal” truth to you, but searching the Holy Bible and casting yourself upon the mercy of a just and loving God. Believe that the Bible in and of itself is a sure guide. Read it without LDS commentaries.

A FINAL LOOK

The Book of Mormon has affected millions of lives, many of them for the better. The same claim, however, is made by adherents of the Koran, Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures, and the teachings of Buddha. But the Book of Mormon is a unique scripture which its adherents can change (and have changed) at will to suit their own purposes. Without the valuable checks-and-balances system of the many manuscripts and papyri available to the Bible scholar, the various editors of the Book of Mormon have through the years made additions, deletions, and corrections to their own holy writ which are much more significant in terms of doctrine than those they claim to have been perpetrated on the Bible. Even so, the inconsistencies which remain mark this book as being from a source other than God.

The Book of Mormon was a pioneer in the field of LDS doctrine, the first of many scriptures that formed Mormonism as we know it today. But what is its place in modern LDS thought? Surprisingly, it is not as important today as many of its critics think it is. In fact, most of the careful coaching that LDS youth undergo in learning about it is for the exclusive purpose of answering the objections of those who might perceive its imperfections and contradictions. For all the turmoil it has created, it contains no real earth-shaking doctrines other than its basic premises that ancient Israelites saw Christ in this hemisphere and that Joseph Smith was a prophet who brought this record to the modern world because the Bible was corrupted. Beyond this, all the “good stuff” of Mormonism is found in other “scriptures,” where the reading is easier, the historical anachronisms less obvious, and the doctrine more personally applicable and exciting. At least that is how I saw it when I was a Mormon, and I know that my views were not uncommon.

Many people say that the proof of the Book of Mormon’s non-divine origin is in the fact that it is not beautiful in a literary sense. As a poet, I must disagree—in some places Joseph Smith rose above his fumbling of grammar and syntax, and in his fervor achieved a raw, wild sort of poetry. In fact, I think he himself realized the power he had with words, even early in life. In the twelfth chapter of Ether, he had one of the Nephite prophets apologize for the poor quality of his speech, but then in a burst of lyrical strength, Joseph put these words into the mouth of the Lord:


Fools mock, but they shall mourn; and my grace is sufficient for the meek, that they shall take no advantage of your weakness; And if men come unto me I will show unto them their weakness. I give unto men weakness that they may be humble; and my grace is sufficient for all men that humble themselves before me; for if they humble themselves before me, and have faith in me, then will I make weak things become strong unto them.88



Joseph Smith was no John Milton, but this passage could be compared to Milton’s sonnet XIX, on his blindness, which concludes:


God doth not need

Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best

Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state

Is kingly: thousands at his bidding speed,

And post o’er land and ocean without rest;

They also serve who only stand and wait.



Both passages, diverse as they are in time and purpose, are “inspired” in the loose sense of the word: they are uplifting. Both strike a responsive chord in us because they provoke thought on an eternal truth. But is the Book of Mormon as a whole any more inspired—any more “God-breathed-into,” to translate the word inspired—than the works of Milton? Which is more acceptable to a just God, the words of a humble man praising his Creator for his wisdom, or the words of a book that flouts God’s Word and ascribes to itself his wisdom?


Let no man deceive you with vain words: for because of these things cometh the wrath of God upon the children of disobedience. Be not ye therefore partakers with them. For ye were sometimes darkness, but now are ye light in the Lord: walk as children of light: (For the fruit of the Spirit is in all goodness and righteousness and truth;) Proving what is acceptable unto the Lord. (Eph. 5:6–10)







Chapter 5
ONE BIBLE, TWO BOOKS OF COMMANDMENTS, AND UNLIMITED WIVES


For behold, I reveal unto you a new and an everlasting covenant; and if ye abide not that covenant, then are ye damned; for no one can reject this covenant and be permitted to enter into my glory.

—Doctrine and Covenants 132:4



It was still warm at the end of August—my last semester at Brigham Young University. I sat in the crowded classroom and looked at the other students who surrounded me. I hoped no one would talk to me. I was only taking this religion class because each full-time student at BYU was required to take at least one per semester. It was hard enough for me to return to BYU with a tentative decision that Mormonism was wrong. But I thought I had made a wise decision in taking a New Testament class to fulfill that requirement. I hoped thereby to avoid the issues that would arise in other classes, such as Pearl of Great Price or “Teachings of the Living Prophets.”

When I saw the teacher enter, I began to relax. He introduced himself, recognizing by name former students and smiling. “Welcome to class,” he said. “In this course we’ll study the first four books of the New Testament. Our text for the class will be Jesus the Christ by James E. Talmadge. Of course, you’ll need your Book of Mormon, Pearl of Great Price, and Bible as supplementary texts.”

HOW MORMONS VIEW THE BIBLE

Nowhere else could you expect to find the Bible used as a “supplementary text” for a New Testament class. This incident is indicative of the way Mormons regard God’s Word, the Bible. In looking back at the instructions I received in seminary classes on the Bible, the emphasis was on LDS concepts, for which we were given passages to memorize and mark in our Bibles. I see now that many of the Bible passages were taken out of context. We were taught unrelated verses to support erroneous doctrines. Sometimes I think it might have been better never to have opened the Bible at all.

When I was a Mormon, the Bible wasn’t my favorite book of Scripture. It wasn’t very definitive on LDS doctrine, but it was often useful as a backup. Though LDS television ads now offer free Bibles, our Holy Book is not the source of their unique doctrines. However, I never reached the mental depths of the young LDS missionary who, after a long discussion, threw a Bible across a table to an ex-Mormon friend of mine and screamed at him, “Well, you can just have that stinking book!”

This missionary’s point of view, though unfortunate, isn’t too hard for a reader of the Book of Mormon to understand. Second Nephi 29:3 mocks the trust of the Bible believer by having him say mindlessly, “A Bible! A Bible! We have got a Bible, and there cannot be any more Bible,” with the Lord responding by calling such a man a “fool” (v. 6). Actually, says the Book of Mormon, the Bible is so imperfect that, instead of leading men to God, it actually causes them to stumble and gives Satan power over them.1

The Eighth Article of Faith formulated by Joseph Smith states that the Bible is the Word of God as far as it is translated correctly. To this might be added, “And as far as it seems to agree with current LDS theology.” In my experience, there are only two places where the LDS Church will directly say that the Bible is mistranslated. The first is found at the end of Deuteronomy where the death and burial of Moses is recorded. This doesn’t fit with LDS doctrine that states that Moses never died, but was taken to heaven as was Elijah.2 Second, the words of John 4:24, where Jesus declares that “God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth” (KJV) appears in the Joseph Smith translation as “For unto such hath God promised his Spirit. And they who worship him, must worship him in spirit and in truth,” supporting the LDS contention that God the Father has a physical body.

Here’s a rule of thumb: Wherever God’s Word can be twisted to seem to prophesy the coming forth of Mormonism, or to support its doctrines such as those concerning the “great apostasy,” then Mormons accept the Bible as true.3 Usually any Bible statement that flatly contradicts the ideals of their faith has either been publicly “explained away” by an LDS leader or flatly changed or deleted in their other scriptures.

Mormons say that the many variations in different Bible manuscripts “prove” that Holy Writ is not above being corrupted. Such variations in Bible manuscript readings involve only one one-thousandth of the entire text, if we discount variations in spelling, punctuation, etc. And of this one one-thousandth disputed part, there is no real doctrinal question left unresolved. As Luther A. Weigle said in An Introduction to the Revised Standard Version of the New Testament, “No doctrine of the Christian faith has been affected by the revision for the simple reason that, out of the thousands of variant readings in the manuscripts, none has turned up thus far that requires a revision of Christian doctrine.”

LDS defenders compare the Bible to a car that is started up and just aimed in a certain direction—such a venture will, without supervision and correction, veer off course. However, the Bible is not an unattended, mindless vehicle. Jesus promised that the gates of hell would not prevail against his church (Matt. 16:18). And the basis of all his church’s teaching is the Bible—an extraordinary book like none other, divinely protected throughout the ages. Surely the God of the universe who can raise the dead can keep his Book from error.

Actually, as I have studied textual criticism and have investigated for myself some of the documents from which the New Testament was translated, I am awed at how God has protected his Word. However, when I was in LDS seminary, teachers compared textual transmission to the child’s game of “gossip”—in which a line of people whisper a message from person to person and see how, at the end of the line, a message can be changed beyond recognition. However, such analogies do not apply to the history of Bible transmission. There are “families” of papyrus documents from all over the Eastern world—some of which date to within years of the death of the last apostle. Comparison between them has operated as a checks-and-balances system to ensure that no essential information was lost, and no heretical information was inserted, in the hundreds of years since the close of the New Testament. In addition, the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls has provided proof positive that the passage of time and multiple scribes had minimal effect on manuscript transmission of the Word of God.4

The LDS Church looks at the denominationalism and religious division of the last few hundred years and says, “Your mistranslated Bible has caused all this. You took out important parts of the gospel, and have no prophets to give them back. You poor fools!”

Unfortunately, even living prophets do not guarantee religious unity. In First Kings 19 Elijah cried to the Lord that of all the children of Israel, he alone was left to serve God. (Of course he learned later that actually seven thousand Israelites remained faithful, but even at that the number represented only a small part of the Israelite nation.) Let’s face it, religious division has always existed—even when true living prophets headed Israel. And no Mormon with his eyes open can deny the divisions over doctrine that exist in his own “prophet-guided” church.

Furthermore, as Dr. James D. Bales has noted, “The majority of believers are not divided over what the Bible says, but they are divided over what the Bible does not say.”5 Both Mormons and Christians would agree that the Bible does not say anything about what formulates distinctively LDS doctrine. The casual observer might wonder if the Mormons use the Bible at all. They do, but in my experience it was used more in debating with Christians than in searching for doctrinal truth.6

BIBLE VERSIONS USED BY MORMONS

Mormons are limited to a single “official” version of the Bible, one that is based on the so-called King James Version.7 There are numerous reasons for this. First, many doctrinal tenets of Mormonism are built upon the foundation of the Mormons’ peculiar affinity for and interpretation of Elizabethan English. For years LDS missionaries were sent out with instructions to use only the King James Version when quoting from the Bible: the “common ground for proselyting purposes.”8 Another reason Mormons cling to the King James language so tenaciously is that it is quoted verbatim in many LDS scriptures, especially in the Book of Mormon. In addition, the angel Moroni who supposedly spoke to young Joseph Smith as recorded in Joseph Smith—History used the language of the King James Version.

The official title of Smith’s own “translation” of the Bible is The Holy Scriptures Translated and Corrected by the Spirit of Revelation by Joseph Smith the Seer. For years Mormons called it “the Inspired Revision,” but today refer to it as the “Joseph Smith Translation” (JST). These titles bring up many questions in the mind of an observer. If the Scriptures were corrupted, were they still “holy”? From what language did Joseph “translate” them?9 And if they were in such need of being corrected, why didn’t Joseph just do that to begin with, without bringing in the complicating factors of the Book of Mormon?

It seems that the Book of Mormon had pretty well served its purpose in Joseph Smith’s doctrinal plans up until late 1830. But at that time Joseph felt that he needed some biblical authentication for the ideas on priesthood that he and Sidney Rigdon were in the process of formulating. His “inspired” Bible was the perfect vehicle. The book of Genesis, with its familiar stories of the patriarchs and their open communication with God, was the section of the Bible most mutilated by Joseph Smith. The Book of Mormon concept that the fall of Adam was good and necessary (2 Nephi 2:15ff) was expanded upon, and the concept of a preexistent state of all men and women was forced upon the Creation story. Adam was identified as a great priest, and the story of Enoch was stretched out into an entire chapter which would later provide the basis for “the United Order of Enoch,” the LDS Church’s unsuccessful attempt at communal living.

The idea of the Melchizidek priesthood was validated by Joseph Smith’s padding of the story of Melchizidek in both Genesis and Hebrews, to produce a supposed priesthood succession from Melchizidek through Christ to modern man—totally destroying the original intention of both Bible passages. And in Genesis 50, Joseph Smith could not resist the temptation of adding a “prophecy” foretelling that a descendant of the biblical patriarch Joseph would arise in the last days. He would be named Joseph, and would be the son of a man named Joseph…just like Joseph Smith.10

The mainstream Latter-day Saint Church did not in the past officially recognize the “Inspired Version” as doctrine, claiming that it was never completed by Joseph Smith, and that what was finished was later corrupted by uninspired persons. In recent years, the influence of the JST has grown in LDS scholarship and layperson’s thinking alike. Both the Utah LDS Church and the Community of Christ (formerly known as the Reorganized LDS Church) print the JST, and a significant number of footnotes to the LDS printings of the KJV reference Smith’s “translation” as well. Nevertheless, the Bible that most Mormons have bound in their “Quad” or “Quadruple Combination” (along with the Book of Mormon, Pearl of Great Price, and Doctrine and Covenants) is still a King James Version, cross-referenced to the other three books.

According to Joseph Smith’s own statement in the History of the Church, he did indeed complete his translation.11 Doctrine and Covenants 124:89, in fact, commands that the translation be printed. I knew several faithful Mormons at BYU who read the Inspired Version to the complete exclusion of the King James Version, reasoning that the Old and New Testaments had been corrupted for thousands of years, whereas the enemies of Joseph Smith had only a short time in which to do their damage.

Since at any rate the LDS Church is—by its own admission—left without a completely reliable, stand-alone Bible, surely one of the most pressing needs of the Church would be to correct the errors in that Book. The job of course would ascribe itself to the present-day “prophet, seer, and revelator” of the Church. Is there a need for true Scripture? Does the LDS prophet have the power to so correct and translate?12 If he does, why have he and past presidents of the LDS Church deprived their people of truth?

Many LDS apologists try to erode confidence in the Bible by pointing to the period of time before the official canon of the Bible was established. But the qualifications for inclusion in the holy canon were ones that LDS “scriptures” could never fulfill. For instance, all Old Testament and New Testament books had a history of acceptance and established origin—in the mouth of two or three witnesses, every word was established (Matt. 18:16). However, neither the Book of Mormon nor the Pearl of Great Price had such provenance. Another qualifying requirement for books of the Bible were that they must harmonize with other Scripture. As already noted, the Book of Mormon calls the Bible an instrument of Satan. So much for harmony.

Even after he completed his Inspired Version, Joseph Smith himself continued to quote almost exclusively from the King James Version. Even when it differed from the King James Version, he did not quote from his own translation. Those Latter-day Saints today who have characterized the JST as “inspired commentary” have acknowledged that it often contradicts the best ancient manuscripts of the Bible. Yet, Robert Millet, dean of the Department of Religion at BYU, pushes aside the implications: “If we find that the prophet’s Bible translation does not fit with extant Hebrew or Greek manuscripts, we must still receive his work with all patience and faith.”13 I study from a Greek New Testament, and I have seen that Greek manuscripts do not support LDS claims. (One glaring example is Joseph Smith’s misuse of the King James words celestial and terrestrial in 1 Corinthians.)

Psalm 119:160 tells us that God’s Word is true from the beginning, and verse 140 tells us to love it because of its inherent purity. Jesus himself said that even though heaven and earth pass away, God’s Word would not (Mark 13:31) and said of Scripture that it could not be broken (John 10:35). But Mormons call the Bible corrupted and misleading. In fact, as LDS apologist Millet points out, the most primitive foundations of Mormonism rest upon biblical insufficiency: Joseph Smith believed he could not find answers within its pages but only by asking God.14 Millet gives a succinct, twenty-first century LDS assessment of the Bible: “We love the Bible and cherish its messages. But the Bible is not the source of our doctrine or authority, nor is much to be gained through trying to ‘prove’ the truthfulness of the restored gospel [i.e., Mormonism] from the Bible. Ours is an independent revelation.”15 In such a statement Millet shows himself to be a true spiritual heir of Joseph Smith, who began his “ministry” by teaching that all Christians were corrupt and their doctrines were equally devoid of truth.16

Can we depend upon the Bible of our Christian heritage? Common sense alone tells us that God would not leave humankind with an unreliable guide upon which to base both our faith and our judgment of future revelations, should there be any. A just storekeeper would not punish his clerks for selling underweight produce when he himself had provided them with an inaccurate set of scales. In the same way, our God is just and wise; he has not left us without inspired Scripture to teach us doctrine, to rebuke and correct us, and to teach us righteousness unto perfection (2 Tim. 3:16–17). We cannot blame the religious conflicts of the world on God’s Word, but on the conflicts that exist within the darkened heart of man. Nowhere in the Bible is a reader told to verify its teachings by their own feelings.17 God’s Word doesn’t have to prove itself to anyone—it is inherently true. It is not the cloth to be measured—it is the unerring, finely wrought yardstick of truth itself.

HISTORY OF THE DOCTRINE AND COVENANTS

I often remarked to friends and roommates that the Doctrine and Covenants was my favorite book of scripture. It was so practical, so contemporary. Indeed, it is the only “standard work” which the LDS Church claims was written in modern times.18 Mormons cherish the Doctrine and Covenants, regarding it as an accurate, nearly chronological record of the adding of revelation upon revelation for the formulating and perfecting of the young Mormon Church.

The first edition of the Doctrine and Covenants was published in 1833 under the title Book of Commandments. This little volume, containing sixty-five revelations, is today a rarity, since most of the copies of it were destroyed when a mob burned the printing office where they were stored. Ten thousand copies were originally intended for publication, but obviously only a small fraction of this number was actually printed. It was printed again in 1835 under the title Doctrine and Covenants of the Church of Latter-day Saints. This change of name was a great surprise to many members of the Church, who maintained that God had himself named the collection of revelations Book of Commandments in its original chapter 1:2. Church leaders justified changing the name by putting the former title in lowercase letters in later editions, making it seem like a description rather than a title.19

The book was printed again in 1844, 1876, and 1921. Today’s edition is basically the same as the 1921 edition (with a few significant additions), but differs radically from the Book of Commandments. An LDS commentator on the Doctrine and Covenants says euphemistically of the Book of Commandments that it was “not complete, and its readings frequently differ from corresponding sections in later editions.”20 It would be more accurate to say that the Book of Commandments—supposedly God’s Word to his infant church—was so changed, added to, and mutilated as to be almost unrecognizable when compared to today’s Doctrine and Covenants, which in its first section claimed that its own words would never “pass away.” Melvin J. Petersen documented no fewer than 2,643 changes in the 1835 edition of the Doctrine and Covenants as compared to the 1833 Book of Commandments.21 Writer Charles Crane went so far as to characterize the Doctrine and Covenants as the religious text holding the record for “the most changed book ever to have claimed to be scripture.”22

In the early 1960s, LDS researcher Wilford Wood republished the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon (as Volume I), the 1833 Book of Commandments, the 1835 edition of the Doctrine and Covenants, The Lectures on Faith, and the “Fourteen Articles of Faith” (as Volume II) under the title Joseph Smith Begins His Work. At first the LDS Church both printed and actively promoted these books. However, as Mormons compared the early documents with their present forms, many began to apostatize—and the LDS Church began to suppress the books. Even today, the LDS Church is still afraid of the contrast between the Book of Commandments and the modern Doctrine and Covenants. They claim that additions to the Book of Commandments were due to Joseph Smith’s adding of explanatory material to the revelations, and that the deletions were those of non-essential parts. But contact with a Book of Commandments is bound to raise questions in the mind of a Mormon. Who gave Joseph Smith the right to add to God’s Word, even if only to make it easier to understand? Or how could he cut out parts of scripture, calling them “non-essential”? It is a variable god, indeed, who gives a revelation that needs major revision only two years after its publication.23

Although much material has been added to the Doctrine and Covenants since its inception, seventy-five pages of material were deleted from the 1921 and all subsequent editions. This material was known as the “Lectures on Faith” and is now published in a separate volume with the explanation that it was never accepted as doctrine equal with the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants, though they are “profitable for doctrine.”24 (Second Timothy 3:16 uses the phrase “profitable for doctrine” as a definition of Scripture, but Mormons apparently see a difference in the two.) At any rate, many Mormons breathed a sigh of relief when the “Lectures on Faith” were removed from the Doctrine and Covenants, for they are surely some of the most tedious reading ever produced by Joseph Smith.

CONTENTS OF THE DOCTRINE AND COVENANTS

More of today’s practices and doctrines within Mormonism arise from the teachings of the Doctrine and Covenants than from either the Book of Mormon or the Pearl of Great Price. Ask the average Mormon to tell you the outstanding doctrines of the Book of Mormon, and he’ll get to “opposition in all things” and stop. Ask him the same about the Pearl of Great Price, and he’ll probably be stumped after the Joseph Smith story and the concept of the preexistence. But every LDS child knows the Doctrine and Covenants to be the source of such teachings as the Word of Wisdom, the three degrees of heaven, revelations on polygamy, baptism for the dead, priesthood ordination, how to tell a good angel from a bad one, etc., etc., etc.

But the truth is, much of the Doctrine and Covenants is just plain uninteresting. Early sections especially seem like a hodgepodge of Bible verses picked indiscriminately from the Old and New Testaments, interlaced with commands, cajolings, and scathing rebukes, all aimed at anyone who crossed the path of Joseph Smith. Overall, the Doctrine and Covenants covers a wide assortment of subjects, ranging from personal instructions to doctrinal teachings on the Holy Ghost, the fall, the atonement, salvation for the dead, eternal marriage, repentance, baptism, the priesthoods, other scriptures, the economic status of man, and our final destiny. It is a book of instructions and invectives, of pleas and unbelievable promises.

The revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants supposedly were given in four different manners. One way that Joseph Smith said he received revelation was directly: that is, the Lord spoke directly to him. He also claimed that some of the revelations came through the Urim and Thummim. A notable example of this is his use of the magic spectacles to translate an original document written by John the Beloved (recorded in section 7). The Urim and Thummim, however, was not used after 1829 when Joseph Smith claimed to have received the Melchizidek, or higher, priesthood. Joseph Smith also said some of the revelations came through visions. Another method for receiving revelations was through direct conversation and visual contact with a heavenly, formerly dead messenger such as Peter or Moroni.

WHAT THE DOCTRINE AND COVENANTS TEACHES

It is very difficult to provide a simple “overview” of a book as complex as the Doctrine and Covenants. What follows here is a roughly chronological outline of the high points of this book. The Doctrine and Covenants is divided not into chapters, but into “sections.” Each section is numbered and divided into verses, and has a short heading that describes briefly the circumstances surrounding the receipt of the revelation, including the date and a synopsis of its contents. The Doctrine and Covenants has a short concordance, a chronology of the revelations, and introductory material attesting to their validity.

It is obvious to even the most casual reader of the book that its first sections—notably 3, 5, 10, and 17—have as their outstanding purpose the validation of the Book of Mormon, and through it, the standing of Joseph Smith as a prophet. Other introductory sections—2, 13, and 27—purport to be the words of angels. In section 2 Moroni spoke concerning the (Aaronic) priesthood, and in section 13 John the Baptist ordained Joseph and Oliver Cowdery to that priesthood. In section 27 Joseph was told by another angel that he was not to use wine (except that made by Mormons) in the Church’s sacrament services. This prohibition led to the now universal practice among Mormons of using water as the only liquid served in sacrament.

The parchment record supposedly written by the apostle John the Beloved and translated via the Urim and Thummim as section 7 has already been mentioned. Later, in section 93, verses 16–18, it says that “the fulness of the record of John” is yet to be revealed. Just what was this record and where is it now? The Doctrine and Covenants Compendium gives the reader two options. Either God actually gave John’s parchment to Joseph Smith to translate; or Joseph Smith simply looked into the Urim and Thummim, and the parchment and its words became visible there. The Compendium’s author speculated, “It would seem natural…to assume that the parchment was still hidden in a safe place possibly somewhere in the Near East.”25 Of course, it is obvious why Joseph Smith never produced John’s parchment. Its authenticity could have been immediately ascertained by the Greek scholars of his day. Whereas Joseph could be a little more daring with Egyptian (which at that time was untranslatable) and with “reformed Egyptian” (which everyone knows to be untranslatable), he couldn’t afford to try to fake ancient Greek. So it stayed “hidden away,” and the supposedly translated portion tells us that Christ did indeed promise John eternal life, and that he, like the three Nephites, is alive and well among the Jews, preparing them for the great “gathering” when they shall regain their fatherland.26

Of more than passing interest is section 13, which contains the words of the ordination of Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery to the Aaronic priesthood, and sections 65 and 109 which are prayers. The last two illustrate especially well Joseph’s gift with words, and his use of “revelation” to jab at his enemies (see 109:29).

A great many of the revelations of the Doctrine and Covenants are addressed to certain individuals, some of whom went on to be leaders of the Church, and some of whom left it completely. Mormons see these revelations as great examples of a personalized gospel from a God who knows men’s hearts and gives specific instructions to each one who needed it. To a non-Mormon they come across as tongue-lashings backed up by threats of divine and eternal punishment. An example of this is found in section 10, wherein Book of Mormon witness Martin Harris, who lost a part of the “translation” of the Nephite manuscript, was called “wicked,” and later, by implication, a liar (vv. 1, 28).

Did Joseph Smith use the revelations he received to exalt himself? Section 21 ordered him to keep a record naming him “translator, a prophet, an apostle of Jesus Christ, an elder of the church” (v. 1). (A Christian might compare such gasconade with the modest statements of Paul about himself, and that apostle’s reluctance to boast.) Joseph Smith even used the revelations of the Doctrine and Covenants to command a house to be built for himself (41:7).

Joseph Smith also used the revelations to “answer” questions about the Bible. Section 77 purports to be no more and no less than a question-and-answer quiz of God. Joseph asked questions about the meanings of several of the symbols of the book of Revelation. The literal interpretations he ascribed to many of these symbols betray his lack of understanding of figurative language as used by John. Sections 74, 86, and 113 also claim to be explanations of Bible verses. The question of just how an unbelieving spouse is sanctified by the believing one, and how their children are made holy is dealt with in section 74. In section 86 the parable of the wheat and the tares is made to apply to priesthood holders (wheat) and the blessings promised to them. Section 113 also forces the concept of priesthood onto several unsuspecting, isolated verses from Isaiah.

The mechanics of how to run a church is the subject of many sections of the Doctrine and Covenants. Section 20, for example, speaks definitively on baptism, how to administer the sacrament, the duties of elders, priests, teachers, deacons, and members; the function and timing of conferences, and the blessing of children. Section 27, as we’ve already seen, forbids “gentile” wine in the sacrament. Section 42 deals with church discipline, and 107 with priesthood offices and duties.

Four of the sections of the Doctrine and Covenants are records of visions. Section 76 is perhaps one of the most basic in LDS theological teachings on Satan, hell, and heaven, and must be read if one is to understand the official LDS belief on these subjects. The vision in section 110 records the appearance of Christ, Moses, Elias, and Elijah in the Kirtland temple.

Sections 137 and 138 were added to the Doctrine and Covenants after I left the LDS Church in 1973, even though both were “received as revelations” long before I was born. Little in either of these two “revelations” held any surprises for the Mormon of 1976, for they were already the basis of much doctrine about the dead. Each of these sections was printed as part of the Pearl of Great Price during a three-year period from 1976 to 1979, then transferred to the Doctrine and Covenants where they more logically belong.

Section 137, Joseph Smith’s “Vision of the Celestial Kingdom,” is regarded by some Mormons as a “new” revelation, but it can hardly be regarded as such since the event supposedly occurred in the 1830s. This short, ten-verse section assured Joseph Smith that he was not to worry about people who died without hearing the LDS gospel, because God would judge their hearts, and if he knew they would have accepted it had they the chance, then they would be “heirs of the celestial kingdom” (v. 7). The same would apply to people living in the future, and to children who died before reaching the “years of accountability”—age eight.

Section 138, the “Vision of the Redemption of the Dead,” supposedly received in 1918 by Joseph F. Smith (sixth president of the Church), was also canonized as part of the standard works in 1976. This long passage tells of how Christ went into the spirit world after his death, and with the help of certain righteous men, preached “faith in God, repentance from sin, vicarious baptism for the remission of sins, the gift of the Holy Ghost by the laying on of hands” (v. 33). Those who were dead had the option of accepting these principles and paying the penalty of their transgressions (v. 59). Then they were treated just like those who had accepted the LDS gospel on earth. In addition, righteous Mormons of today will have the opportunity after death of preaching to heathen peoples.

When I was a Mormon, section 78 contained some strange foreign-sounding names which were assigned to the persons mentioned in this section (such names were also used as aliases for church leaders in sections 82, 92, 96, 103, 104, and 105 as well). Such names as “Baurak Ale” for Joseph Smith ostensibly prevented the Church’s enemies from knowing the intentions of plans such as section 103 detailed—the recovery by force of the land they’d left in Missouri. However, uses of names like “Enoch” also led ordinary church members of the time to think the “revelations” were about ancient personages, thus concealing plans that Church leadership kept from its own members as well.27 Since 1981, the code names are no longer printed in modern editions of the Doctrine and Covenants, another example of how the LDS Church can and does change the words of its own scripture, even if they are the words of its god.

The famous Civil War prophecy of section 87 has for years been touted by Mormons as proof positive of Joseph’s powers as a prophet. However, the force of this assertion is lessened considerably when one considers that “the rebellion of South Carolina” mentioned had occurred at least two weeks before it is claimed that Joseph Smith received a revelation concerning it. Even Mormons admit the “prophecy” was not put into print until 1851. Besides, a careful and objective reading of the entire “prophecy” would lead one to believe that the coming Civil War would mark the beginning of an era of continuous war on “all nations”—which has certainly not proven to be the case. (Not even by a great stretch can it be said that “the Northern states” and “the Southern states” had anything to do with the Spanish American War or World War I, for instance.)

HEALTH, INTELLIGENCE, AND OTHER MATTERS

Section 89 records probably the most famous and far-reaching command, the Word of Wisdom, or health law. It professes that it was not originally given as a commandment (v. 2), but was “given for a principle with promise” (v. 3)—a sort of bargain with God for health. Because of the restrained language of the section, many Latter-day Saints have regarded it as optional. However, any modern-day Mormon who wants to enter a temple must consistently practice its principles. The LDS Church for decades barred from temple attendance its members who drank liquor, coffee, tea, or caffeinated drinks, or who smoked or otherwise used tobacco. In other words, disobedience to the Word of Wisdom meant that they could not marry for eternity, do proxy baptisms, attend the temple weddings of their more-faithful children or other relatives, or do any of the other things that would put them on the coveted path to godhood or save their dead non-Mormon friends and kin.

Read literally, the Word of Wisdom forbids the use of “wine or strong drink” for any purpose other than in the sacrament or for washing one’s body; it forbids tobacco for any purpose other than as a poultice for bruises, and for “all sick cattle”; and it says that “hot drinks” are neither for the body nor the belly. It encourages the use of fruits and herbs in season, but cautions man to use meat sparingly. It says that wheat is for humankind, corn is for oxen, oats are for horses, rye is for swine and birds, and barley is for “all useful animals.” Those who keep the Word of Wisdom are promised many things: health, wisdom, knowledge, freedom from fatigue, and protection from the destroying angel.

The background for this revelation is an interesting one. Brigham Young said that it was precipitated by Emma Smith’s complaining about the mess she had to clean up after Joseph’s friends got together and spat tobacco all over the floor.28 Joseph too was disgusted by the clouds of smoke from the men’s pipes, so he “inquired of the Lord” as to the use of tobacco. In 1842 Hyrum Smith defined the “hot drinks” mentioned in section 89 as coffee and tea. Thus, today, the average Mormon’s concept of the substances forbidden by the Word of Wisdom is limited to liquor, tobacco, coffee, and tea.

The Word of Wisdom has become the badge of faithful Mormons of all ages, and it is not merely coincidental that Mormons often live longer, healthier lives than their non-LDS counterparts. I thank God for their health, and fervently desire that Christians would become as sensitive to the care of their “temples” (1 Cor. 3:16) as our LDS friends. Too often, though, the emphasis in observing the Word of Wisdom is focused on the “four forbiddens.” The definition of “hot drinks” as coffee and tea in particular opens several questions.

Can one drink iced coffee and iced tea? The answer is no. In addition, Apostle George Q. Cannon advised against the use of another hot drink, cocoa.29 Some Mormons do not use chocolate in any form. I did not use it for eight of the ten years I was a Mormon, though it was served freely in the dormitory cafeterias at Brigham Young University. On the other hand, all caffeinated sodas were forbidden when I was a Mormon. However, the Church has relaxed its stance on such sodas, though many faithful Mormons still do not drink them.

No one would argue with the Word of Wisdom’s condemnation of the addictive substance, alcohol. But in the Word of Wisdom its use is encouraged as an agent in washing the body. I am as much puzzled by this as by the Word of Wisdom’s advocating the use of tobacco on bruises, and for all the diseases of cattle. A great emphasis is placed on what Mormons should not eat or drink, but the profitable use of these substances as advised in the Doctrine and Covenants is virtually ignored (maybe because they don’t work?). Also often passed over is the Word of Wisdom’s warning against the overuse of meat. As a Mormon, I would eat meat at only one meal a day, but of all my many acquaintances in the densely LDS population of Brigham Young University, there were only a few who said they consciously limited the use of meat because of the Word of Wisdom. In addition, I knew of no Mormons who limited their intake of corn, rye, barley, and oats.

Past Church leaders were adamant in their condemnation of the liquor and tobacco industries. The Word of Wisdom, according to its own admission, was given “in consequence of evils and designs which do and will exist in the minds of conspiring men” (89:4). Dr. Sperry, in his Doctrine and Covenants Compendium, characterized the directors of the tobacco industry as “men without conscience…moral cowards,” and mentioned the “lack of ethics and morality”30 of the liquor industry. But it is a documented fact that Joseph Smith sold liquor in Nauvoo, and Brigham Young in Utah built a distillery and sold alcoholic beverages31—both instances occurring after the Word of Wisdom “revelation.” At one time, the largest liquor business in the state of Utah was run by the LDS Church-owned department store, Zion’s Cooperative Mercantile Institution (ZCMI).32 Joseph F. Smith confirmed the fact that ZCMI sold liquors but excused it by saying that if any unfortunate who depended upon liquor didn’t buy it at ZCMI, he would just go somewhere else.33 So much for being your brother’s keeper!

Section 93 is perhaps the most definitive in LDS scripture on the relationship of truth, knowledge, and intelligence; and the source of the famous LDS assertion that “the glory of God is intelligence” (v. 36). It is also one of the few stand-alone statements by Joseph Smith on philosophical tenets that makes any sense at all to a non-Mormon.

A revelation of unusual form is found in section 102. This consists of the minutes of a meeting. Unlike other revelations which say, “thus saith the Lord,” this section’s only pretension to inspiration is the fact that it is included in the Doctrine and Covenants, and is thus scripture. It is signed by two clerks, and deals with the organization of a high council, and discipline therein.

Another distinctive organization spoken of in the Doctrine and Covenants is the United Order. Also known as the Order of Enoch, the United Order was an altruistic, communal venture in which all participants were “to have equal claim upon properties, for the benefit of managing the concerns of your stewardship” (82:17). It was patterned after the LDS concept of the people of Enoch, who with him were taken up to heaven without tasting death because they all shared equally amongst themselves. The United Order was described in section 78 verses 8–16 as an “everlasting” covenant that could never be broken. However, history shows it was a considerable failure for the many causes previously discussed in the chapter about Joseph Smith.

Much of the Doctrine and Covenants is devoted to the concept of a New Jerusalem. In section 57, Missouri is designated as “the land which I have appointed and consecrated for the gathering of the saints…the land of promise, and the place for the city of Zion” (vv. 1 and 2). Mormons were encouraged to buy all the land they could around Independence (“the center place”). Section 84 prophesied (with two “verilies”) that a temple would be built there “in this generation” (vv. 4 and 5). In spite of the obvious failure of this prophecy, Mormons still look to Missouri as the site of the New Jerusalem, even with the knowledge that the site dedicated for the temple by Joseph Smith is now tenaciously owned by an LDS splinter group known as the Church of Christ—Temple Lot.

An area in Daviess County, Missouri, is identified in section 116 as “Adam-ondi-Ahman,” the site where Adam supposedly built the first altar after the expulsion from Eden, and where he blessed his children before his death (107:53). This will also be the place where a great council meeting will be held just before the second coming of Christ, which will be attended by Michael, Gabriel, and other holders of the priesthood keys who will relinquish those keys to Christ.

CONFLICTS

One thread that runs consistently through the Doctrine and Covenants is the theme of persecution and the LDS response to it. The beginning of section 98 commands courage and patience in regard to their enemies. Section 122, which is surely one of the classic examples of Joseph Smith’s artistry with words, advises him that persecution is for the good of the one persecuted, for it always results in valuable experience.

Two sections of the Doctrine and Covenants, 127 and 128, are in the form of letters from Joseph Smith to the Church at large. In section 127 verse 2 he comments that “deep water is what I am wont to swim in,” and then he plunges into the doctrine of baptism for the dead. He details the need for witnesses and recorders of such baptisms, and even gives instructions for the location of the fonts in the temples.34 The remainder of sections 127 and 128 are taken up with Joseph Smith’s twisting of Bible verses to make them seem to support baptism for the dead, and is an excellent example of the unfettered magniloquence of the literary prophet. These two “epistles” certainly belie Emma Smith’s assertion that her husband couldn’t compose a letter.

Since most of the Doctrine and Covenants was composed during the time that Mormons were experiencing conflicts with the state and federal governments, it is interesting to note sections 98 and 134. Section 101 states that God himself established the American Constitution (v. 80), and the people of the Church were encouraged in section 98 to uphold it. A more detailed statement on the Church’s beliefs regarding its responsibilities to the government and the government’s duties to the Church is found in section 134, which was composed by Oliver Cowdery.

Sections 129, 130, and 131 spell out some specifics of LDS doctrine. Section 129 gives the vision-prone LDS people a test to know if a supernatural being who appears to them is from God or from Satan. (Offer such a being your hand. If he takes it, and you don’t feel anything, you’re in trouble.) Section 130 deals with the dwelling place of God and the angels, identifying it as a faraway planet, and speaks of the importance of gaining knowledge. It also deals with the physical nature of the bodies of God and Christ, and other matters. Section 131 describes the three degrees of glory in heaven, and defines spirit as a kind of refined matter. It also deals with a little-understood (even by Mormons) doctrine known elsewhere as “having one’s calling and election made sure,” as a result of what is here called “the more sure word of prophecy.” This is an absolute assurance by God of one’s personal salvation, and guarantees that one’s soul cannot be lost.

Section 135 was written by John Taylor (third president of the LDS Church), and is a narration of the events surrounding the deaths of Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum. The bitterness and loss felt by Joseph’s bereaved followers can be read even between the lines, and no one, no matter how little divinity he might impute to the life and works of Joseph Smith, can read this moving account without wishing that Joseph Smith had died a more peaceful death.

Section 136 was written by Brigham Young and is his only contribution to the book. It contains instructions for the trek westward and definitely reflects the personality of Young, even though it is supposedly the Word of the Lord. It gives practical, definitive directions for the organization of the traveling companies, with a minimum of the scripturalistic verbiage that characterizes Joseph’s writings tucked in at the end so that no one would mistake it for anything less than a revelation.

Also added after I left Mormonism is “Official Declaration—2,” which announced in 1978 that men of all races were, from that point forward, allowed to hold the LDS priesthood—which had been denied to people of color during the first century and a half of LDS history.

POLYGAMY

I have saved until last the most controversial section of the Doctrine and Covenants because its culmination comes near the end of the volume. Section 132 purports to be God’s explanation of why ancient prophets were allowed to have multiple wives and concubines. The revelation is in the form of an answer to Joseph’s question. Verse 1 sets the tone for the entire section by assuming that God approved heartily of the “doctrine” of polygamy:


Verily, thus saith the Lord unto you my servant Joseph, that inasmuch as you have inquired of my hand to know and understand wherein I, the Lord, justified my servants Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as also Moses, David, and Solomon, my servants, as touching the principle and doctrine of their having many wives and concubines. [italics mine]



Thus, with no prefatory argument, Joseph Smith resolved for the LDS mind the question of whether or not God approved of the Old Testament practice of plurality of wives. Joseph bypassed the whole issue by saying that not only did God tolerate it, he actually required it.

This argument is suspended (securely, some Mormons think) from Joseph Smith’s version of the story of Abraham. According to section 132 verse 35, God commanded that Old Testament prophet to take Hagar the handmaid of his wife as a concubine so that he could have the seed that God had promised him. But anyone who reads Genesis 16 can see the holes in this argument. God didn’t tell Abraham to take Hagar, Sarai did; and in verse 5 of Genesis 16 she admits that this, in hindsight, wasn’t a very good idea. (In fact, today’s bloody conflict in the Middle East shows the outcome of the rivalry between those who claim to be descended from Abraham’s two sons.)

The Doctrine and Covenants says that the plural wives of Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and Solomon were also commanded of God (vv. 37–38), and that all of David’s wives except the wife of Uriah were given to him by God. But in no modern translation of the Bible can we find an example of where God commanded a man to take more than one wife. (There is a possible exception to this in the case of a levirate marriage, wherein the next of kin of a man who died childless would marry his kinsman’s widow [Deut. 25:5–6; see also Gen. 38:1–26 for the history of Tamar]).

No matter how plural marriages were tolerated by God in Old Testament times, Jesus himself made it clear that under the new kingdom of heaven that he instituted, practices once overlooked in Old Testament times were no longer tolerated (see Jesus’ teachings on divorce in Matthew 19:1–9). By the time that divinely revealed standards for the New Testament church were delineated, all married leaders were limited to a single wife (1 Tim. 3:2, Titus 1:6).

Section 132 does not make polygamy an optional marital relationship. It is called a “new and everlasting covenant” in verse 4, which states that “if ye abide not that covenant, then ye are damned, for no one can reject this covenant and be permitted to enter into my glory.” (Researcher Bruce MacArthur has aptly pointed out the contradiction in LDS claims that polygamy is an ancient command of God—instituted, as verse 5 says, “from before the foundation of the world”—immediately after the nineteenth-century Doctrine and Covenant definition of plural marriage as a “a new and an everlasting covenant” in 132:4). The earthly marriage union, which we Christians regard as blessed and approved of by God, says this section, is “of no efficacy, virtue or force in and after the resurrection of the dead; for all contracts that are not made unto this end have an end when men are dead” (v. 7).

One underlying principle of LDS polygamy is that anyone who refuses it will receive an inferior inheritance in heaven and will be appointed to be servant of those who did accept it (vv. 16 and 17). Polygamous saints are promised great blessings. In verses 19 and 20 we learn that if “sealed” Mormons shed no innocent blood, they will be raised in the first resurrection, or shortly thereafter, inheriting thrones, kingdoms, principalities, powers, dominions, and all heights and depths. They will be able to pass unscathed by angels and gods, and their family relationships (marital, parental, and filial) will be eternal. Finally, they are promised that “then they shall be gods, because they have all power, and the angels are subject unto them” (v. 20).

The brunt of the Doctrine and Covenants section on polygamy is that no one can be exalted without it, and that only Joseph and his successors have the “keys” to this ordinance. Anyone who rejects it is damned; as is any man or woman who commits “adultery” by having marital relations outside the covenant having once entered into it. The wife of such an adulterous man would be given to another, faithful man, who will “be made ruler over many” (v. 44).

The last dozen or so verses of the revelation are transparently aimed at those who would oppose these teachings, most specifically at Joseph’s wife, Emma. It is obvious that this revelation, like the Word of Wisdom, was written with her in mind. She is told to accept all of Joseph’s plural wives (v. 52), though she is threatened with destruction (v. 54) if she cannot “abide this commandment.” Furthermore, she is told that Joseph will be given even more wives if she fights against the revelation (v. 55). Poor Emma! Damned if she did, and humiliated if she didn’t! Joseph tried to soften all this by saying in verse 61 that a first wife would have to give permission for her husband to take a second one, but he himself repeatedly took wives without Emma’s knowledge or consent, claiming that he was exempt from this provision of the commandment (v. 65).

Apparently polygamy as a whole never went much more smoothly than what we see in the Doctrine and Covenants. LDS lore is full of stories of childless “aunts” who lived with Grandmother and Grandfather in uneasy cohabitation. Emma Smith fought the doctrine of plural wives with every psychological weapon at her disposal, but lost. Brigham Young had dozens of wives, one of whom rebelled so expressively against the slavery of polygamy that her book, Wife Number 19, is a classic among books about polygamy. Some highly recommended books published more recently on the subject of polygamy as practiced by Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, and other LDS leaders include Mormon Enigma: Emma Hale Smith (Linda King Newell and Valeen Tippetts Avery) and Mormon Polygamy: A History (Richard S. Van Wagoner).

Many people have wondered why a man would want more than one wife anyway. One LDS writer, Todd Compton, theorized that Joseph Smith took to heart Matthew 22:30, in which Jesus said of people in the resurrection, “they neither marry, nor are given in marriage.” Says Compton, “Smith apparently interpreted this to mean that one had to create one’s ‘extended family,’ one’s kingdom, by marriage while on earth. Orson Pratt, in a discourse given in 1859, taught this explicitly.”35

The first man mentioned in the Bible who had more than one wife, Lamech, is remembered for the fact that he was also a murderer (see what two wives can drive you to!). We’re all familiar with the contentions between Abraham’s wife, Sarah, and his concubine Hagar. In addition, the Bible recounts Jacob’s problems with Leah, Rachel, Bilhah, and Zilpah, and the mess that King David’s household was always in. Solomon’s one thousand foreign wives leeched Israel’s money from him to build altars to their heathen idols; and his son Rehoboam (also a polygamist) let pagan worship prevail in the by then divided Israel. In short, far from being a symbol of kingly power, polygamy in the Old Testament usually signaled moral decay.

The revelation commanding polygamy was not announced to the LDS Church as a whole until 1852, eight years after the death of Joseph Smith. It was not until 1876 that it was added to the Doctrine and Covenants and assigned the section number 132. Up until that time, though, there was another revelation (numbered 101 in the 1835 edition and 109 in the 1854 edition) which flatly denied that polygamy was practiced among Mormons, stating:


Inasmuch as this church of Christ has been reproached with the crime of fornication and polygamy; we declare that we believe that one man should have one wife; and one woman but one husband, except in the case of death, when either is at liberty to marry again.36



This revelation was dropped from the Doctrine and Covenants when the section commanding polygamy was added. Therefore, there existed a forty-five year gap between the receipt of the polygamy revelation and its inclusion in the doctrinal canon. During twenty-one years of that time, too, the Church was denying publicly that they had anything to do with the practice of polygamy.

It is easy to see why many Mormons don’t delve too deeply into the history of section 132, and if they do, why they want to avoid the issue altogether. Utah Mormons maintain that Joseph Smith introduced the doctrine of polygamy before his death, which doctrine was brought to fruition under the auspices of his successor, Brigham Young. The average member of the Community of Christ (formerly known as the Reorganized Church) would deny that the Prophet Joseph ever even thought of the doctrine, because he denied it so vehemently before his death. Others, like Isaac Sheen, said that Joseph did indeed preach and practice polygamy, but that he “repented of his connection” with it, claiming that it was of the devil.37

Probably Sheen was closest to the truth. By the time he died, Joseph probably wished he’d never mentioned the word polygamy. Just when he first formulated the doctrine will probably never be known. But it is obvious that by the time he got around to asking God about it (remember, section 132 is supposed to be God’s answer on the matter), he already had multiple wives. In verse 52, God told Emma to “receive all those who have been given unto my servant Joseph” (italics mine). Mormons say that a certain number of women were promised, or “given,” to Joseph before he actually married them. But history tells us that Joseph was married to at least twelve women before July 12, 1843, the date of the “recording” of section 132.38

In addition, Joseph Fielding Smith, a former president of the LDS Church, in his book Blood Atonement and the Origin of Plural Marriage, quoted an affidavit which verified that not only did Joseph have plural wives, but that he “cohabited with them as wives.”39 His oldest wife was fifty-six years old, his youngest a child of fourteen years of age.40 Worst of all was the fact that Joseph Smith married women who were already married to other men: Besides committing adultery himself, he used his power and influence as a supposed prophet to coerce other men’s wives to join him in sin and to commit the crime of polyandry.

Joseph Smith claimed that he did not introduce polygamy to God’s people, but that he merely restored it. But the Nephites of the Book of Mormon are represented as abhorring the idea of plural wives.41 Early Christians didn’t practice it, either. Even if Joseph Smith claimed to be living Old Testament polygamy, he didn’t do a very good job of it. An Old Testament polygamist couldn’t marry his wife’s sister (Lev. 18:18—bear in mind that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob lived before this law was given). Nor could he have two wives who were mother and daughter (Lev. 20:14). Yet Joseph Smith married five pairs of sisters, as well as a mother and her daughter.42

When polygamy was first introduced, many men were appalled when commanded to take an additional wife (or in the case of Heber C. Kimball, commanded to surrender his own first wife to Joseph Smith in marriage).43 Most either accepted the doctrine or left the Church. The doctrine of polygamy had as one virtue its ability to separate believers from unbelievers, and left few fence-sitters in its tumultuous wake.

In fact, some of its adherents actually claimed the practice was vastly superior to monogamous marriage. George Q. Cannon, an early apostle, said that the children of patriarchal (that is, polygamous) marriages were healthier and more vigorous and intelligent than others.44 Brigham Young put the blame for civilization’s problems with prostitution and adultery squarely on the shoulders of monogamy, saying that polygamous societies had no place for such sins.45 He regarded extra wives as a sort of escape valve for the poor suppressed monogamous man who could not otherwise control his passions.

Some LDS apologists shrug off polygamy by claiming, as I did while I was a Mormon, that less than 3 percent of the Mormon men ever practiced polygamy. But other Mormons have admitted that the real figure might have been well above 10 percent.46 Non-Mormons have estimated an accurate figure to be as much as 20 percent. A standard LDS explanation of the necessity for polygamy is that there were many more women than men in the early Church and that plural marriage was a good way to absorb the surplus women of the population. I grew up thinking that polygamous men married old or homely women just to give them a home and (if they weren’t past childbearing age) a family. But John A. Widtsoe, an LDS writer, affirmed that “there seems always to have been more males than females in the Church.”47 Furthermore, apparently the LDS leadership wanted first choice of incoming female converts brought to Utah.48

The “new and everlasting covenant” as practiced by Mormons proved to be far from everlasting: Polygamy as an officially approved and practiced tenet of the Utah LDS Church came to a halt in 1890, when the president of the LDS Church, Wilford Woodruff, issued a document that appears near the end of the Doctrine and Covenants, titled “Official Declaration—1.” Whereas for thirty years LDS leaders told members they would be cursed by God if they didn’t practice polygamy,49 now Woodruff cited the constitutionality of the 1862 federal laws against polygamy, and said, “I hereby declare my intention to submit to those laws, and to use my influence with the members of the Church over which I preside to have them do likewise.”50

How could this be? How could an “eternal” principle, essential to salvation, be suddenly revoked? Many Mormons thought Wilford Woodruff had lost his mind or his priesthood authority, and continued living in polygamy. Some went to court for their right to practice the doctrine. Many went to prison. A number took their wives and went “underground,” or to Mexico where sanctions against polygamy existed but were rarely enforced. Still others left the Church and tried as best they could to undo the damage done in their lives by polygamy.

Many a polygamous wife claimed that her marriage was never happy after the coming of other wives, even according to Brigham Young.51 But the situation was even worse for plural wives when polygamy was declared by the Church to be wrong.52 What did a man do with his other wives, if cohabitation with them was illegal? What of his children by them? Many bitterly blamed the US government for its “cruel” treatment of such marriages. But was it really the fault of the government?

The laws prohibiting polygamy only voiced the views of Christians who, from New Testament teachings, knew polygamy to be wrong. If the revelation were as irrevocably true as Brigham Young said it was,53 and as divine as Apostle Orson Pratt said it was,54 and as necessary as Apostle George Teasdale said it was,55 then a person would have to be crazy to abandon it!

This is precisely the view of “Fundamentalist” Mormons who even today live in polygamy, both outside the United States and inside our borders. They had their beginnings when Wilford Woodruff issued the “Manifesto” (as “Official Declaration—1” has traditionally been called). They claim that the “everlasting” covenant of plural marriage is just that, and feel that they would rather face imprisonment and fines from the government than abandon their families and face God after rejecting one of his commandments. They claim, and quite correctly so, that Wilford Woodruff “sold out” to the federal government on the matter of polygamy.

Utah, at the time polygamy was at its apex, desired to become a state of the Union. With this as a lever, the government exerted such financial and legal strictures on the LDS Church that its very being was threatened. Mormon author John J. Stewart wrote that “due to the extremely bitter persecution against the Church because of it [that is, plural marriage], President Wilford Woodruff issued the manifesto…suspending the general practice of it in the Church, while still retaining it as a doctrine.”56 But whatever the persecution, Mormons can’t rightfully lay the blame on others, but only on the formulators and advocates of this doctrine. Their deception and willfulness must be seen behind the tears of every abandoned plural wife and her children.

Even after LDS leaders told their people to abandon polygamy, some of those in high positions continued to practice it. For instance, Joseph F. Smith, sixth president of the Church, fathered no less than eleven children by plural wives after the issuing of the Manifesto, according to his own sworn testimony before a federal investigating committee.57 This behavior exemplifies an issue that still burns in the hearts of Mormons who are courageous enough to ask themselves two questions. If polygamy was eternal, why was its practice rescinded? Some Mormons will shrug their shoulders and say that what God gives, he can take away; and perhaps he was just testing his people anyway. But it is a cruel God indeed who would set up a family system and then deprive innocent children of their fathers. If polygamy was not eternal, why was it called such, and why did LDS leaders continue to practice it while repudiating it?

In the end, most Mormons would like to see polygamy as a dead issue. Throughout most of the end of the twentieth century, the majority of Mormons knew little about it, and cared less. Their attention was very rarely directed to section 132 or to the Manifesto, and except for an occasional “rude” reference to it by a non-Mormon, they didn’t care to think about it. However, ignoring the issue is growing increasingly more difficult as television shows such as the series Big Love glamorize the practice, or present it as a vicarious “guilty pleasure.” Movies, websites and news stories discuss polygamy and identify it most often with its roots within the early Mormon Church. It is also becoming a charged political issue in the twenty-first century. With the increasing societal acceptance of “non-traditional” marriages that include same-sex partners, some observers are pointing to polygamy (including polygyny and polyandry) among consenting adults as the next civil rights battle.58

Twenty-first century apologists for the LDS Church evince a painful schizophrenia in speaking about its history of plural marriage. A good example of this is Robert Millet, who points to examples of Mormon women who he says loved polygamy and protested its demise; and yet portrays the practice as a whole as a difficult “burden” under which his people suffered and from which they were finally released by God.59

Just how burdensome polygamy—which adherents call “living the Principle”—can be was demonstrated in the 2008 federal raid on the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints compound in Eldorado, Texas. Women who were terrified of going to hell if they could not live in polygamy refused to identify their own children because of fear of sending their husbands to jail and nullifying their marriages. The result was a nightmare for government officials as well as for the women and children who were taken into custody.

Irene Spencer, author of Shattered Dreams: My Life as a Polygamist’s Wife, pointed out that based on the teachings of the Doctrine and Covenants 132:62, the current mainstream LDS Church could justify—as have the polygamists—the marrying of ten “virgin” girls by middle-aged men. Spencer in a 2008 radio interview recounted her acquaintance with a polygamous Mormon man who married a previously married woman, and then married her two daughters—ages nine and eleven—and fathered children with all three.

PROBLEMS WITHIN THE DOCTRINE AND COVENANTS

Section 27 illustrates the confusion in this book when the reader is introduced to the idea of an office of “Elias.” (Of course, Bible students know that Elias is just the Greek form of the name Elijah, but Joseph Smith obviously didn’t know it—he claimed in section 110, verses 11–13, that he saw both Elias and Elijah.) Joseph Smith also showed his ignorance of Bible language in section 4. In verse 5, he lists the qualifications for service in the kingdom as faith, hope, charity, and love. Joseph would have been better off if he had kept his eye single to a Greek-English Bible. Anyone who reads only the King James Version, as do most Mormons, might accept “charity” and “love” as separate concepts, but modern translations recognize that “charity” is the Elizabethan translators’ attempt to find an English word that would approximate the “agape” love Paul spoke of in 1 Corinthians 13.

In Doctrine and Covenants 95:7, we have another example of just how little Joseph Smith knew about Hebrew. Here he took the liberty of translating a scriptural phrase, “Lord of Sabaoth.” He said it was “by interpretation, the creator of the first day, the beginning and the end.” It is apparent that he confused this phrase with the one found in Mark 2:28, where Christ spoke of the “Lord also of the sabbath,” which does indeed have reference to a day of the week—the seventh, not the first, day. “Sabaoth,” in contrast, refers to God’s kingly role as commander in chief of the heavenly host, and of all living things. It cannot reasonably be stretched to refer to the creation of the first day.

Joseph Smith also seemed to have a lot of trouble keeping straight the gods who gave him the revelations of the Doctrine and Covenants. In section 29:1, for example, the speaker in the revelation says that he is Jesus Christ, and then later in verse 42 speaks as the Father. In section 49 the reverse occurs: The speaker says that he is the Father of Christ in verse 5, but later in verse 28 identifies himself as Christ. Since the Mormons assert that God and Christ are totally separate personages, they don’t even have a Trinity doctrine to fall back on here.

One last section, 19, might pass unnoticed by Mormon and critic alike—in the beginning it seems to have little to offer to distinguish it from others like it. Its introduction affirms that it is “A COMMANDMENT OF GOD, and not of man” (just in case anyone would think otherwise), and the first twenty verses pound that idea point by point into the head of Martin Harris, the hapless object of the revelation. Harris is told to repent lest God punish him endlessly, and humble him with almighty power. But here is where the revelation begins to differ from the norm. It tells Martin to pay all the debts incurred in printing the Book of Mormon, to liquidate and give to the Church all his lands and property except that needed to support his family, and finally, to leave house and home except to visit occasionally with his loved ones. He is told that the blessings he will so obtain will be greater than the “corruptible” riches he will give to the Church.

And then Joseph Smith, masquerading as the god of this revelation, grandly asks the soon-to-be homeless and destitute Martin, “Behold, canst thou read this without rejoicing and lifting up thy heart for gladness?” (v. 39).





Chapter 6
THE PERILS OF THE PEARL


There is nothing hidden but what shall be brought to light, and nothing secret but what shall be discovered.

—Parley P. Pratt, LDS leader1



For a Mormon, the Pearl of Great Price is quoted less than other LDS scripture, and has few exciting stories in it to compare with the adventures of Nephi or Alma in the Book of Mormon. In ten years of Mormonism I was never asked to read this, the shortest of all books of LDS scripture. When I did read it, it was on my own initiative. Many of its doctrines were so deep or so controversial that they were rarely discussed in public meetings.

It was this book, which I was looking at in the fall of 1973, that rocked my foundations as a Mormon. Its woodcuts—pictures copied from the papyrus scrolls that were supposedly the source of the text of the Book of Abraham—stopped me cold, shocking me into the recognition that Joseph Smith was no translator of Egyptian. It was not until much later, though, that I went back and more thoroughly and objectively examined the Pearl of Great Price.

THE CONTENTS OF THE PEARL OF GREAT PRICE

It is not easy to talk about the Pearl of Great Price as an entity because its contents, even more than those of the Doctrine and Covenants, are so divergent. Whereas the Book of Mormon purports to be the records of the ancient Americans, and the Doctrine and Covenants the revelations given to early LDS church leaders, no such blanket statement of contents will suffice for the Pearl of Great Price. This short volume contains various short writings. Briefest of all is a listing of the LDS “Articles of Faith,” a creed upon which LDS doctrine is loosely based, formulated by Joseph Smith. The Pearl of Great Price also contains other writings of the prophet, including a book called “Joseph Smith—History.” This tells of his first vision, the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, a visit of John the Baptist, and the rise of the Church. There is also an extract from his Inspired Version of the Bible, a passage from Matthew (called “Joseph Smith—Matthew”).

The other two-thirds of the Pearl of Great Price are supposed to be from the writings of two Old Testament patriarchs, Abraham and Moses. Abraham’s writings purport to provide details of that prophet’s life not found in the Bible, as well as information about the preexistence, the council in heaven, and divine principles of astronomy. Moses’ writings supposedly clarify the events that led to the creation and humankind’s history from Adam to Noah.

This anthology of sorts was first compiled by Franklin D. Richards of the Council of the Twelve. He published it under the title Pearl of Great Price in Liverpool, England, in 1851. It underwent various adjustments before being canonized as scripture in 1880. It was revised again in 1902 when all the material incorporated into the 1876 Doctrine and Covenants was dropped from its contents so as to avoid duplication.2 Then too it was divided into chapters and verses with references. In its revised form in 1902 it was accepted as a “standard work,” joining the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the Doctrine and Covenants. But all in all, this little book has undergone thousands of word changes since its 1851 edition.

THE WRITINGS OF JOSEPH SMITH

One of the most oft-quoted elements of the Pearl of Great Price is known as the Articles of Faith. These thirteen doctrinal statements were composed by Joseph Smith after John Wentworth, editor of the Chicago Democrat, wrote to Joseph Smith in Nauvoo, asking for a brief statement of the doctrinal beliefs of the Latter-day Saints. They are considered to be scripture. A Christian casually observing the Articles of Faith would find few quarrels there. But as we shall see in later chapters, the distinctively LDS doctrines hinge upon the meanings that Mormons assign to the Christian-type terminology of the Articles of Faith. For instance, such concepts as being “saved” or “punished,” and the idea of “authority,” are uniquely Mormon as Latter-day Saints interpret these words.

The inclusion in the Pearl of Great Price of Joseph Smith’s own “inspired” translation of Matthew 23:39 and all of Matthew chapter 24 has raised questions in the minds of Mormons and non-Mormons alike. Joseph Smith considered this passage important, and for years it was the only New Testament part of his Inspired Version to be singled out as scripture by the Utah church. (The “Community of Christ,” previously known as the Reorganized LDS Church, of course, has always accepted the whole Inspired Version as scripture.) This brief passage is a mysterious monument to Smith’s ability to conglomerate scriptures for his desired effect, and its name, Joseph Smith—Matthew, is fitting.

Also included is Joseph Smith—History, a short autobiography of his early life and the history of the young Church. Of particular interest is Joseph Smith—History 1:14–20, which details the appearance of God and Christ to the boy Joseph. This is the most relied upon passage by which Mormons justify their doctrine that God and Christ possess separate physical bodies.

THE BOOK OF MOSES

These writings of Joseph Smith—the Articles of Faith, the Matthew “translation,” and Joseph Smith’s early history—make up a little over one-fourth of the Pearl of Great Price. The rest of this book deals with what Mormons believe to be the writings of Moses and Abraham. Moses’ writings were “revealed” to Joseph Smith in 1830 when he was working on his translation of the Old Testament. This “Book of Moses” is supposedly the unabridged story upon which they believe our “incomplete” Genesis account was based. It was first published in six installments printed at irregular intervals from August 1832 until January 1844. Basically the Book of Moses is a revision of the Genesis account that includes a heavy injection of “Christian-type” doctrines into the old-covenant writings. It teaches:


	Man can talk to God literally face-to-face (1:1; 7:4) and see him with spiritual eyes (1:11).

	This record of Moses is not included in our Bible because of the wickedness of men (1:23) and is to be shown only to those who believe (1:42).

	There are many “earths” that God has created (1:29, 33).

	Joseph Smith is considered by God to be one “like Moses” (1:41).

	The speaker, God (Elohim) himself alone created everything but man (2:1–25), but he was helped in man’s creation by his Only Begotten (2:26).

	All living things were first created spiritually before being created physically (3:7).

	Trees are living souls (3:9); thus, by implication, all living things have souls.

	Satan was a son of God (5:13), brother to Christ and to all humankind. He rebelled when his plan promising compulsory, universal salvation was rejected by God (4:1–4).

	Adam received the Holy Ghost (5:9).

	Adam rejoiced after and as a result of his transgression (5:10–11; versus Gen. 3:10).

	Cain was cursed because he made a secret pact with Satan for gain (5:29–33; note that priesthood is not mentioned).

	The first polygamist, Lamech, covenanted with Satan (5:49), and kept not God’s command (5:52).

	The “Gospel” was preached in antediluvian days, and was confirmed by the Holy Ghost (5:58–59).

	The priesthood is said to have originated with Adam (6:7).

	Genealogies were kept in Adam’s day as they should be kept now (6:8).

	Christ atoned for original sin (6:54).

	Adam was given the Comforter (6:61).

	After receiving the Holy Ghost, Adam was baptized—with water (6:64) and with fire and the Holy Ghost (6:66).

	Canaanites were cursed with a blackness of skin that caused them to be despised by all people (7:8).

	Enoch built a city called Zion (7:18–22), which was taken up to heaven with him (7:69).

	The seed of Cain was a race with black skin (7:22).

	A purgatorial prison was built for those who perished in the flood (7:38).

	The earth is female in gender, and has a soul and a voice (7:48).

	An actual thousand-year millennial reign by Christ upon this earth is promised (7:65).

	Noah taught repentance and baptism for the gift of the Holy Ghost (8:24).

	Noah, not God, was sorry that man had been created (8:25–26; versus Gen. 6:6–7).



It is interesting to know that this section of the Pearl of Great Price has undergone 1,195 word changes since first being published in 1851. How this can be justified is beyond my understanding, in view of the fact that Mormons claim Joseph Smith received this by direct revelation from God. I can see the LDS point of view when they say that God can give modern-day revelations to individuals, which need to be revised or revoked as situations change. (I can see it, though I don’t agree with it.) I cannot see why their deity could not accurately relay to Joseph Smith the contents of a record supposedly written by Moses thousands of years ago.

HISTORY OF THE BOOK OF ABRAHAM

Since the original record does not exist, we cannot check Joseph Smith’s version of the Book of Moses except against the Genesis account. But the remainder of the Pearl of Great Price, the Book of Abraham, can be checked, for the original records are available today. The LDS Church possesses several papyrus fragments, from one of which the Book of Abraham was translated by Joseph Smith, according to the prefatory passage in the Pearl of Great Price: “A Translation of some ancient Records, that have fallen into our hands from the catacombs of Egypt.—The writings of Abraham while he was in Egypt, called the Book of Abraham, written by his own hand, upon papyrus.”

Here is another tribute to the resourcefulness of Joseph Smith, who could use anything that came his way to further his own purposes. Early in his life Joseph found a smooth rock that became a “seer stone.” Later he used a workman’s carving on one of his temples to show what the face of God looked like—except, he observed, the nose was just a little too broad. And when a man traveled to him with mummies and papyrus, Joseph couldn’t resist building some of his most fantastic doctrines around the history and contents of those scrolls.

To understand the situation in which Joseph Smith thus found himself, we must consider the end of the eighteenth century—the era of Napoleon’s visits to Egypt. Everyone in those days knew something about Egyptian art and mummies, but its mysterious ancient hieroglyphic language was a locked door. Then, just six years before the unheralded birth of one Joseph Smith in Vermont in 1805, an equally unappreciated stone was discovered. But when someone noticed that this two-thousand-year-old black rock contained three passages in three different languages—Greek, hieroglyphics, and demotic (a simplified hieroglyphic writing)—then the Rosetta Stone, as it was named, began to receive the notice it deserved.

During the time that Joseph Smith was supposedly receiving the first vision, a young man named Jean Francois Champollion theorized that if the names in all three passages on the Rosetta Stone were equivalent, then the other information probably was. The Greek could be used to decipher the Egyptian, Champollion rightly concluded. In America, Joseph Smith began writing the Book of Mormon. At the same time as the organization and early years of the LDS Church, many scholars pored over the Rosetta Stone, painstakingly wresting from this basalt slab the possibility of reading all the silent writings on the walls of tombs and temples.

In the same year, 1832, that Brigham Young became a Mormon, Champollion died, and it wasn’t until after his death that the scholarly world truly capitalized on his groundbreaking work. In 1837 the Herculean task of assembling the first ancient Egyptian dictionary was completed. No one had ever supposed that such a thing could be done—least of all, Joseph Smith.

In June of 1835 a frustrated young man by the name of Michael H. Chandler sought out the famed LDS prophet. Chandler had acquired eleven Egyptian mummies. His disappointment at finding that the bodies carried no jewels was barely compensated for by the fact that there was a papyrus roll on the breast of one of the mummies, and a few scraps of papyrus on the others. Chandler had earned a little money traveling around the country exhibiting the curiosities. When he met Benjamin Bullock III, a relative of Joseph Smith’s friend Heber C. Kimball, he was told that the “Mormon prophet” could translate anything. As soon as Joseph laid eyes upon the papyrus fragments that Chandler had had examined by other “experts,” the Mormon sage asked to be excused, and retired into his “translating room.” When he returned a short while later, he carried a written translation in English of the fragment’s writing. What the “translation” said, we may never know, but it so impressed Chandler that he presented Joseph with a certificate stating:


Kirtland, July 6, 1835

This is to make known to all who may be desirous, concerning the knowledge of Mr. Joseph Smith, Jun., in deciphering the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic characters in my possession, which I have, in many eminent cities, showed to the most learned; and from the information that I could ever learn, or meet with, I find that of Mr. Joseph Smith, Jun., to correspond in the most minute matters.

—(signed) Michael H. Chandler



Traveling with, and proprietor of, Egyptian mummies3



Soon afterwards, Joseph Smith offered to buy the papyri, but Chandler refused to sell them without their owners, the mummies. The sale was consummated to the tune of $2,400. Joseph identified one of the mummies as King Necho,4 and another time he said one of the mummies was that of a king’s daughter. But the mummies were of only peripheral interest to Joseph Smith—the scrolls were what fascinated him. He said that one scroll had on it the “autograph of Moses” and additional writings by his brother Aaron.5 (Unfortunately we do not have Joseph Smith’s “translation” of this latter record.)

There is no question that Joseph Smith claimed that he could translate ancient languages. “I can read all writing,” he once boasted.6 Another time he claimed when discussing his idiosyncratic translation of the Hebrew in Genesis 1:1 (which he said told of a council of gods), “But I am learned, and know more than all the world put together.”7

Nor do we have the translation of what Joseph Smith in his journal called “the writings of Joseph of Egypt.” Joseph Smith, speaking as Nephi in the Book of Mormon, mentioned the prophecies of Joseph of Egypt, or the Joseph of the Bible (2 Nephi 4:2). Though some LDS authorities say that Joseph Smith did translate the Chandler papyri (as writings Smith attributed to Joseph of Egypt),8 the translation has never been published, supposedly because its prophecies were “ ‘too great’ for the people of this day.”9

However, there is proof that Joseph Smith did indeed translate and publish a portion of the scrolls he bought from Chandler. Joseph said that one portion of the papyrus was written in the handwriting of Abraham himself—which made it much older than the Bible account of Genesis which was recorded long after the fact by Moses. Dr. Sidney Sperry, an LDS authority, has even gone so far as to say that the Book of Abraham (like the Book of Moses) was an original document upon which Genesis was based.10

The translation was completed in 1842 and published in the Nauvoo, Illinois, Times and Seasons between March 1 and May 16, 1842. Joseph Smith oversaw the printing and commissioned a young woodcarver, Reuben Hedlock, to reproduce sections of the scrolls’ illustrations for printing to accompany the translations.

Joseph Smith promised further extracts from the Book of Abraham (indicating that what he had published hardly covered the entire document), but was killed in the Carthage jail before doing so. After his death, Joseph’s mother, Lucy Mack Smith, took over the scrolls and mummies, exhibiting them to curious visitors who were fascinated by her colorful descriptions of them. Until her death in 1855, Lucy lived with Joseph’s widow, Emma, and her second husband, Charles Bidamon. One year later Emma and her son Joseph III sold the Egyptian artifacts to a Mr. A. Combs. The sales receipt of this transaction is still in existence. Evidently some of these artifacts were given to Combs’s housekeeper. By 1859 at least part of the scrolls and mummies had been loaned or donated to the St. Louis Museum. In 1863 they were on catalog in the Chicago Museum. It was long assumed that the entire collection burned in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 that destroyed a great deal of the Chicago Museum.

DOCTRINES OF THE BOOK OF ABRAHAM

That part of the Pearl of Great Price which is known as the Book of Abraham was translated from these scrolls, and is the basis for many unique doctrines of Mormonism. If we were to scan it we would find it teaching that:


	The LDS priesthood was first held by Adam and passed down to Abraham, the writer of this record (1:3).

	Pharaoh’s wicked priest tried to sacrifice Abraham (1:6–15).

	The land of Egypt was settled by the descendants of Ham (1:23–24).

	Pharaoh did not hold the priesthood because he was “cursed…as pertaining to the priesthood” (1:26–27).

	The priesthood was promised to Abraham’s seed (2:9).

	The “Gospel” was preached in Abraham’s time (2:10).

	God commanded Abraham to lie about Sarah’s marital relationship to him (2:22–25).

	Abraham possessed the Urim and Thummim (3:1).

	The star named Kolob is near to God’s throne (3:2–3).

	Since Kolob revolves once in each one thousand years, one of its days is equal to one thousand of our years in God’s perspective (3:4).

	All spirits are eternal and incapable of being created (3:18–19).

	Certain persons were forechosen by God, before the world was formed, to be his rulers (3:23–24).

	Satan rebelled when he was not chosen to accomplish God’s aims (3:27–28).

	“The Gods” organized and formed the heavens and the earth (4:1), as well as collectively carrying out the entire creation process as outlined in Genesis 1 and 2.

	When the Gods decreed that Adam would die the same day that he ate of the forbidden fruit, they were speaking of the one-thousand-year days of God (5:13).



The record of Abraham was by Smith’s own admission incomplete. LDS leaders have theorized that on the basis of some of the Book of Abraham’s illustrations, subsequent translation would have told about Abraham’s further adventures in Egypt.

THE BOOK OF ABRAHAM UNDER FIRE

While most Mormons of the last half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century speculated on what Joseph Smith would have written if he had lived longer, the experts of the Egyptian language scoffed at Joseph’s translating abilities. The certificate that Mr. Chandler had given Joseph attesting to his abilities as a translator of ancient Egyptian was worthless because neither Chandler nor the other men he had consulted (like Dr. Anthon, who refused to certify Smith’s translations of “reformed Egyptian”) could read enough ancient Egyptian to certify anyone’s translations.

The first proofs of the fraudulent nature of the Book of Abraham began in 1860 when Louvre expert M. Theodule Deveria examined the facsimiles which were printed in the Pearl of Great Price. Since Joseph Smith had claimed to translate several names and some of the information on the scrolls from which the woodcuts were copied, Deveria was able to make his own translations and then compare them to those of Joseph Smith. Though hindered in several places by the poor quality of the woodcut reproductions and by untranslatable sections, Deveria was nonetheless able to ascertain categorically that not only were Joseph Smith’s translations incorrect, but also that Joseph Smith had apparently altered the original documents themselves. Of course Deveria based his opinions on the facsimiles printed in the Pearl of Great Price, but these were also the facsimiles Joseph Smith presented as part of the Word of God.

The flame of controversy was fanned again in 1912 when Franklin S. Spaulding, the Episcopal bishop of Utah, published a book called Joseph Smith Jr. as a Translator. In researching his book, Spaulding approached several of the most eminent authorities of the science of Egyptology and asked them their opinions of the woodcuts of the Pearl of Great Price and Joseph Smith’s interpretations of those woodcuts. The list of experts consulted by Spaulding reads like an honor roll of the best Egyptologists, and included Drs. W. M. Flinders Petrie and James H. Breasted. Every expert had the same thing to say: Joseph Smith had no idea of even the basics of translating ancient Egyptian. A sampling of their comments on Joseph’s translations: “an impudent fraud,” “pure fabrication,” “the work of pure imagination.”

The LDS Church was stunned by this publication, and lost no time in coming out with a reply to it. They chose a man to write their “answer” who worked as a professional writer and who at one time in his career wrote a book defending the liquor industry. This man, J. C. Homans, wrote under the pen name of Robert C. Webb, and gave himself the title of PhD—an honor never bestowed upon him by any university. His book was a confusing mass of circumlocution that alternated between generalizations about the culture of ancient Egypt and attacks on the credentials of the experts quoted by Spaulding.

In 1965, Modern Microfilm Company (now known as Utah Lighthouse Ministry or UTLM) operated by Jerald and Sandra Tanner of Salt Lake City, reprinted Spaulding’s work,11 which was by then out of print. This reprinting could have caused as big a stir as its first, but an event of much greater importance intervened.

ATIYA’S “DISCOVERY” OF THE SCROLLS

A professor of Middle Eastern studies at the University of Utah was visiting the New York Metropolitan Museum in the early spring of 1966, doing research for a book he was writing about Eastern Christianity. This man, Dr. Aziz S. Atiya, an Egyptian by birth and Coptic by faith, worked at a university in the middle of Mormon country, and thus was familiar with Latter-day Saint doctrine and scriptures. As he was looking through a large box of Egyptian documents brought to him by a museum attendant, one particular piece of papyrus attracted his attention. Upon closer examination, he saw that the papyrus, which had some parts missing, had been glued onto a piece of more modern paper, and the missing parts drawn in pencil onto the newer paper. Whoever had drawn in the missing sections had done so in a very peculiar manner—and the completed vignette looked just like Facsimile 1 in the LDS Pearl of Great Price. Atiya’s suspicions were confirmed when he found ten more pieces of papyrus along with the bill of sale signed by Emma Smith Bidamon and her son Joseph Smith III in a storage file.

The history of the scrolls soon came to light. Apparently the Mr. Combs who bought the scrolls from Emma had given them to his housekeeper. The housekeeper’s son-in-law sold the scrolls to the New York museum in 1947. There they had been ever since, with the full knowledge of the museum officials. It is not therefore strictly accurate to say that Atiya “discovered” the scrolls, since the museum knew of their whereabouts and significance for almost twenty years. Nor could it be said that Atiya was the first to tell members of the LDS Church of the scrolls’ location. One Mormon later coauthored a book, From the Dust of Decades, about the “discovery” of the papyri. This man, Walter Whipple, said he himself knew of the location of the papyri and actually had photographs of them back in 1962. There is also evidence that the LDS Church actually leaked to Atiya the existence and location of the scrolls.12

I am not implying that Dr. Atiya cooperated with the LDS Church in faking the find. But one must wonder why the Metropolitan Museum did not notify the Mormons about it earlier. (An official of the museum said tactfully, “Frankly, we didn’t know what the LDS Church’s wishes were.”)13 It wasn’t because the papyri weren’t genuine. Atiya and other qualified experts have not argued with the fact that the scrolls are uncontested examples of ancient Egyptian papyri. When Atiya found the scrolls and notified the LDS Church, they expressed great appreciation. The New York Metropolitan Museum, realizing the importance of the scrolls to the Mormons, presented them to LDS officials in a formal ceremony on November 27, 1967. But the LDS Church, I am sure, wishes it had never seen those scrolls again.

Why? Because in 1967, the Egyptian language was no longer the barrier it was in Joseph Smith’s day. Today a competent Egyptologist can read the Pearl of Great Price papyri (formally known as “Joseph Smith Papyri I through XI”) and accurately tell you the one thing that Mormons don’t want to hear: The papyri say absolutely nothing about Abraham, or Joseph, or God, or anything even remotely related to Mormonism.

TRANSLATING THE SCROLLS

As soon as the news of the scrolls came to light, some Mormons began to rejoice that here, finally, could Joseph Smith be vindicated as a translator. But the Church warned members that, pending a new translation by an LDS Egyptologist, no one should depend upon the scrolls to “prove” Joseph Smith’s abilities as a translator. Hugh Nibley, the LDS Church’s go-to expert on ancient history, had no comforting words. “LDS scholars are caught flat-footed by this discovery,” he confessed in Brigham Young University’s newspaper.14 Many Mormons felt confident that the president of the Church, the “prophet, seer, and revelator,” would be able to translate the papyri.15 These were surprised when the documents were given to Hugh Nibley, who kept them for a long time and only translated one word from them—and that incorrectly.16

Nibley began writing a series of articles for the Church’s periodical, The Improvement Era, which stretched over a two-year period from January 1968 until May 1970. He used over two thousand footnotes and quoted from such sources as old rabbinical writings to try to find parallels between ancient Egyptian culture and that portrayed in Joseph Smith’s translation of the Book of Abraham. Even though at the time I was very interested in the whole issue, Nibley’s ponderous display of unrelated facts was impenetrable.17 I decided that the whole matter was too deep for anyone without a doctorate in ancient languages. In retrospect, that was probably the express purpose of Nibley’s writings, for I know that he was more capable of coming to the point than he showed himself there. Once waist-deep in his circumlocution, I, like most other Mormons, forgot to ask the cogent question of the whole issue: What do the papyri say?

WERE THESE THE JOSEPH SMITH PAPYRI?

All subsequent research by qualified Egyptologists outside the LDS Church has shown that those eleven papyrus fragments made up the following elements:


	Part of a “Book of the Dead”—an ancient funerary text—for a deceased woman by the name of Ta-Shere-Min.

	An illustration of a judgment scene from another “Book of the Dead” made for a female musician named Amon-Re Neferinub.

	A “Book of Breathings” (a late Ptolemaic Period version of the “Book of the Dead”), also called “Sen Sen” because of the repetition of this word throughout the text—made for a deceased man named Hor.



Of course, some LDS who heard of the undeniably pagan nature of the texts of the papyri thought that perhaps a mistake had been made; perhaps these weren’t the same papyri once owned by Joseph Smith. With some of the papyri there was no question—Reuben Hedlock had copied their illustrations—even preserving the ancient Egyptian scribe’s misspellings intact in the Pearl of Great Price woodcuts. (The LDS Church agreed from the beginning that the papyri were the source of at least one of the Pearl of Great Price woodcuts.) Part of the Metropolitan Museum papyri hadn’t been used as a basis for the woodcuts, it is true, but they fit exactly the descriptions given by contemporaries of Joseph Smith who had seen and described the scrolls. The Reverend Henry Caswell, for instance, visited Nauvoo and was shown the papyri by Joseph Smith.18

A recent book by LDS apologist Robert L. Millet, Getting at the Truth: Responding to Difficult Questions about LDS Beliefs, however, refutes these claims by quoting the late H. Donl Peterson, professor of ancient scriptures at BYU, who said, “The Book of Abraham and Joseph papyri were described as ‘Beautifully written on papyrus, with black, and a small part red, ink or paint, in perfect preservation.’” Peterson claimed there was no red ink on these papyri, and therefore concluded that the Metropolitan Museum fragments only comprised Facsimile 1 and “some other fragments unrelated to the published account of the present Book of Abraham.” Thus, said Peterson, dodging the whole controversy, the papyri now owned by the LDS Church could not be the source of their scriptures.19 Two problems exist with this explanation. First, photographs do show red ink.20 Second, we do have the Egyptian translations of the identifications of people in the woodcut pictures (again, the LDS Church doesn’t deny that the papyri now in their hands is the source)—translations which Joseph Smith undeniably botched. Researchers have also noted that some of the papyri fragments are glued to heavy paper with handwritten references linking them to Joseph Smith.21

In addition, Joseph Smith and/or a scribe copied hieroglyphs from the scroll into three handwritten notebooks. These notebooks lie at the crux of the whole LDS dilemma of the relationship between the papyri and the Book of Abraham. These notebooks show, beyond any doubt, that Joseph Smith went through the motions of a deciphering process so that his people would think that he had actually translated the hieratic characters.

Joseph Smith began these notebooks, which are referred to by Mormons as “The Kirtland Egyptian Papers” or by their more descriptive title “The Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar,” in the year 1835. They are now in the possession of the LDS Church.22

“The Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar” consists of sheets divided into columns. They contain characters copied by Joseph Smith or a scribe from the small Sen Sen papyrus, Smith’s pronunciations of the characters, and their “translations” with Smith’s commentary. One section of the “Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar” shows Book of Abraham 1:4–28 “translated” using this method. A great number of English words were assigned to each Egyptian symbol, which LDS apologists say implied that each hieratic character could be broken down into individual strokes (just as the English letter “A” could be broken down into three strokes). Each stroke was assigned a weird-sounding name and a meaning.

Some Mormons, including Hugh Nibley, have said that the Grammar is just an illustration of how Joseph Smith liked to play around with other languages for his own amusement, citing as evidence the fact that Joseph Smith never publicized the “Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar,” but rather kept it to himself.23 But in considering this explanation, it must be remembered that Joseph Smith didn’t think he would ever be found out. Though Champollion at that time was finally getting recognition for his decipherment of hieroglyphics (unfortunately posthumous recognition), the science of Egyptian translation was still relatively unknown. Certainly Joseph Smith had no access to a complete ancient Egyptian dictionary, so he made up his own. The fact that he did not publish it doesn’t matter as much as the fact that he went to all the trouble to formulate it at the very time he said he was “translating” the papyri.

PROBLEMS WITH THE PAPYRI

Some Mormons have zealously maintained the veracity of Joseph Smith’s bizarre translating methods by means of several complex arguments. Many feel forced to defend his translations because the introduction to the Book of Abraham as printed in the Pearl of Great Price does, after all, state that the scripture was “translated from the Papyrus, by Joseph Smith.” Also, Joseph Smith actually quoted some of his made-up Egyptian in public.24 In attempting to clear up this confusion, some Mormons have evolved complicated systems whereby they claim that Joseph Smith used deeper, second-level or third-level meanings of the Egyptian words to find the story of Abraham hidden in the pagan “Book of Breathings.” Some claim that the funerary text was a memory-jogging device to help a reader remember the elements of the Abraham story, which one critic compared to memorizing the book of Jonah by tying it to the French National Anthem.25

In addition to the problem of the papyri not saying what Joseph Smith said they did, there is the additional dilemma of the age of the papyrus which Joseph Smith used. The Sen Sen was a type of funerary text which was not even in use until the seventh century BC.26 Other experts have dated the particular Shaiten Sen Sen used by Joseph Smith for the Book of Abraham to the Ptolemaic Period of Egypt—after 332 BC. The papyri were supposedly the source of “the Book of Abraham, written by his own hand, upon papyrus”27 and added to by the Bible’s Joseph, Moses, and Aaron.

Even Mormons must now admit, though, that the scrolls do not date from the time of Abraham at all but perhaps nearer to the time of Christ. Mormons generally offer this explanation: Joseph Smith’s boast to an observer that the scrolls contained the “signature of the patriarch Abraham”28 was not accurate, they say—what he meant was that the scroll he had in his possession contained a copy of Abraham’s signature. They say that Abraham did indeed write the original papyrus manuscript, but it was passed down and altered by individuals who did not understand it, until it was finally buried with a princess who may or may not have realized its significance. This won’t square with Smith’s description of the “writings of Abraham” which, remember, he specifically said were “written by his own hand upon papyrus.”29

TRANSLATIONS OF THE PAPYRI

From the symbols on this papyrus, Joseph Smith fashioned 5,470 words of the text of the Book of Abraham. It seems strange that he could have given Mr. Chandler an immediate “while you wait” translation, but had to go to all the trouble in a busy time of his life to formulate an Egyptian grammar. In fact, Joseph Smith rendered one single symbol30 (which in Egyptian is Khon, the moon god) into the following passage:


And his voice was unto me: Abraham, Abraham, behold, my name is Jehovah, and I have heard thee, and have come down to deliver thee, and to take thee away from thy father’s house, and from all thy kinsfolk, into a strange land which thou knowest not of; And this because they have turned their hearts away from me, to worship the god of Elkenah, and the god of Libnah, and the god of Mahmackrah, and the god of Korash, and the god of Pharaoh, king of Egypt; therefore I have come to visit them, and to destroy him who hath lifted up his hand against thee, Abraham, my son, to take away thy life. Behold, I will lead thee by my hand, and I will take thee, to put upon thee my name, even the Priesthood of thy father, and my power shall be over thee.

As it was with Noah so shall it be with thee; but through thy ministry my name shall be known in the earth forever, for I am thy God. (Pearl of Great Price, Abraham 1:16–19)



How Joseph Smith could get all this—with the proper names of Abraham, Jehovah, Elkenah, Libnah, Mahmackrah, Korash, Pharaoh, Egypt, priesthood, and Noah—out of a one-syllable word is hard to understand. At another point he “translated” the sixty-one words of Abraham 1:11 from the Egyptian symbol meaning “the” or “this,”31 and Mormons have been elated that this passage contains both words.

“All of the first two rows of characters on the papyrus fragment can be found in the manuscript of the ‘Book of Abraham’ that is published in Joseph Smith’s Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar,” noted Jerald and Sandra Tanner. “A careful examination of this manuscript reveals that Joseph Smith used less than four lines from the papyrus to make forty-nine verses in the ‘Book of Abraham.’ These forty-nine verses are composed of more than 2,000 English words!”32 The forty-six symbols used by Joseph Smith in a 1,125-word passage from the “Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar” wouldn’t even cover the vocables/phonetic entities in the proper names in the passage under investigation, and would have left an additional 1,060 words unaccounted for.

Thus Joseph Smith could not have “translated” the Book of Abraham from the small Sen Sen papyrus, at least not by any process that could properly be called translating. But this just leads Mormons to further speculations—that the Book of Abraham was translated with the Urim and Thummim (in spite of what Joseph Fielding Smith said about that instrument having been returned to the Angel Moroni along with the gold plates33)—or that the Book of Abraham was translated by means of a seer stone which the Church possesses even today—or that Joseph Smith was simply “inspired” to bring forth the Book of Abraham using the papyri in a manner we cannot understand. (I’m not sure I can understand any of the proposed methods.)

This uncertainty led to caution in some LDS publications. Many Mormons refuse to use the word translation in referring to the Book of Abraham anymore. They refer to the Sen Sen as “an aid to inspiration” and some speak of the symbols thereon as “super-cryptograms,”34 claiming that if Christians can get a spiritual meaning out of the Song of Solomon, then the same should be true of the “Book of the Dead.” But Joseph Smith stated that the Book of Abraham was translated from the writings of Abraham himself, on the papyrus purchased from Chandler.

What does the small Sen Sen really say? According to an Egyptologist, it reads:


Osiris shall be conveyed into the Great Pool of Khons—and likewise Osiris Hor, justified, born to Tikhebyt, justified—after his arms have been placed on his heart and the Breathing Permit (which [Isis] made and has writing on its inside and outside) has been wrapped in royal linen and placed under his left arm near his heart; the rest of his mummy-bandages should be wrapped over it. The man for whom this book has been copied will breathe forever and ever as the bas of the gods do.35



THE FACSIMILES

The translation done by Joseph Smith must be considered to be printed exactly as he wrote it, because he was the editor of the Times and Seasons when the Book of Abraham was printed therein. The woodcuts which were illustrations of some of the pictures on the scrolls must have met with his approval too, for we read in History of the Church that Joseph inspected and corrected the work done by the woodcarver Hedlock.36

Even LDS scholars, though, admit the quality of the woodcut illustrations has worsened with each printing of the Pearl of Great Price. But it is not hard for me to understand why the LDS Church does not publish new editions of the Pearl of Great Price with photographs of the papyri illustrations upon which the woodcuts were based. The reason is that the papyri betray even worse than the woodcuts the fact that Joseph Smith was completely unfamiliar with the things the papyri depicted. One LDS apologist, Nephi Jensen, tried in the early 1940s to prove that Joseph Smith had been able to interpret some of the symbols on the facsimiles. But usually the nearest that Joseph Smith could get to a true interpretation of the illustrations was when he labeled a great percentage of the elements as “gods.” By the law of averages and considering the fact that papyri depicted obviously fantastic beings, he was right at least part of the time.

There are three facsimiles printed in the Pearl of Great Price. The first one was identified by Joseph Smith as a representation of an attempt by a wicked Egyptian priest to sacrifice Abraham on an altar. The only things in the woodcut which look strange—that is, uniquely un-Egyptian—do not appear on the original papyrus. For instance, part of the papyrus where the jackal head of the god of embalming, Anubis, once appeared had flaked away, even in Joseph Smith’s day. Some nineteenth-century person, probably Joseph Smith, simply glued the papyrus to a piece of paper and penciled in a new head—that of a human—and labeled it “the idolatrous priest of Elkenah.” He also drew a knife into the “priest’s” hand to reinforce his assertion that this was a sacrificial scene. Joseph Smith called the representation of the dead man’s “ba” or soul, which hovered over his body, the Angel of the Lord—which blows all kinds of holes in the LDS argument that angels don’t have wings.

Facsimile 2 is a poor copy of what Egyptologists would call a hypocephalus. This was a disc placed under the head of a mummy. Unfortunately, the original hypocephalus was not in the collection found in the New York Metropolitan Museum, and its whereabouts are unknown. There are enough extant copies of authentic hypocephali, though, to ascertain what one should look like. Egyptologists were puzzled for many years when they tried to determine the translation of the inscription written around the rim of Joseph Smith’s copy of his hypocephalus. Then in the late 1960s researcher Grant Heward discovered that some of the hieroglyphic writing had been replaced by a few lines copied from the Hor Sen Sen fragment. This was evidently done by someone who couldn’t read Egyptian—which makes Joseph Smith a prime suspect!—because the hieratic (cursive) Sen Sen characters were sketched in upside down, complete with the spelling errors of the scribe who wrote the Sen Sen.37

On the inside portion of the hypocephalus, another missing portion was filled in with a boat containing the hawk-headed god Ra. This god was apparently copied from the papyrus fragment commonly known as the “Trinity” fragment because of the three-headed god represented on it. In addition, Joseph Smith identified a pagan god with an obviously erect phallus as “God upon his throne.” This is the way it was depicted when first printed in 1842, but by the time I was a Mormon the official depiction of this god had no phallus. It reappeared when the LDS Church printed the Pearl of Great Price in its 1979 and later editions.

An additional problem associated with Joseph Smith’s identification of a hypocephalus with Abraham is the fact that no such thing existed until late in Egypt’s history—at least a thousand years after Abraham. Some Mormons have concluded that Abraham began the hypocephalus drawings, and that later scribes completed them and put them into the form of a hypocephalus. This is stretching the whole issue far too much for comfort.

Facsimile 3 has also been a great problem for Mormons, because the figures that Joseph Smith labeled as (1) Pharaoh; (2) Abraham; (3) a prince; (4) Shulem, a waiter; and (5) a slave have their real names written above them on the papyrus. They are accurately identified as (1) the goddess Isis; (2) the god of the dead, Osiris; (3) the goddess of truth, Maat; (4) a dead man named Hor for whom the scroll was written (obviously the focal point of the whole picture, for all the others are looking at him); and (5) the god Anubis (part of whose head was missing in the original papyrus). This was the facsimile which so disturbed me when I realized that Joseph Smith had identified the two women as men. Critics of Mormonism have also noted that Abraham 1:27 states that Pharaoh was a descendant of Ham (and thus a Negro), yet the figure that Joseph Smith labeled as Pharaoh is white.

BLACKS, THE PRIESTHOOD, AND THE PAPYRI

The whole issue of denying Mormon priesthood to blacks came from this Egyptian “Book of Breathings.” Even the verse in the Book of Abraham (1:26), which talked of blacks and the priesthood, came from a hole in the papyrus. But in stubbornly defending this impious fraud, the LDS Church for over a hundred years gave blacks a second-class status in their organization.

The Book of Mormon was first published in 1830, and in it 2 Nephi 26:33 teaches racial equality. How did the LDS Church make such a complete turnabout in doctrine to arrive at its racist policies that began in the mid-nineteenth century? Wallace Turner, in trying to analyze the developments concerning the anti-Negro policies, noted that the early Mormons were mainly from New England, New York, and Ohio—all abolitionist areas. But when the Mormons moved to Missouri, a slave state, problems began to erupt between them and Missourians, who thought the Mormons wanted free blacks to immigrate to their state. The Missourians got this impression from an imprudently worded editorial printed in the LDS periodical Evening and Morning Star, July 1833. Mormons overreacted in trying to remove that impression, and by 1836 the LDS publication Messenger and Advocate was saying it was fine to free slaves after purchasing them from their owners—just so you put the freed blacks on another continent.38

PAST POLICIES OF THE CHURCH CONCERNING BLACKS

Negroes were defined by Brigham Young as those having a “flat nose and black skin.”39 He enlarged upon this by making a statement which haunted and frustrated Mormons for over a century. He said that no man with even a single drop of Negroid blood in his veins could hold the LDS priesthood.40

Of course LDS leaders when I was a Mormon were not willing to bear the entire burden of answering those who would want to know why they denied the priesthood to blacks. After all, even the “prophet” David O. McKay once commented that the whole issue was based upon only the one verse in the Book of Abraham. With such a thin foundation for such a controversial issue of doctrine, Mormons such as Apostle Mark E. Petersen looked to God to show that he is the great Segregator, “for did he not place the first blacks way over there in darkest Africa?”41

In Brigham Young’s day, anyone of the “chosen seed” who was found mixing his blood with “the seed of Cain” would be subject to an immediate death penalty. Brigham intended this as an eternal principle, for he actually stated that this “law of God” would “always be so.”42

The LDS historian, B. H. Roberts, said that Cain, because he murdered his brother, was cursed with black skin. His Negro blood was passed down and preserved during the flood through Egyptus, the black wife of Ham.43 The question might arise as to why God would allow such a cursed race to continue through the flood. Brigham Young taught that Cain recognized that if he killed his brother Abel, all his own posterity would be cursed, but he, and the preexistent spirits who would become his descendants, agreed to share the burden together.44 (Such premeditation is uncharacteristic of the Cain I read of in Genesis!) LDS President John Taylor said in the Journal of Discourses that it was necessary for the posterity of Cain to continue through the flood so that the devil could be represented on the earth through them, and through their influence help provide the “opposition” Mormons believe is so necessary.45

According to the Pearl of Great Price, Ham and the Negress Egyptus had a daughter whom they also named Egyptus. Her son, Pharaoh, was the first ruler of the land of Egypt, which his mother had discovered. Pharaoh, being of the blood of Egyptus and Ham, was “cursed…as pertaining to the priesthood” (Abraham 1:26; see also v. 27). Here, then, is the entire scriptural basis46 upon which Mormons built the anti-Negro teachings they held for so long. You can look through the Doctrine and Covenants and the Book of Mormon and never find anything else to substantiate this view—and of course, the Bible teaches that the gospel—in its fullness—is for all people with no regard for their race (Gal. 3:28).

As early as 1843 Joseph Smith was advocating “national equalization” for blacks while restricting them by law to marry only those of their own race.47 Brigham Young went even further with his rabid abhorrence of black-white relations, insisting that Negroes, because of their supposed inherent stupidity, were meant to serve whites. He stated: “The Canaanite cannot have wisdom to do things as the white man has.”48 The Juvenile Instructor, an LDS publication, spoke of the Negro’s intelligence as being “stunted.”49 A president of the LDS Church when I was a member, Joseph Fielding Smith, once spoke of Negroes as being “an inferior race.”50 Smith later tried to soften his hard public stand against Negroes with his remark in Look magazine that “‘darkies’ are wonderful people, and they have their place in our church.”51

What Joseph Fielding Smith objected so much to, and why he was so adamantly opposed to Negroes, was the thought of white Mormons marrying blacks—Mormon or not. LDS apostle Mark E. Petersen went so far as to say in 1954 that Negroes had as a primary objective in life the mingling of their race with whites through intermarriage.52

Again, Mormons were not willing to bear the responsibility for their racial views alone. Whereas they blamed earthly segregation of Negroes on the God who placed Negroes in Africa, they blamed the Negroes themselves for their years without the LDS priesthood. According to Alvin R. Dyer and many other LDS authorities, Negroes before 1978 did not have the priesthood because they themselves rejected it in the preexistence. In the time before the world was created, Negroes were: “not faithful,”53 “less valiant,”54 “indifferent in their support of the righteous cause,”55 and “less worthy,”56 according to LDS teachings of the past.

All these remarks have to do with the old LDS teachings that when Christ and Satan squared off in the preexistence, one-third of the spirits there went with Satan (and were cast down to earth); and of the remainder, some sided enthusiastically with Christ, and the rest just kind of dragged along with the Savior. For this lack of devotion, these last spirits were sent to earth in black bodies that would be a sign to priesthood holders that they should not pass on their priesthood to these sluggish spirits. Negroes could be baptized but could not hold the priesthood.

Now, the implications of being a black LDS man were these: Unlike your white counterparts, you were barred from receiving any vital inspiration for anyone except your wife and children, since you could hold no priesthood authority over anyone else. Your wife and children were yours for life only, because you couldn’t be married “for eternity” in an LDS temple. Without such higher ordinances, you had no hope of being exalted in the celestial kingdom as your white brothers were—though you could go there as a servant to them. (In fact, a Negro woman was once formally “sealed” to Joseph Smith as a servant. LDS leaders seemed piqued that this “did not satisfy her, and she pleaded for her endowments.”)57

A friend of Joseph Smith, a Negro man by the name of Elijah Abel, was ordained an elder, and later a seventy. He served a mission in Canada too before his death in 1884. Mormons said this was done “before the word of the Lord was fully understood,” and they considered Abel’s ordinations as a fluke in their history. However, Abel’s son Enoch and grandson Elijah were ordained to the priesthood—the younger Elijah as late as 1934, in Logan, Utah.58

Lester Bush, writing in the liberal publication Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, related that one late-twentieth-century president of the Church, David O. McKay, let a young Negro be ordained to the priesthood because the blessing the young man received from his patriarch said that, despite the outward appearances of the young man and his relatives, he was not of the “cursed” lineage. McKay also authorized the sealing in a temple of two Negro children to the white LDS couple who had adopted them.59

David O. McKay also stated privately once that he, unlike most other Mormons, didn’t believe that Negroes were under any curse. In fact, he thought the whole Negro issue within Mormonism hinged on a practice, not a doctrine, which he hoped would soon be discontinued.60 The Negro problem was surely burdensome to Mormons during McKay’s presidency, for that was the time that many Western Athletic Conference schools boycotted athletic events with Brigham Young University. Pressure from black organizations was levied on the LDS Church, but to no avail. The Church’s stand on Negroes and the priesthood could only be changed, Mormons insisted, by a revelation from God.

The Reorganized Church (known today as The Community of Christ) meanwhile had managed to avoid all these problems almost before they began. Joseph Smith’s son, Joseph Smith III, in 1865 announced that he had received a revelation (now in their scriptural canon) which cleared the way for ordination of blacks.

BLACKS IN THE CHURCH

In the absence of a like revelation, the Utah church tried to make visible changes that would appease its critics. In 1970, for instance, the first black singers were admitted to the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. The church openly welcomed blacks who joined the Church too.

Some black Mormons weren’t happy without the priesthood, and said so. And non-LDS Negroes living in Utah know how the LDS doctrine has clouded the atmosphere in that state for them. David H. Oliver, a black lawyer, in 1963 wrote a self-published book, A Negro on Mormonism, in which he said that Utah was worse than the South for blacks who wanted employment other than menial labor.

Though most Mormons have tried to welcome blacks into their church as members, this has caused considerable cognitive dissonance for those who remember the formerly “eternal” teachings of the LDS Church, recalling situations that existed prior to the proclamation that black men could hold priesthood. For years before that, Polynesian men who had joined the LDS Church were given the priesthood, because they were from the “isles of the sea.”61 (The Book of Mormon story forced Mormons into the assumption that the islanders too were Semitic.) Of course, anthropologists know that most people of, say, the Fiji Islands are Negroid. Mormons, then, had been bestowing their priesthood on certain blacks for many years prior to 1978.

In 1963 the LDS Church announced that it would send missionaries to eastern Nigeria. But the Nigerian government refused to give visas to missionaries because of the Church’s racist policies. Black Nigerian Mormons continued to write to Salt Lake City for instructions and books on doctrine for their newfound religion. By 1965 Time magazine reported a Mormon membership of seven thousand Ibibio, Ibo, and Efik tribesmen in Nigeria.62 Then the whole LDS African system started to crumble. The Nigerian LDS leader, Anie Dick Obot, set himself up as bishop over a council of seventy-five elders, unaware that the priesthood was “necessary” for such an organizational move. The Utah leaders meanwhile were appalled by this, and by publicity regarding Nigerians’ practice of the LDS tenet of polygamy. The Nigerian LDS empire of the 1960s disappeared almost without a trace, like the wicked cities of the Old Testament, when the Nigerians learned of the LDS Church’s teachings of the “inferiority” of their race.

THE NEW “REVELATION”

It was about 1963 too that Church leaders began openly discussing a possible change in their Negro policy. Apostle Hugh B. Brown, a general authority and a member of the First Presidency, said that the “problem” was being “considered.”63 Each time an LDS leader was asked when Negroes could receive the priesthood, the reply would be like that given by Apostle Brown—that it would be in “in the own due time of the Lord.”64

As a Mormon, I never thought I’d see the day that a Negro would hold the priesthood. Brigham Young had said many times that God would never allow a black to rule over a white in government or religion. He also said that the seed of Cain (who had supposedly rejected the priesthood in the first place) wouldn’t have the priesthood until after death65 and after all of Adam’s other children’s seed (that is, all non-blacks) “had the privilege of receiving the Priesthood…and have received their resurrection from the dead.”66 The tenth president of the Church, the late Joseph Fielding Smith, explored the implications of Young’s teachings on when Negroes could receive the priesthood and concluded that Abel, Adam’s son, must be resurrected, achieve godhood, and raise up posterity “on some other world” before any faithful descendants of his murderer could receive the priesthood.67

On June 8, 1978, I heard an announcement from a national news service that the LDS Church had introduced a new policy regarding Negroes and their priesthood: The First Presidency had released a statement saying that “the long-promised day has come.”68 The statement portrayed LDS leadership as intercessors who had begged the Lord to change his mind about blacks, and that the Lord had relented. Unlike the revelations of the nineteenth-century church, the exact text of this revelation was not given.

But I don’t think LDS President Spencer W. Kimball received anything more in that upper room than the end result of his realization that the Church had to make a decision between “revelation” and revenue. In the 1970s and 1980s a legal case that eventually was settled by the Supreme Court, Bob Jones University v. The United States, threatened the tax-exempt status of organizations that could be seen as discriminating against people of color.69 The Church must have seen in this the beginning of the kind of pressure that the United States government put on it before the polygamy “manifesto” was issued. It was mirrored in the case of Doug Wallace, a young Mormon who had passed his priesthood on to a black friend. When Wallace came up with what ex-Mormon writer Bob Witte called “an ironclad case” and presented it to a judge, the judge apparently contacted President Kimball and told him that there’d better be a new revelation on the way giving the priesthood to blacks or Wallace would win this new case, with disastrous financial and publicity results for Mormondom.70

However, one of the most prominent propelling forces that influenced the Kimball presidency was the explosive growth of the LDS Church in Brazil and the pending temple dedication there. This was a temple in whose ordinances black men—and nearly half of all Brazilians are undeniably of black ancestry71—would not be able to participate.

Even decades after the LDS Church began granting priesthood to Negro men, Mormons still squirm trying to explain to outsiders why the ban was there in the first place. Armand L. Mauss, an LDS apologist, suggests that the biblical and Pearl of Great Price scriptures always cited as requiring the denial of LDS priesthood to blacks never explicitly said any such thing; thus it can be concluded that Mormonism, like its nineteenth-century American religious counterparts, simply partook of an omnipresent antebellum racist atmosphere of the day and overlaid it onto sacred writ.72

Someone might ask if I don’t think it good that the LDS Church finally gave its priesthood to blacks. Though I hope that this would be a good beginning to the breakdown of traditional prejudices, I cannot be happy with any cosmetic change that this organization might effect to make itself and its ungodly doctrines more attractive to my black brothers and sisters.





Chapter 7
THE PRECARIOUS SUMMIT OF CONTINUING REVELATION


And whatsoever they shall speak when moved upon by the Holy Ghost shall be scripture, shall be the will of the Lord, shall be the mind of the Lord, shall be the word of the Lord, shall be the voice of the Lord, and the power of God unto salvation.

—Doctrine and Covenants 68:4



Whatever its effects upon the religious world, Mormonism has not, as it originally purposed, done away with religious division. Since the death of Joseph Smith, many denominations claiming authority from him have come into being. Some estimates run as high as two hundred such groups;1 a conservative estimate is about sixty. Some are small, clannish, and secretive. Most of these groups were founded soon after the death of Joseph Smith.

THE COMMUNITY OF CHRIST

The second-largest group is now known as The Community of Christ, sometimes referred to informally as “Missouri Mormons” to distinguish them from their Utah cousins. In times past they were referred to as “Josephites” or “Reorganites”; but up until 2001 they were officially named the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. The Community of Christ claims that before Joseph Smith died, he ordained his son Joseph Smith III to be his successor as prophet, seer, and revelator. Evidence shows this to be true, and to have happened on or about April 22, 1839.2 Brigham Young even claimed that Joseph Smith’s sons had a lineal right to head the Church.3 After being urged by many men to assume his rightful priesthood office, Joseph Smith III finally consented and was ordained President of the Reorganized LDS Church on April 6, 1860.4 This office continued to be a hereditary one for them up until the retirement of Wallace B. Smith in 1996. When W. Grant McMurray became president, he was the first president not descended from Joseph Smith Jr., and Stephen M. Veazey has served as president since 2005.

Joseph Smith III was only a young boy when his father died, and after such an experience, it is no wonder that it took him so long to be persuaded by his father’s friends to accept the responsibilities of the presidency. He and his successors in the Community of Christ claim their authority from Joseph Smith and the Church that he founded in 1830, but they regard Brigham Young and the subsequent LDS presidents as false prophets. They are particularly bitter toward Brigham Young, because they claim that he formulated the doctrine of polygamy and ascribed this doctrine of his own to Joseph Smith to give it validity. To support this, they cite Joseph Smith’s public denials of the practice before his death. The Utah LDS doctrine of men progressing to become gods Reorganites also attribute to Brigham Young. They say that he caused the records of the Church to be falsified to make it seem that Joseph Smith had also taught this during his lifetime.

The Community of Christ has its headquarters in Independence, Missouri. Their own editions of the Book of Mormon and the Doctrine and Covenants, along with Joseph Smith’s “Inspired Version” of the Bible, make up their canon of scripture. They deny any revelations of the Doctrine and Covenants, which they say were written after the death of Joseph Smith (notably the section on polygamy and those writings of Brigham Young and Wilford Woodruff), and continue to add new material to their own Doctrine and Covenants and to publish such new revelations as they are “received.” Though they do not accept wholesale the Utah LDS Pearl of Great Price (in fact, they reject the Book of Abraham), the Book of Moses and Smith’s Matthew “translation” are part of their Bible. Their version of the Joseph Smith story, though, is as it appeared in the Times and Seasons periodical.

Nonetheless, a wealth of documentation proves to the serious student that Joseph Smith did indeed preach the plurality of gods who were once men, and the doctrine of polygamy—even though he publicly denied the latter. Persons who were appalled by these teachings were attracted to what is now known as the Community of Christ since it maintained the truth of things like the Book of Mormon but rejected those doctrines to which they objected, a sort of halfway house between false doctrine and falser doctrine.

Since the Community of Christ does not have the elaborate temple rites of the Mormon Church, their temple services are open to the public. They ordain women and maintain a missionary force, but such workers, unlike the LDS missionaries who might come to your door, are salaried. They claim about 250,000 members in fifty countries, and estimate that over half of their active members do not have English as their primary language. Additional information about the group is available at their official website: www.cofchrist.org/.

STRANGITES

Another splinter group is known as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, Strangite. It is named after James J. Strang, one of the Nauvoo convert followers of Joseph Smith. Strang claimed that the very day that Joseph Smith died an angel appeared to him, Strang, and anointed him to be the successor. Strang also produced a letter from Joseph Smith that supposedly designated him as the next president of the Church in the event of the death of the prophet. A great many of the influential Mormons of the day followed Strang when he went to Wisconsin, including two of the apostles and William Smith, the brother of Joseph. His position was strengthened by his “vision,” which had all the hallmarks of divine authority such as Joseph Smith had. He also “found” a clay receptacle buried in the ground which contained brass plates inscribed with strange characters. When he “translated” them with the aid of a Urim and Thummim, they named him as Joseph’s true successor. Later, he claimed to receive some plates he called “the plates of Laban,” which when translated by him advocated polygamy. Of course he could not be lax in following God’s commands, and among the wives he took was one who had toured the East with him disguised as a male secretary until her pregnancy gave her away.

Strang was known to his followers as “King James,” and the Strangite group once numbered almost three thousand. They established themselves in the Beaver Island area of Lake Michigan as “The Kingdom of Saint James.” Their scriptures include the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Law of the Lord (translated from “the plates of Laban”) which Strang claimed he found, and Strang’s own “revelations.” He died a martyr to his cause, assassinated by some members of the Church he had founded, and left behind five pregnant grieving widows.

The fact that there are very few Strangites today is regarded by Strangites themselves as fulfillment of prophecy that the true church would not have many members. They deny the virgin birth, the atonement of Christ, and the authority of the Utah Mormon prophets. They worship on Saturday, and attempt to keep the Law of Moses by, among other things, circumcising their males and by offering animal sacrifices. Their online presence is at www.strangite.org/.

HEDRICKITES AND FETTINGITES

The Church of Christ, Hedrickite, also known as the Church of Christ, Temple Lot, is centered in Independence, Missouri. They number about 1500. Their most distinguishing feature is the fact that they own the very spot that Joseph Smith dedicated as the site of the New Jerusalem temple to be built in Independence. Despite lawsuits, attractive financial offers, and additional stringent efforts by other LDS groups to take this land from them, they still own it and insist they will not give it up. In 1929 they started construction on a temple but, because of their limited finances, were unable to get any further in the building process than the excavation of a large hole, which the city of Independence finally filled up in the 1960s. This small group does not believe in nor do they practice polygamy nor baptism for the dead, and they reject the Utah Mormon doctrine of men progressing to become gods. Online: www.churchofchrist-tl.org/.

A Hedrickite by the name of Otto Fetting formed another group, known as the Church of Christ, Fettingite, or “Church of Christ (Otto Fetting).” Fetting claimed to have been visited by John the Baptist in 1930. This and subsequent messages from this heavenly being through Fetting had as their prime objective the building of the temple on the two-and-one-half-acre Hedrickite plot. They differ doctrinally very little from their mother church, the Hedrickites. One offshoot of this church, which calls itself “the Church of Christ–‘The Church with the Elijah Message,’” claims a membership of about five thousand. Its website is www.elijahmessage.com.

BICKERTONITES

The Church of Jesus Christ, Bickertonite, was founded in 1862 by Sidney Rigdon and one of his ex-Mormon followers. This man, Bickerton, was told by God to center his people in St. John, Kansas, in 1874. Six years later he himself was disfellowshiped from the Church and was succeeded by William Cadman. Dominic R. Thomas is now president of the Bickertonite Church, which has endured four splits in the 150 years of its history. Most of the Church’s American adherents live in Monongahela, Pennsylvania. They do claim, however, to have ten thousand members, 3,500 of whom are black Africans. They do not practice polygamy, baptism for the dead, nor eternal progression; nor do they believe in more than one God. Their website: http://thechurchofjesuschrist.com.

FUNDAMENTALISTS

Perhaps the splinter group of Mormonism about which most is rumored and least known is the Fundamentalists. The largest subgroups of these are the Apostolic United Brethren led by J. LaMoine Jenson, with about seven thousand members centered around the area south of Salt Lake City; and the Fundamentalist LDS Church led by various members of the Jeffs clan, with about eight thousand members located mainly in enclaves on the Utah-Arizona border. A branch of this group was the subject of the raid in Eldorado, Texas, in 2008. There are also notable smaller groups of about a thousand or less, including the True and Living Church led by James Harmston, the Kingstonites, and the First Warders.

All are distinguished by their adherence, against all odds, to the doctrine and practice of polygamy. One conservative modern estimate of the number of men, women, and children in polygamous families is forty thousand, according to a recent Reuters article.5 Journalists Richard N. Ostling and Joan K. Ostling estimated thirty thousand but say the figure could be “several times that.”6

These groups are hardly harmonious, however. Best-selling author Jon Krakauer’s chilling book Under the Banner of Heaven: A Story of Violent Faith (2003) documented the murder of a woman and her daughter by close relatives Ron and Dan Lafferty in 1984, reportedly because the woman was opposed to polygamy. Dorothy Allred Solomon’s 2003 book, Predators, Prey, and Other Kinfolk, chronicles the author’s life as the twenty-eighth of forty-eight children sired by her father, who was murdered by a rival polygamous group. She describes how “religious fixation” led not only to the cold-blooded violence of the Lafferty brothers but also that of rival polygamous cultist Ervil LeBaron and his clan—a fixation that, says Solomon, carries its own twisted logic:


I read the papers and knew why the Lafferty brothers had murdered their sister-in-law and her eighteen-month-old daughter, slitting her throat from ear to ear because she refused to live the Principle [of plural marriage], in a horrible echo of the Blood Atonement rites I’d once heard described following a priesthood meeting. I lived through the violence of the LeBarons, which didn’t stop when Ervil went to prison, didn’t stop until his sons were convicted of murdering four “lambs of God” in Texas.7



Most descendants of the Mormons who lived from the 1850s to about 1905 have polygamous ancestors in their family tree, which often motivates them to protect those whose actions they cannot condone. Such sometimes find themselves uncomfortably “covering” for polygamous relatives and friends who are breaking state and federal laws. Ironically, they themselves expect to practice plural marriage in eternity.

Most Fundamentalists are among the more committed of all LDS splinter group members because they consider themselves defenders of the true faith, who are willing to suffer any persecution for their beliefs. Some Fundamentalists feel they are actually a part of the mainstream LDS Church, which they think only issued the “Manifesto” (now known as “Official Declaration—1”) banning the practice of plural marriage to ease government pressures on the Church. Others have been bitter about the Manifesto literally for generations, feeling that if the Utah church doesn’t believe in section 132 of the Doctrine and Covenants enough to practice it, they should “tear it out of the book.”8

Most Fundamentalists live in Salt Lake City and Bountiful, Utah, near the Utah-Arizona border, and in northern and southeastern Arizona. Some live in constant fear of exposure. Others who would escape such pressure have moved to Mexico or Canada, where they live in “colonies” and are often ignored by local law enforcement officials. However, recent years have seen an emboldened attitude as many polygamists appear on television and radio talk shows, allow themselves to be interviewed for print publications, and are highlighted in fictionalized accounts in movies and television shows.

Plural marriages, with the sanction of the Utah church, were performed in Mexico for at least fourteen years after the Manifesto, according to Stanley S. Ivins, the son of Anthony Ivins, who performed such marriages.9 Many Mormons in Mexico are products of polygamous marriages, and many follow the example of their fathers in taking plural wives. It is the faithful mainstream Mormon, in fact, who would be most tempted to practice polygamy. In his book I Have Six Wives, Samuel Woolley Taylor observed, “Modern Mormons believe in plural marriage, but not its practice. The more deeply immersed a Mormon becomes, the thinner the line may become between belief and practice. The threat of Fundamentalist doctrine is to the most devout.”10

So who—if, indeed, anyone—is right among these sects? All claim authority from Joseph Smith, and all are founded upon “revelation.” Who is to say that James Strang’s anointing by an angel has less authority than Brigham Young’s selection as prophet by his friends? Why should the “Law of the Lord” be less important than Conference Reports of last April’s general conference of the Utah Church? If John the Baptist told Otto Fetting, who believed in the Book of Mormon with all his heart, to build the New Jerusalem temple, why aren’t missionaries of all LDS sects doing it?

Now, I was a member of the Utah Mormon Church. What I’ve written about the other sects I know primarily from what I have read about them. Mormon splinter groups are treated as illegitimate stepchildren who are pushed into closets and forgotten until someone is rude enough to mention their names. The fact that they even exist as descendants of a church founded on “perfect revelation” is a blemish on its own exclusivistic claims.

THE NATURE OF REVELATION

To understand LDS doctrine, you must first grasp the nature of revelation as the Mormons interpret it. I was taught that I must be as active a participant as God in the process. Man’s part in revelation is this: (1) he must desire and seek revelation, (2) he must have faith, (3) he must be worthy in character, (4) he must have an objective need or purpose, and (5) usually he must be aware of this need.11

Basically, LDS doctrine delineates six basic types of revelation. The first is a direct message from a heavenly being, such as Joseph Smith received when Moroni appeared to him. The second kind is a vision, such as is recorded in Doctrine and Covenants, section 110, wherein Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery said they saw the Savior standing on the breastwork of the pulpit in the Kirtland Temple. A third type of revelation is that received by means of a physical object, such as a peepstone, or the Urim and Thummim that Joseph Smith used to translate the Book of Mormon. Dreams are a fourth type of revelation. They are exemplified by the dream experience Heber C. Kimball reported in his journal, where he saw the soon-to-be opened mission field of England represented by a field of diseased wheat signifying the area’s lack of spiritual depth. A fifth type of revelation is inspiration, typified by this story about Joseph Smith: “At times the inspiration of the Holy Ghost came upon him with such force he knew the ideas that had entered his mind were of divine origin.”12 The last and most commonly experienced type of revelation is that which comes through a spiritual confirmation, and was defined in Doctrine and Covenants 9:8–9:


But, behold, I say unto you, that you must study it out in your mind; then you must ask me if it be right, and if it is right I will cause that your bosom shall burn within you; therefore, you shall feel that it is right. But if it be not right you shall have no such feelings, but you shall have a stupor of thought that shall cause you to forget the thing which is wrong.



This “burning in the bosom” is the type of revelation relied upon by most Mormons. It is differentiated from the “inspiration” as just described by the fact that this is the confirmation of what could be an otherwise “uninspired” idea or purposed course of action.

The importance of “inspiration” in Mormon life cannot be overestimated. Christians believe the Word of God, the Bible, is revelation to us. But Mormons, who believe that direct revelation is available to them, must of necessity view scripture as “secondhand revelation.” This is borne out by an LDS apologist who said, “In spiritual knowledge, I must say that my own experiences with prayer, the Spirit, and revelation are primary evidence, whereas the evidence and testimony of the scriptures, of the prophets, and other good, believing people, and of the historical record of mankind are secondary.”13 From this quote it is easy to see that personal revelation is put on the top level, while the scriptures, opinions of sincere persons, and secular history are put below. Mormons are therefore encouraged to seek revelation for themselves.

THE MECHANICS OF REVELATION

LDS revelation is by its very nature iconoclastic. Joseph Smith, in LDS eyes, had to receive direct revelation to organize the Church because “the doctrines and disciplines of other churches would not suffice; in effect, new wine could not be put into old bottles.”14

One of the scriptures on which the LDS doctrine of continuing revelation is based is Matthew 16:13–19:


When Jesus came into the coasts of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, saying, Whom do men say that I the Son of man am?

And they said, Some say that thou art John the Baptist: some, Elias; and others, Jeremias, or one of the prophets.

He saith unto them, But whom say ye that I am?

And Simon Peter answered and said, Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God.

And Jesus answered and said unto him, Blessed art thou, Simon Barjona: for flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my Father which is in heaven.

And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.

And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.



Catholics would say that the rock on which Jesus would build his church is Peter, thus authorizing their apostolic succession. Christians recognize the rock as the confession of a believer like Peter who accepts not the testimony of humanity (flesh and blood), but the divine record by which the Father in heaven reveals his Son.15 A group of such believers is the Church that Jesus bought with his blood and promised to protect: Thus the basis of the historic Church of Jesus Christ has always been the Word that testifies of Jesus. Mormons say that the rock is the process of continuing revelation. They have a problem because they say such revelation requires LDS priesthood authority. And they say that was absent from earth for 1,700 years—having been overcome by the gates of hell.16

In contrast, Mormon leaders say their own revelation is perfect. Joseph Fielding Smith, the tenth president of the Church, stated categorically that there was “no need for eliminating, changing, or adjusting any part” of revelation to make it harmonize with previous revelations.17 When I was a Mormon, LDS leaders spoke of how new revelation “dovetails” into old, fitting as exactly as die-cut jigsaw puzzle pieces. There was no “revelation” that was more authoritative than another, because all were the Word of God: Brigham Young once said, “I have never yet preached a sermon and sent it out to the children of men, that they may not call Scripture.”18

In the “Teachings of the Living Prophets” manual from which I studied in classes at BYU, this quote appeared: “We rely therefore on the teachings of the living oracles of God as of equal validity with the doctrines of the written word.”19 Thus I believed that what the General Authorities of the LDS Church said, specifically in conference and in their Church-approved and published works, was equal to the Standard Works of scripture.

Today the doctrine is well defined which specifies who can receive revelation about what. A member of the LDS Church can receive revelation for himself and his subordinates. Thus, a mother can receive revelation for herself and her children; a man for himself, his wife, and children. A bishop is entitled to revelation for himself, his counselors, his family, and the members of the ward over which he presides.

Only the president/prophet of the Church can receive revelation for the Church or the world at large. In keeping with the “dovetail” idea, any revelation must concur with previous revelation to be acceptable—unless it comes from a prophet who “alone has the right to receive revelations for the Church, either new or amendatory, or to give authoritative interpretations of scriptures that shall be binding on the Church, or change in any way the existing doctrines of the Church.”20

However, with the increased awareness by LDS members of previous doctrines—such as Brigham Young’s doctrines on Adam-God and other so-called “deprecated doctrines”—LDS Church leadership has clamped down on the revelation pipeline. In an attempt to curtail questions about contradictory past statements by LDS prophets, in the twenty-first century nothing is considered doctrine unless it is in current versions of LDS scripture, in current conference teachings or official teaching manuals, or in official statements by the First Presidency.

JOSEPH’S SUCCESSORS

Joseph Smith’s death in 1844 marked the end of the age of visions. Subsequent “prophets” never seemed to reach the heights of revelation that Joseph did. Brigham Young, the second president of the LDS Church, was no dreamer; he was a doer. His reign over the Church was characterized by marked numerical and financial growth. He is remembered for his gruff manner, his many wives and children, and his hatred for anyone or anything that got into the way of his dreams of Mormon independence. No matter what his faults, he was loyal to his prophet to the end. His dying words were, “Joseph! Joseph!”

John Taylor, the Church’s third prophet, had as his hardest task the job of living up to the leadership qualities and force of character of his predecessors. He was present in the Carthage jail when Joseph Smith was killed, and, like Brigham, was loyal to Joseph until his death in exile because of government pressure due to his lifelong defense and practice of polygamy.

His successor, Wilford Woodruff, is remembered by Mormons almost solely for the “Manifesto” that brought an end to the LDS Church’s official practice of polygamy. But though he was only president of the Church for nine years, under his direction the Salt Lake Temple was completed, Utah achieved statehood, and most important, he was able to hold together the crumbling shambles of a Mormonism shaken by the polygamy issue.

Successor to Woodruff was Lorenzo Snow, president from 1898 until 1901. He is remembered by Mormons for his emphasis on tithing whereby “the windows of heaven” were opened—along with members’ pocketbooks. (The interpretation of the law of tithing as a strict 10 percent of one’s gross income is the reason that the Utah church is so much wealthier than the Community of Christ, which requires 10 percent of one’s “increase”—what is left over after living expenses.) Snow was also the originator of the saying, “As man is, God once was; as God is, man may become,”21 which I and all LDS children learned by heart. Snow was the brother of one of Joseph Smith’s plural wives, the poet and lyricist Eliza R. Snow.

The next president of the LDS Church was also the first near relative of Joseph Smith to hold the office in the Utah Church. His name was Joseph Fielding Smith, but because there was a later president (his son) by the same name, he is referred to as Joseph F. Smith. The son of Hyrum Smith (brother of Joseph), Joseph F. Smith was only five years old when his father and uncle were killed in Carthage jail. Under the leadership of Joseph F. Smith, the great debts under which the Church had struggled were paid off in 1907, and a new era of prosperity for the Mormons began. During his presidency, however, the Church was shaken by the investigation of an LDS senator. The issue at hand was whether this man, Reed Smoot, could discharge his duties as a US senator with the conflicting demands his religion might make on him. Smoot was granted his seat in the United States Senate, but in the course of the hearings Joseph F. Smith was called as a witness. Here the “prophet” made the amazing admission that during his presidency, “I have never pretended to nor do I profess to have received revelations.”22 According to historian Kathleen Flake in her book The Politics of American Religious Identity: The Seating of Senator Reed Smoot, Mormon Apostle, it was Smith’s deliberate attempts to turn public attention away from polygamy and back to the earlier days of the LDS Church that allowed the group to transition into the twentieth century.

When Smith died in 1918 he was followed in the presidency by Heber J. Grant. Grant had grown up close to Brigham Young, and his own extreme poverty as a boy made him particularly concerned with this problem in the Church. In 1936 he initiated the program instructing every family to maintain a two-year storage of food, and that same year the Church Welfare Plan was organized. Both are today outstanding features of the LDS Church.

George Albert Smith, the eighth president and also a relative of Joseph Smith, served from 1945 until 1951. A scholarly looking man, he encouraged Church involvement in the Boy Scout program and authorized the first printing of the Book of Mormon in Braille. He was also known for his wry sense of humor. Once a member wrote to ask him what he thought of two controversial issues, cocoa and cremation. He thought a moment and then replied to his secretary, “Write and tell him that they’re both hot.”23

David O. McKay presided over the Church during a period of unparalleled peace and prosperity (1951–70). Problems over the Church’s position on Negroes, however, were intensified when the Pearl of Great Price Book of Abraham papyri were discovered, casting doubt on the ability of latter-day “prophets” to translate. McKay emphasized missionary work, and one of his favorite sayings was, “Every member a missionary.” He encouraged a weekly “Family Home Evening” for members, declaring that “no success can compensate for failure in the home.” Many temples were dedicated or begun during his presidency. He was active politically and tried to influence his subordinates to oppose both the repeal of right-to-work laws and liquor by the drink in Utah. He was the first LDS prophet who didn’t have a beard.

Much controversy within the Church was stirred up when Joseph Fielding Smith became president in 1970. Son of President Joseph F. Smith, he was by far the most authoritative spokesman on Church doctrine. Though his succession to the office of “prophet, seer, and revelator” was nearly inevitable (the president of the Council of the Twelve Apostles traditionally becomes president of the Church upon the death of the previous president), many Mormons were upset when he became Prophet. I was taught that he was a shy, kindly, gentle old man, but truthful persons more in the know described him as narrow-minded and authoritarian.

He was followed after his death in 1972 by Harold B. Lee, who was only president for a short time before his own death in 1973, though he was much younger than most of his recent antecedents. A humble man, he worked in the welfare programs of the Church and placed special emphasis on the place of youth in the future of the Church.

Spencer W. Kimball, a descendant of one of Brigham Young’s counselors, was the next president of the LDS Church. He assured himself immortality, at least in the annals of religious leaders, by being the LDS president who declared in June of 1978 that blacks are now eligible to receive the LDS priesthood.

After Kimball’s death in 1985, he was succeeded by Ezra Taft Benson. Benson was familiar to many Americans because he had served as US secretary of agriculture in the Eisenhower cabinet. He was politically an ultraconservative, though his extreme outspokenness seemed to have been tempered by his advanced age (eighty-seven) and by what many saw as the increasing power of the Council of the Twelve Apostles. Part of this transfer of power to the Council was undoubtedly a necessity because of Benson’s reported senility during the end of his life. One significant development during Benson’s tenure was the institution of the Church’s own satellite system by which it now broadcasts its semiannual conferences and other messages. Benson passed away May 30, 1994.

Howard W. Hunter succeeded Benson, serving from 1994 until his death, March 3, 1995. He has the distinction of serving the shortest period of time as President of the Mormon Church (not quite nine months), but he did encourage all Church members to become “temple worthy.”

Gordon B. Hinckley became president in 1995. About that time, church membership in countries other than the US surpassed Church membership domestically. Early in his tenure Hinkley issued a “Proclamation to the Church and to the World,” which spelled out the Church’s conservative position on man-woman relationships, the eternal nature of the family unit, responsibilities and roles of parents, and the sanctity of life. Perhaps more media conscious than previous LDS presidents, Hinckley appeared on the television shows 60 Minutes and Larry King Live and was interviewed by Time magazine. However, on these venues he overtly “hedged” on whether or not the LDS Church has taught and now teaches that there is a Mother in heaven, that God was once a man, and that faithful Mormons expect to become gods themselves—only admitting to these doctrines when pressed by the interviewers.24

In 2006 Hinckley surpassed the record set by David O. McKay as the oldest LDS president. He was succeeded in 2008 by Thomas Monson. The longevity of recent presidents such as Hinckley, with the attendant health problems of nonagenarians, leads me to believe that the Church will soon change its policies about using seniority of service in the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles25 as the criterion for an “apostle” to become “the prophet.”

CONTINUING REVELATION

All the recent presidents of the LDS Church have had as one of their greatest duties the management and distribution of the millions of nontaxable tithe and investment dollars that pour into the Church’s brimming treasury. It is because of this that critics of the Church have charged that the “revelation” received by twentieth-century prophets is more of the “spirit of Dow-Jones” than of God. Indeed, revelation has surely changed since the days of Joseph Smith’s bold (and incautious) prophetic utterings. Parley P. Pratt once said that Joseph dictated revelations slowly, never backtracking or correcting. (Why bother when he could get away with wholesale revisions of revelations even after printing them?) The Church turned down a path from which it apparently will never return with the issuing of the Manifesto, which began tepidly, “To Whom It May Concern.” Today’s prophets issue terse little press releases and meandering conference addresses that refer to past doctrines and glowing principles of righteousness, rarely ever putting the divine stamp of “thus saith the Lord” on them, as Joseph Smith seldom hesitated to do. Or, even worse, Hinckley and others hedged and parried in an attempt to solidify their public image as a Christian church. When I was a Mormon, LDS leaders would have cut off their tongues rather than pretend to be “like other Christian churches.”

Previous LDS prophets have promised the Mormon people not only a continuing stream of revelation—from God to prophet to church member—but have for years tantalized their anxious followers with the promise of new scriptures. Part of the plates from which the Book of Mormon was translated, for example, was “sealed” and taken back by the angel Moroni. This portion, which amounted to between one-third and two-thirds of the total volume of the plates, is yet to be revealed and given to faithful Mormons as scripture. Mormons also cite 2 Corinthians 13:1, which says that two or three witnesses establish the truth, and say that the Bible (the record of the Jews) and the Book of Mormon (the record of the Nephites) will be joined by a third record, that of the Ten Lost Tribes. And then there’s the still untranslated Book of Joseph.

These promises thrilled me when I was a Mormon. New scriptures! I could hardly wait. But I know now that such scriptures will never come forth. Why? Because the LDS Church has lost its nerve. Though I anticipate future bows to financial and public pressure like the Manifesto and the black-priesthood announcement, no “new” scriptures will be translated from ancient records. In the early days of the Church, when the sciences of archaeology and linguistics were in their infancies, Joseph could recklessly turn out volume after improbable volume like the Book of Mormon, the writings that became the Pearl of Great Price, and the records of Ham and Joseph (ancient documents supposedly translated by Joseph Smith but never published). But no LDS “prophet” is that incautious in this modern age. The mythical remainder of the mythical Book of Mormon will stay in the safekeeping of the mythical Moroni. The record of the Ten Lost Tribes will stay lost too. Nor will the Church ever bring out of hiding the “records of Ham and Joseph,” which are probably gathering dust in a vault in the Church Historian’s office, a potential bonfire of controversy and certain embarrassment. Mormons will have to be content with the continuing history of their church in the “Church News” section of the Deseret News, in the Ensign, and in Conference Reports.

The prophet alone can contradict scripture, according to Harold B. Lee.26 This is, in the eyes of a Christian, a paradoxical statement. But Mormon leaders like Brigham Young have always placed much more emphasis on the teachings of the “living oracles” than on written scripture of any kind. Of course, aberrant behavior in the lives of men like Joseph Smith and Brigham Young have caused a considerable tempering of this position. A Mormon when faced with irrefutable evidence of the moral vices of early Church presidents will have a pat answer: “A prophet is a prophet only when he is acting as such.”27 This provides a convenient “out” when a prophet in speech or in action blunders. But I, as a faithful Mormon, did not believe that a prophet could blunder. The teachings I received led me to believe with all my heart that the prophets were nearly perfect, especially in their pronouncements about religious matters.

Of course the higher the man in the LDS hierarchy, the more vocal he will be in supporting and building up Church leaders. The leaders realize that they can only achieve the high offices to which they aspire by continually exalting these positions. It becomes a process of continually scratching the backs of the men whose offices they covet, and waiting patiently until someone dies so that they can move up.

If, therefore, Mormons cannot judge their leaders by how they practice the principles they teach, and if a prophet can change and/or countermand any of their “scriptures” at will, how then can the Mormon ascertain the authority of his prophet-leader? Harold B. Lee said, “There is one safety, and that is that we shall live to have the witness to know.”28 This puts us right back to Moroni’s challenge to Book of Mormon readers: Our own volatile consciences serve as judge.

The corporate instantiation of the individual’s conscience is seen in the fact that LDS doctrine must be approved by the general membership. For instance in 1880, a general authority named George Q. Cannon asked the general conference of the Church to vote on accepting the Standard Works of the Church as being from God and binding upon them. More recently, both the Manifesto which theologically outlawed the practice of polygamy and the 1978 Official Declaration—2 giving blacks the LDS priesthood were not officially binding until the membership voted that they were.

Nonetheless, Mormons are told that their prophet must be obeyed, for he can never teach false doctrine.29 Theodore M. Burton, a General Authority, said in the October 1961 conference, “The Lord will never permit the great prophet, our seer and revelator, to fall or lead the people astray. Before this could happen, God must of necessity remove that man from the earth.”

THE VOICE OF SENILITY

Sadly, this is not the case. I know personally of one time when this principle proved to be false. In 1971, I was rooming at Brigham Young University with a girl whose uncle worked near the office of President Joseph Fielding Smith. One day this friend came to me to unburden herself of something that was troubling her deeply. She told me, with horror and doubt in her voice, that her uncle described Joseph Fielding Smith as so senile in his last years that “outsiders” who might detect this were kept away from him. His mind wandered so badly that all his speeches had to be prepared for him, and as soon as he finished reading them, he was ushered quickly back to his seat because otherwise he would ramble on aimlessly. Her story troubled me as deeply as it had her. When I told my boyfriend about what my friend had said, he insisted that there had been a mistake made either on the part of my friend or her uncle, because God would take a prophet from the earth before he would allow him to become senile.

Perhaps he was as concerned as we were by the prospects of a leaderless church; but I think what really scared us all was the fact that someone else was preparing speeches that claimed to be the words of God, and putting them before a figurehead prophet who had only to read them aloud to authenticate them. We could not reconcile such a notion to the idea of a prophet who supposedly “cannot fall” and who is bound to the office until separated from it by death.

History seemed to repeat itself in the 1990s with another elderly president of the LDS church. Time magazine reported that Ezra Taft Benson did not appear in public for two years before his death and was fed by a nasal tube until his death at ninety-four30—in a condition his own grandson described as both senile and incapacitated. This grandson, Steve Benson, Pulizer-Prize winning cartoonist and now ex-Mormon atheist, described his grandfather: “In the name of maintaining faith, church leaders peddled the myth that the Mormon prophet was actively at the helm when, in fact, he was incapacitated. Propping him up for photo sessions as if he were some sort of storefront mannequin was a calculated, conspiring abuse of power, not to mention disrespectful and undignified for a man we love.”31

If Joseph Fielding Smith and Ezra Taft Benson could suffer “mental failing” covered up by the Church while in office as “prophets,” could this not be true of Joseph Smith, or Brigham Young? When does a prophet become less than a prophet—without ceasing to be a prophet?

THE TEST OF A PROPHET

But one would not have to accept anecdotal stories of doddering prophets of Mormonism to be assured that none of them is God’s spokesman. In the Bible God gave us the infallible test of a prophet:


And if thou say in thine heart, How shall we know the word which the Lord hath not spoken? When a prophet speaketh in the name of the Lord, if the thing follow not, nor come to pass, that is the thing which the Lord hath not spoken, but the prophet hath spoken it presumptuously: thou shalt not be afraid of him. (Deut. 18:21–22)



Note that this Scripture doesn’t condemn people for questioning the right of any person to speak in the name of God. In 1 Thessalonians 5:20–21 Paul told Christians that they should not despise prophetic utterances, but in the next breath he told them to prove all things and to hold fast to those things that are good.

Second, the Deuteronomy passage doesn’t allow for just a “good batting average” on prophecies. For instance, it doesn’t say that you should accept someone as a prophet if most of what he prophesies comes to pass. This Scripture passage encourages us to look at each thing a would-be prophet might say and to reject him if he prophesies falsely.

Last, Deuteronomy 18:22 teaches a truth that it took me a long time to come to, even after my conversion. We are told that a false prophet—one who has failed the test that God outlined—should have no power over us. We should not fear him. When we are afraid of such a person, we are enslaved by our own minds and not by any power the person himself might have.32

It is the fulfilled predictions of Mormonism that are touted so much. Surely LDS prophets must be of God, a proselyte might think, if they could prophesy the coming of Columbus to America33 and the Revolutionary War34 (both of which, however, were “prophesied” after the fact). Furthermore, what many regard as Joseph Smith’s stellar prediction of the outbreak of the Civil War beginning with South Carolina (Doctrine and Covenants section 87) has little credibility when one considers the information available to Smith about unrest in South Carolina, and other details of the prophecy that proved false (for instance, Great Britain did not get involved, and the Civil War did not engender all other subsequent world wars).35

FALSE PROPHECIES

Much of the prophecy of Joseph Smith’s time was centered on Missouri’s future as Zion. Almost all these prophecies are easily documented, and most too have proven to be false prophecies. In Doctrine and Covenants 90:37, for instance, the Mormons were promised that they would not be removed from Missouri, but they of course were driven from that place, and most never returned to claim the inheritance they were promised there. Except for the Community of Christ group and other smaller splinter groups, even their descendants live elsewhere.

In Doctrine and Covenants we read the prophecy of Joseph Smith that a man named David W. Patten would perform a mission the next spring, but Patten died before that happened.36 Joseph Smith also prophesied in Doctrine and Covenants section 84 that a temple would be reared in Jackson County in his own generation. Even the Temple Lot Church’s efforts beginning in 1929 to make this prophecy come true were frustrated. Excuses for failure abound, but in Doctrine and Covenants 124:49–51, Joseph Smith gave his own: He said the enemy was just too strong. (Since when are opposing physical forces strong enough to frustrate any prophecy of the Living God?)

When the Mormon people were finally ousted from Missouri, Joseph Smith made many foolish and bitter prophecies. Once, when talking to statesman Stephen A. Douglas, he predicted that the United States government would be “utterly overthrown and wasted and there will not be as much as a potscherd [sic] left,”37 unless it redressed the wrongs done to Mormons to their satisfaction.

In several places in the History of the Church we read of instances where Joseph Smith promised individuals that they would live to see Christ come in his glory.38 In 1835, Smith even put a date on when he himself would see Christ, saying that fifty-six years “should wind up this scene.”39

Though Brigham Young was not as bold as Joseph was in making prophecies, when he did so, they were whoppers. Considering his anti-Negro bent, perhaps it was just his wishful thinking that led him to prophesy that the abolitionist movement would not free the slaves because slavery was “the sentence of the Almighty upon the seed of Ham.”40

Heber C. Kimball, one of Brigham Young’s counselors, had so much faith in Young’s powers that he too waxed prophetic in proclaiming that Brigham would serve as president of the United States.41

The most amazing “revelation” to come out of Mormonism is also the most ludicrous. Though Mormons of today believe that celestialized beings (such as God) live on burning planets, few would agree that there are inhabitants on the moon. But Joseph Smith, as quoted in the journal of one of his most devoted followers, Oliver B. Huntington, not only said that there were moon dwellers, but went on to describe them as being all about six feet in height, dressing like Quakers, and having a lifespan of one thousand years!42 Brigham Young also described inhabitants of the moon—and even those of the sun.43

THE CASE OF KING DAVID

Those who criticize LDS leaders are often taken to task by LDS apologists who say that one cannot condemn a “prophet” because he drank liquor (like Joseph Smith did), or because he was ruthless and ambitious (like Brigham Young). King David and his ungodly murderous affair with Bathsheba is often cited as proof that a prophet can sin in other than doctrinal teachings. The Bible scholar would agree that prophets, whether of the Bible or of any other “scripture,” are human beings of whom we have no right to expect perfection. But let’s look at David and see why, even in spite of his sin, he deserves the title of prophet.

First, though he sinned, he repented. It was a sin to covet the wife of another and to have her husband killed. But David saw the grave error he had made and begged God for forgiveness. He did not rail against God when his first child by Bathsheba was taken from him in death. He reformed his life and spent the rest of it demonstrating to God that he was truly repentant. We might as well take a parallel example from the life of Joseph Smith. How repentant was he when he took other men’s wives? Second, whatever David gave to his people as the Word of the Lord harmonized with what the prophets before him had said. No one ever accused David of being an iconoclast. People of God know that he is consistent, and they can judge new revelation by old (see 2 John 9–10, Gal. 1:6–12, and 2 Tim. 3:14–17). And last, David was a prophet because his words came true! He didn’t tell the exact date of the birth of Christ or about dwellers on the stars of his favorite constellation. He listened to what God had to say and then repeated it to his audience.

What a contrast to the revelation of the LDS Church. Warren Parrish, who was once scribe to Joseph Smith, expressed his disillusionment with the results of the teachings and legacy of Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon: “[Smith and Rigdon] lie by revelation, swindle by revelation, cheat and defraud by revelation, run away by revelation, and if they do not mend their ways, I fear they will be damned by revelation.”44





Chapter 8
THE MORMON PANTHEON


How convenient it would be to many of our great men and great families of doubtful origin, could they have the privilege of the heroes of yore who, whenever their origin was involved in obscurity, modestly announced themselves descended from a god.

—Washington Irving, Knickerbocker’s History of New York



Many Christians embroiled in the creation versus evolution struggle have wondered, “What could be more ungodly than the thought that man has evolved from a lower form of life?” But in 1844, Joseph Smith introduced a doctrine that many Christians have passively ignored for more than 160 years—the idea that our God “evolved” from a lower form of life. This lower form of life, from which the LDS god evolved, was a man.

THE ETERNALITY OF MAN

You cannot understand LDS theology unless you understand what Mormons believe about their own origins. In a nutshell, they believe that all humans pass through various stages of being: from (1) pure, “unorganized” intelligence, to (2) having that intelligence clothed with a spirit body and thus becoming a spirit being, to (3) birth on earth whereby the spirit is clothed with a physical body, to (4) after earth-life, an eternal condition of godhood in a physical body.

Mormons’ unique conception of eternity is one that includes the ever-uncreated consciousness or intelligence of every person. In the words of Brigham Young, “There never was a time when man did not exist, and there never will be a time when he will cease to exist.”1 Each of us, says LDS doctrine, has always existed, before the creation of the earth, and before our God was God. This intelligence had no form and owed no allegiance to a creator, for it had none. At the core of historical LDS anthropology is the teaching that each such intelligence was an individual entity, and was self-existent and coequal with the being who would become our God.2

If God did not create man in the way we have always thought, why do we call him our Creator? Mormons teach that God, an exalted man, had sexual intercourse with his wives in eternity long before earth time began, and the spirit bodies that those wives brought forth clothed the “intelligences.” This poses an immediate logical problem: If it is true, as Jesus taught in John 3:6, that flesh gives birth to flesh, and spirit gives birth to spirit, how do a flesh and bone god and a flesh and bone goddess give birth to a spirit body to clothe an intelligence?

Nonetheless LDS doctrine says that the invisible part of a human being consists of his inherent being or intelligence and the spirit body from his heavenly father and mother. Mormons teach that this spirit body is adult-sized, and looks like we do—thus, Joseph Smith’s spirit body (for instance) looks like his mortal body, and being male, has all the appropriate features.3 This spirit body is made out of a material so “refined” as to be intangible and invisible to mortals; but it nonetheless exists.4

In a bit of confusion of terms in LDS doctrine, the union or “organization” of intellect and spirit body is also known as an intelligence, in the same way that we might refer to a living man as a soul, though that is only part of his being. Thus the spirits that Abraham supposedly saw before the creation of the world were referred to by him as intelligences (Pearl of Great Price, Abraham chapter 3).

You can’t have a father without a mother, say Mormons. The idea of a Heavenly Mother is a logical necessity in LDS theology. The lyrics to a current, popular LDS hymn, “O My Father,” affirm the existence of this Mother:


In the heav’ns are parents single?

No, the thought makes reason stare!

Truth is reason, truth eternal,

Tells me I’ve a Mother there.

When I leave this frail existence,

When I lay this mortal by,

Father, Mother, may I meet you

In your royal courts on high?5



Joseph Smith reportedly once saw this “Heavenly Mother” in a vision.6 LDS leaders, including two who later became “prophets” of the Church, overtly taught the existence of this female deity. Joseph Fielding Smith argued that just because the Standard Works of the Church do not include any references to a Heavenly Mother, “would not good common sense tell us that we must have a mother there also?”7 Even more recently, in 1975 Spencer W. Kimball rhapsodized about the “the ultimate in maternal modesty…the restrained and queenly elegance of our Heavenly Mother.”8

However, since LDS theology teaches that God is a polygamist, then supposedly any inhabitant of God’s created earths could be descended from any one of several “Heavenly Mothers.” This concept was explored by one of Joseph Smith’s original twelve Apostles, Orson Pratt;9 and since 1980, LDS women have publicly speculated about it as well.10 When I was a Mormon, I was told that we did not know her name or much about her because the leaders of the Church did not want to make her an object of worship such as they say the Catholic Church had made of Mary. However, since she was always spoken of in the singular, perhaps it might be in harmony with current LDS teachings to assume that only one of God’s wives was mother to all earth inhabitants, and perhaps other wives birthed the spirit bodies of other worlds created by the Mormon god. Remarkably, the nonbiblical doctrine of a Heavenly Mother is one of the few distinctives of Mormonism which the Church seems to be less inclined to disavow in the twenty-first century, quite in contrast to other non-Christian doctrines such as the LDS view of the past human condition of God the Father and the future godhood of faithful Mormons.

THE PREEXISTENCE

Thus LDS doctrine says each person was a fully functioning, born entity long before his mortal birth. In an attempt to find Bible justification for this point of view, Mormons quote Jeremiah 1:5: “Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee; and before thou camest forth out of the womb I sanctified thee, and I ordained thee a prophet unto the nations.”

Only a part of the entities born to God were designated for this earth. God created many more worlds, and Doctrine and Covenants 76:24 tells us that the inhabitants of these other worlds too were “begotten sons and daughters unto God.” This time span between the birth of the spirit, its growth and maturing in the spirit world, and its later infusion into a corporeal body on earth is known by Mormons as “the preexistence,” or first estate. In this state the spirits of men and women made preparations for earth life, living with God the Father and “Heavenly Mother” “in his house and dwelt with him year after year,” according to Brigham Young.11 Existing there too were the spirits of every plant, fish, bird, and animal that has ever lived or will ever live on earth.12 They too had spirit bodies, made up of intangible matter.

When God and his wives had finished with the creation of the spirit bodies of all who would eventually live on this earth, he called a great meeting of the spirits, a “council in heaven.” He proposed a plan whereby his children could live on earth and be tested, and yet return to him after death. The spirits divided themselves up into two factions. God’s firstborn spirit Son, the premortal Jesus Christ, supported this plan, which was based on the concept of humankind’s “free agency” or ability to choose a lifestyle that would either return them to God or separate them from their Father. Christ’s endorsement was no small thing, for if a human were given the prerogative of sinning he would surely do so; and Christ’s support of this plan required him to sacrifice himself for humankind’s sin, while giving the glory to God the Father.

Another highly favored son of God, his second born, Lucifer, also proposed a plan—one that excluded free agency, but guaranteed that all God’s spirit children would return to him. In return, Lucifer wanted all the glory for himself. All the spirits divided themselves into factions, and one-third of the spirits sided with Lucifer and his plan. God, however, rejected it.

When Lucifer and his followers found they could not have their way, they rebelled against God. Lucifer had wanted God’s glory; now he sought his throne. A great battle in heaven ensued. Lucifer and his spirits warred against the armies of heaven who were led by Michael, the preexistent Adam. Lucifer and his followers lost and were cast down from heaven and condemned to be disembodied spirits throughout eternity.

In order to make our “second estate,” or experience on earth, a true testing ground, it was necessary that before birth our knowledge of the preexistence be removed. Mormons of today speak figuratively of this forgetting as a “veil” over our memories. Orson Pratt, however, explained that this loss of memory was due to the traumatic experience of the adult-sized spirit body entering the physical body of a tiny baby: “When this spirit was compressed, so as to be wholly enclosed in an infant tabernacle, it had a tendency to suspend the memory.”13

Of course all of this is incongruent with the Bible. Genesis 1:26 and 2:7 clearly show man to be a created being—far from the independent intelligence that Mormonism says was “organized” into a spirit body. Genesis teaches us that man became a living soul when God breathed life into him. Of all who have lived on this earth, only Jesus Christ existed before the Creation, as John 1 clearly teaches.

Zechariah 12:1 also strikes a blow against the LDS concept of the preexistence of the human soul. Here the Bible states clearly that man’s spirit was formed within him. How much more clearly could God say it?

Even the Jeremiah 1:5 passage, “Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee; and before thou camest forth out of the womb I sanctified thee, and I ordained thee a prophet unto the nations,” when read carefully shows (1) the foreknowledge of God even before he makes his creations, and (2) his power to foreordain his servants to great works—after they are created in the womb. If this passage in Jeremiah were to be used effectively by Mormons to prove preexistence, it would have to say that we knew God before birth—which the passage does not say—not he us.

Mormons say we are all literal sons and daughters of God, our spirits begotten—through a premortal birth process—by him. But the Bible tells us that we become God’s children at conversion (John 1:12). In that sense, we are God’s sons and daughters, and thanks be to his holy Name that he should adopt any so unworthy as we are into his family.

THE MORMON GOD

With an understanding of LDS doctrine about the preexistence, one can hardly call Mormonism monotheism but rather polytheism in its most replete form. Mormons have historically ridiculed what the Bible teaches about our one triune God. When I was a Mormon at BYU, LeGrand Richards of the Council of the Twelve Apostles called the Christian world’s view of God “the best description of nothing that can be written.”14 Richards, in saying this, was following a long-lived Mormon tradition of reviling the God of the Bible. Joseph Smith once scoffed at the idea of God being three Persons in one15 by saying,


I have always declared God to be a distinct personage, Jesus Christ a separate and distinct personage from God the Father, and that the Holy Ghost was a distinct personage and a Spirit, and these three constitute three distinct personages and three Gods…Many men say there is one God; the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost are only one God! I say that is a strange God anyhow—three in one, and one in three! It is a curious organization…All are to be crammed into one God, according to sectarianism. It would make the biggest God in all the world. He would be a wonderfully big God—he would be a giant or a monster.16



The Bible believer is dismayed by this sort of discussion of God, and would think that surely a direct refutation from the Bible would suffice to show a Mormon where he is wrong. But John 10:30, where Jesus said, “I and my Father are one,” is interpreted by Mormons to mean that they are one in purpose only.

In the earliest writings of Joseph Smith, such as the Book of Mormon, there is no hint of the concept of many gods that would so preoccupy him later. In his initial written account of his first vision, a so-called “strange account,” Joseph did not even mention God the Father appearing to him, only Jesus Christ.17 The official account, published in the Pearl of Great Price as part of the section “Joseph Smith—History,” does of course make much of his contention that a corporeal God appeared to him, but this version was not written until almost twenty years after the supposed experience,18 and after Joseph Smith began formulating his theories of many gods.

The Book of Mormon was unabashedly monotheistic (though, as the whole book shows, more modalistic19 than trinitarian):


And now, behold, my beloved brethren, this is the way; and there is none other way nor name given under heaven whereby man can be saved in the kingdom of God. And now, behold, this is the doctrine of Christ, and the only and true doctrine of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, which is one God, without end. Amen. (2 Nephi 31:21)20



The Book of Mormon also taught that God is a spirit.


And then Ammon said: Believest thou that there is a Great Spirit?

And he said, Yea.

And Ammon said: This is God. And Ammon said unto him again: Believest thou that this Great Spirit, who is God, created all things which are in heaven and in the earth?

And he said: Yea. (Alma 18:26–29a)



Even as late as 1833 Joseph Smith was teaching in the “Lectures on Faith” that God was a “personage of spirit, glory, and power,” while the Son was a “personage of tabernacle.”21 But in Kirtland, Ohio, when Joseph Smith began his study of the Hebrew language, he realized that one of the Hebrew words for Deity, Elohim, was in fact a plural word. In his excitement over this discovery, Joseph ignored two facts: This plural word could be used in the singular (like the English word deer—you can have one deer or twenty deer); but in the Bible, in speaking of God, it is always used with a singular verb form (“Elohim is,” never “Elohim are”). In addition, he ignored the possibility that the “us” and “we” used by God in the first chapters of Genesis could refer to conversations with his creations, the angels, as Hebrews chapter one demonstrates.

Nonetheless, the very notion of plural gods set Joseph Smith off on a tangent which revolutionized his religion. Look what sweeping changes Smith made in his theology in just a few brief years, as LDS writer Grant Palmer sums up:


From 1820 to 1834 he believed that there is one God, as seen in the Book of Mormon, the testimony of the three witnesses, the Book of Commandments 24:13–18, the Book of Moses, the JST, and the 1832 account of his first vision. By 1835 he had come to believe that two personages formed the godhead, as taught in the Doctrine and Covenants 20:28 (cf. Book of Commandments 24:18), the Lectures on Faith (5), and the 1835 and 1838 accounts of the first vision. From 1839 on, he preached a plurality of gods, as seen in Abraham 4 and 5 and the LDS temple ceremony.22



As a result of Smith’s teachings and those of his successor, Mormons now believe that the godhead consists of three totally separate persons. The head of this organization23 is the Father, the one who procreated our spirit bodies. He has never been coequal with Christ, for he created his Son. He is not coeternal with the Spirit, either, for the same reason. But like their Christ, the LDS God has a body of flesh and bones. Mormons teach that he looks like a man as, indeed, he once was.

We read in Genesis 1:27 that God created man “in his own image.” This, Mormons teach, has two meanings. First, since God created humans as males and females, that would imply that there is both a male and a female God.24 Second, LDS doctrine would say this Genesis passage refers to these gods’ physical bodies after which our own are patterned.

Mormons use other Bible passages to substantiate their assertion that God has a physical body: Proverbs 15:3, which speaks of God’s eyes; Isaiah 55:11, which mentions his mouth; Isaiah 30:27, which speaks of his lips and tongue; 2 Kings 19:16, which mentions his ear; and so forth. Doctrine and Covenants 130:22 presses the point, insisting that the Father and Son have bodies “as tangible as man’s.”

Thus, when we read that Christ sits at the right hand of God (Heb. 1:3), say Mormons, the Bible is speaking of God’s literal right hand. When the Bible mentions God’s finger, or his nostrils, or his arm, these refer to an actual physical, space-contained, somatic person. However, verses like Psalm 89:26 demonstrate that just as God is not literally a rock, no less is he literally not our father. And even Mormons would not affirm that God has wings, despite the imagery in Psalm 17:8; 91:4, and elsewhere.

They say that the voice of God heard at the baptism of Jesus, along with the appearance of the Holy Ghost (Matt. 3:16–17) show that the three members of the godhead are separate and distinct from each other. “Joseph Smith—History,” 1:18–20, and Doctrine and Covenants 76:14, are also used to show that when Joseph Smith wrote that he saw and talked with Christ, he was not the same as God the Father.

It is hard for a Christian to talk to a Mormon about God. You can say the same words but mean entirely different things. A Christian, in speaking of God, would probably be referring to our heavenly Creator (though the Bible does teach that both Jesus and the Holy Spirit are also God); the eternal One is the same in past, present, and future, but certainly never less than he is today. A Mormon, on the other hand, might use the word God loosely as a title referring more to an attainment of an office than to the name of a specific being. General LDS usage, though, ascribes the title of “God” to that person who fathered or organized our spirit bodies in the preexistence, the ubiquitously mentioned LDS “Heavenly Father,” who himself began as an intelligence, then was birthed as a human, then became a god.

The LDS God has a real flesh and bones body, like yours and mine in many ways. He is “a resurrected Being,” according to LDS Apostles Boyd K. Packer25 and Dallin H. Oaks,26 interviewed on the 2007 PBS documentary, The Mormons. However, his body does not have blood flowing through its veins,27 for blood is the element of corruption. According to LDS theology, no person can be immortalized or exalted while his blood remains in his veins. Another miraculous substance, often referred to as “spirit,” runs through the veins of all gods and their wives. The same is true of resurrected personages.28 So what do LDS people do with Bible scriptures like John 4:22–24?


Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews. But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in Spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him. God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.



They say that this passage was mistranslated, and that the end of it should read: “For unto such hath God promised his Spirit: And they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.” In addition, LDS apologist Robert Millet redefines the word spirit in this passage, saying that when it is used in the New Testament, it means “immortal,” thus, God is spirit means God is immortal.29 (This definition of the word spiritual poses a problem in other passages such as Galatians 6:1: “Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an one in the spirit of meekness.”)

So where did the Mormon God get this body? This question lies at the heart of the whole LDS concept of God. The answer is that he too began as an intelligence, had two divine parents who clothed his intelligence with a spirit body (Brigham Young, quoting Joseph Smith, spoke of God’s father and mother30), and then gained this body like you gained yours—by birth from two physical parents—on some faraway planet. This future god lived on an earth, like ours; obeyed the commandments of his god; and after his death he was resurrected with a “celestialized”31 version of his body. As a reward for his obedience, he was made a god. He took his wives in connubial intercourse and thus created our spirit bodies, as Apostle Orson Pratt explained:


We were begotten by our Father in Heaven; the person of our Father in Heaven was begotten on a previous heavenly world by his Father; and again, He was begotten by a still more ancient Father and so on, from generation to generation, from one heavenly world to another still more ancient, until our minds are wearied and lost in the multiplicity of generations and successive worlds, and as a last resort, we wonder in our minds, how far back the genealogy extends, and how the first world was formed, and the first father was begotten.32



The consummation of Joseph Smith’s teachings on the godhead came just a few months before his death. Mormons say that the famous address he gave shortly before his martyrdom, at the funeral of a man named King Follett, was the Prophet’s crowning doctrine. In this speech, before twenty thousand persons, Joseph emphasized that not only is our God an exalted man, but all men should have as their ultimate goals the attainment of godhood themselves.

BECOMING A GOD

Once when I was speaking to a group of high school students on the subject of Mormonism, I outlined the central points of doctrine covered by Joseph Smith in his King Follett Address. One of the students raised his hand as I was talking. He seemed a little annoyed. “That was 1844,” he said. “Mormons don’t teach that stuff about becoming a god today, do they?”

Yes, they do. There is no doctrine, outside that of continuing revelation, that is more integral to the Mormonism of both the past and the present than that of a progressing God. Their tiny children are taught this from infancy; their adolescents learn “scriptures” to support it; and every faithful adult holds godhood as his or her ultimate and rightful destiny. For the last four years that I was a Mormon, I wore a silver charm of the Salt Lake City LDS Temple to remind myself of my commitment to get married in a temple so that I could eventually become a goddess myself. I believed what Spencer W. Kimball said: “We are gods in embryo, and the Lord demands perfection of us.”33

Recently, LDS apologists have begun to claim that their teaching about man’s ability to become a god is actually true, original Christian teaching: that is, what the first-century apostles and their successors themselves believed and taught.34 Mormons base their assertions on non-scriptural writings from the first centuries after Christ (specifically those of Iraneus of Lyons and Athanasius of Alexandria), and say that these writings of the early Christian age “sound” more like Mormonism than today’s mainstream Christianity. (I don’t know of a single Christian expert on that period who would agree with the contention that early Christian writers promoted what is now LDS doctrine.) Such writings (of Iraneus and Athanasius) are not in the Bible, and for that very reason a Christian must not rely upon them for doctrine: They were the opinions of men—some good, some bad, and some downright heretical. (One can just as easily “prove” some of the most grievous excesses and cultural superstitions of the Catholic Church, for instance, from those same writings.)

The primary biblical passages that LDS missionaries and other apologists use to “prove” their teachings on multiple Gods and the potential godhood of humans are those scriptures which refer to “gods.” (In many cases both Mormons and Christians would agree that certain verses refer to idols or false gods.) However, the many verses that refer to the Lord as being above other (false) gods or being “God of gods” (Ps. 136:2) are used by Mormons to supposedly prove a multiplicity of gods.

But Mormons would go a step further. They say that when Jesus quoted Psalm 82:6 in John 10:34–35, he was saying that people were gods (at least, potential gods). The Psalm passage says, “I have said, Ye are gods; and all of you are children of the most High.” However, the context of both passages devastates this idea—nobody believed the unrighteous rulers (the Hebrew word from which “gods” is translated is translated as “judge” in Exodus 21:6, 22 and 22:8) of the Psalm passage were truly eternal deities. That is proved in Psalm 82:7, which says, “Ye shall die like men.” Nor can anyone say that Jesus was in any way approving of the spiritual status of the people he was speaking to when he quoted that Psalm.35 (If Mormons want that kind of godhood, they may just get it.)

Other Bible passages that LDS people use to support the idea of people becoming gods in the future are the Transfiguration (in which former human beings are “glorified”), the commands to “be holy” and “be perfect” like God (see Lev. 19:2 and Matt. 5:48), the idea of participating in the divine nature of God (2 Peter 1:4), the dominion of humans over the created order (Ps. 8:4–6), and all the many, many passages that speak of our adoption into the family of God and subsequent status as heirs. In them, God depicts himself as being and having something completely unique. He is willing to share glory, and holiness, and perfection, and his divine nature, and all that he has with us. But everything in the rest of the Bible—the context for all these teachings—tells us that only God is God; and nobody or nothing else will ever be.

When I was a Mormon, I like all other LDS children memorized the couplet attributed to LDS prophet Lorenzo Snow: “As man now is, our God once was; as now God is, so man may be.”36 That couplet and all the implications of it were openly taught from the children’s organization, Primary Sunbeams, all the way up to the college course and Relief Society (women’s organization) classes in which I participated and taught. In the past few years I have been told by Mormons that this is not (or is no longer considered as) doctrine. I once had an LDS man challenge me on a live, call-in radio program to “prove” that the Church taught as doctrine what Lorenzo Snow stated. Here’s a test of that: Ask anyone who was a Mormon before 1970 if he or she was taught it—at church, by leadership—and if they believed it.

Not only that, consider this quote from Kimball in 1975, after he became Prophet of the Church: “Brethren, 225,000 of you are here tonight. I suppose 225,000 of you may become gods. There seems to be plenty of space out there in the universe. And the Lord has proved that he knows how to do it. I think he could make, or probably have us help make, worlds for all of us, for every one of us 225,000.”37

A PROGRESSING GOD

Mormons regard their gaining of knowledge and experience on this earth as a mirroring of the progression that God is even now making. Wilford Woodruff, a prophet of the Church, once said, “God himself is increasing and progressing in knowledge, power, and dominion.”38 But a later prophet, Joseph Fielding Smith, refuted this, saying that God could not now increase in knowledge, because that would imply that he was lacking in knowledge in the past.39 What happens when the LDS “god” learns “new truth”?

As for morality, I have always explained it this way: A god who is progressing will be better—that is, more godly—tomorrow than he is today. However, that means he was worse yesterday than he is today.

If God does not progress in knowledge, it doesn’t make sense that he could continue progressing in power and dominion. How can the All-Powerful increase in power? As for increasing in dominion—surely that is sticky human desire pressed upon the face of an insufficient deity.

Francis J. Beckwith, in his article “Philosophical Problems with the Mormon Concept of God,” says this:


The [LDS] church currently teaches that God is, in effect, (1) a contingent being, who was at one time not God; (2) finite in knowledge (not truly omniscient), power (not omnipotent), and being (not omnipresent or immutable); (3) one of many gods; (4) a corporeal (bodily) being, who physically dwells at a particular spacio-temporal location and is therefore not omnipresent like the classical God (respecting his intrinsic divine nature—we are not considering the Incarnation of the Son here); and a being who is subject to the laws and principles of a beginningless universe with an infinite number of entities in it.40



The laws of gravity and other natural principles rule over the LDS deity. He did not create them any more than he created us. He only “organized” eternal elements according to implacable laws—both of which (elements and laws) were in existence long before he had a soul—and he combined these elements to form the earth and its inhabitants. In comparing our God to him is seen the difference between Michelangelo painting the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, and a child who crayons neatly within the lines of the pictures in his coloring book.

Mormons laugh aloud at the idea of our God who can fill the immensity of space and yet still gently touch the heart of man unto repentance.41 Silly, they say. Their bodily god, whom we should emulate, can only be in one place at a time. He lives near a burning sphere called Kolob that revolves once every thousand years. He awaits news from his worlds and sends messages via his angels. He is comforted by his wives and continues the ceaseless reproduction expected of them and him—and us, when we become gods.

I’d rather spend eternity in the sweet rest of my Invisible God—“Who alone hath immortality, dwelling in the light which no man can approach unto; whom no man hath seen, nor can see: to whom be honour and power everlasting”42—than be a Mormon god.

THE ADAM-GOD DOCTRINE-BECOME-THEORY

Brigham Young taught a concept that has come to be known as the “Adam-God” doctrine. Now, Mormons of today do not worship Adam. They honor “Father” Adam as the greatest figure of the Old Testament. They teach that in the preexistence he was an archangel and prince.43 But in times past, he was believed to be much more than this. Brigham Young said:


Now hear it, O inhabitants of the earth, Jew and Gentile, saint and sinner! When our father Adam came into the garden of Eden, he came into it with a celestial body, and brought Eve, one of his wives, with him. He helped to make and organize this world. He is MICHAEL, the Archangel, the ANCIENT OF DAYS! about whom holy men have written and spoken—HE is our FATHER and our GOD, and the only God with whom WE have to do. Every man upon the earth, professing Christians or non-professing, must hear it, and will know it sooner or later.44 (Italics and capitalizations appear in original.)



Elaborating upon this, Brigham Young taught that Adam was a part of the Trinity of Elohim (God the Father), Jehovah (Jesus),45 and Michael. When placed on the earth, Adam-God fulfilled a divine plan by eating of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. His body and that of Eve underwent a change because of this, and they were able to conceive children, who were mortal as Adam and Eve now were. Later teachings of Brigham Young indicated that the resurrected Adam was the father of Jesus Christ.46

This all raises a lot of questions the LDS Church doesn’t want asked. Such as, if Adam were a god before this earth was created, how could he be tested? How could a god “fall” (even if it were a “fall upward”)?47 And how could a god die, as Adam did?

As I said before, Brigham Young’s “Adam-God doctrine” is not taught as official doctrine in Mormonism today. In fact, President Spencer W. Kimball has openly refuted the Adam-God doctrine, identifying it as a false teaching.48 This has left the LDS scholar with two dilemmas. First of all, Doctrine and Covenants 27:11 and 138:8 both call Adam the Ancient of Days, and section 116 says that this is the same as the Ancient of Days “spoken of by Daniel the prophet.” Daniel 7:9–22 shows unmistakably that the Ancient of Days is divine. Second, if Brigham Young taught the Adam-God doctrine as revelation49 and it is false (as Christian and Mormon alike would now agree), doesn’t that make Brigham Young a false prophet?

LDS leaders of today fall back on the usage of the word god to mean an office attained by the righteous and say that thus, Adam is a god. This explanation might satisfy any Mormon who has neither access to the multivolume Journal of Discourses nor curiosity to find it50; but no one else. Others say that Adam was the god of this world in the same sense that Satan is the god of this world or age (2 Cor. 4:4).51 But what does it mean, for instance, that Adam is “the only God with whom we have to do”?

More candid LDS scholars, though, like Rodney Turner, have admitted that an honest examination of church documents “will admit to no other conclusion than that the identification of Adam with God the Father by President Young is an irrefutable fact.”52 And, though Mormons utterly deny the Adam-God theory which has lent so much ammunition to their critics, the secret temple ceremonies of even this day depict the creation of the earth by Elohim, Jehovah, and—who else?—Michael. And all this in spite of abundant scriptural evidence (Gen. 1:27; 2:7; 3:19) that Adam was created, not a creator.

Adam was not the only person upon whom Mormons have graciously bestowed godhood. Doctrine and Covenants 132:37 teaches that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are already gods. They have joined the innumerable gods throughout the ages, as described by Orson Pratt: “If we should take a million of worlds like this and number their particles, we should find that there are more Gods than there are particles of matter in those worlds.”53

What does the Bible say about becoming a god?


But the Lord is the true God, he is the living God, and an everlasting king: at his wrath the earth shall tremble, and the nations shall not be able to abide his indignation. Thus shall ye say unto them, The gods that have not made the heavens and the earth, even they shall perish from the earth, and from under these heavens. (Jer. 10:10–11)

Ye are my witnesses, saith the Lord, and my servant whom I have chosen: that ye may know and believe me, and understand that I am he: before me there was no God formed, neither shall there be after me. (Isa. 43:10; see also Isa. 44:8; 45:21–22)



One LDS writer has attempted to explain away the passages in Isaiah about there being only one God. “Isaiah 44:8 is not a statement delineating how many Gods exist in the eternities,” says Stephen W. Gibson, “but a statement telling Israel there is no other God over them—no pagan or graven god has his power, and that only Jehovah can save them.”54 The problem with this “explanation” is seen in the continuation of the verse, in God’s insistence that he himself knows of no other Gods: “Is there a God beside me? yea, there is no God; I know not any” (Isa. 44:8). (The problem is compounded by the LDS understanding that it was Jesus who communicated with human beings throughout the Old Testament: Thus he, speaking as God, would be denying his own Father.) Would Mormons like to contend that God is ignorant? Unable to see the future of humans who will become gods? Lying? All of the above?

The New Testament gives additional support. The apostle Paul acknowledges the existence of entities (or concepts) known as “gods,” which Paul says are really not gods at all. There is, he affirms in 1 Corinthians 8:4–6:


As concerning therefore the eating of those things that are offered in sacrifice unto idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that there is none other God but one. For though there be that are called gods, whether in heaven or in earth, (as there be gods many, and lords many,) But to us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we in him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we by him.



THE MORMON CHRIST

Christ, the firstborn son of God in the LDS preexistence, somehow managed to attain Mormon godhood even before he gained a mortal body (which Mormons say is essential to achieving divinity). LDS author Apostle Bruce R. McConkie explained that Jesus achieved this “by obedience and devotion to the truth” while still in the preexistent state.55 Christ was highly favored of God (the father of his spiritual body) and of all the other preexistent spirits (who were his brothers and sisters). Mormons say that up until the time of his resurrection, our “Elder Brother,” Jesus, was subordinate to God, but at that time he was exalted to equality with him.

Contrast this to the teachings of John chapter one and Philippians 2:5–11, which clearly teach that Jesus was “in the form of God,” yet didn’t hold onto his essential and inherent equality with the Father but instead humbly “made himself of no reputation” so as to submit to death on a cross. After that, he returned to his former glory.

Even before his mortal life, Son Ahman (according to LDS doctrine, Christ’s name in the “pure Adamic language”56) carried out many duties essential to our temporal life and eventual salvation. Under the auspices of his Father, Christ created the world we live on by organizing the existing elements of the universe into this terrestrial ball.57 Because of this, he is called our Father too, in the same sense that Euclid could be called the father of geometry. He is also referred to as the Father of our salvation, because of his atonement,58 and because of a principle known as “divine investiture of authority”—wherein he can speak as if he were the Father in any given situation.59

This heavy emphasis on Christ as “the Father” is confusing to non-Mormons, but is essential to LDS theology. They teach that the Father of our spirits, Elohim or Ahman, never appeared to nor spoke to man after the transgression of Adam. God the Father was seen with Christ only when it was necessary to introduce and bear record of his Son to humankind, as at the baptism of Christ and in the first vision of Joseph Smith. At all other times the being who appeared as God was Jesus, who through divine investiture of authority was acting as his Father.

As a young Mormon I was very confused by this. I remember asking a missionary, whose knowledge of doctrine I admired, why it was that we prayed to God the Father if Jesus were the one doing all the work, and the only one of the Godhead who would actually communicate back to people. This missionary replied that we prayed to the Father because that was the example Jesus gave us when he offered the Lord’s Prayer. That answer satisfied me for a while, but then I was left to wonder why it was that Jesus would say he was the Father, and act as the Father, and then instruct us to pray to a being we really knew nothing about.

Christ’s dealings with humanity before he took on a mortal body were to sharpen his skills, so to speak, at dealing with this unruly race. In fact, I heard it said many times that of all the earths God organized and peopled, ours was the only one wicked enough to kill its own Redeemer.60 The atonement of Christ on this earth, therefore, applied to all the others of God’s earths: in the words of Apostle Bruce R. McConkie, “The atonement of Christ, being literally and truly infinite, applies to an infinite number of earths.”61

Mormons also claim that they have knowledge of certain facts about Christ that people who read only the Bible couldn’t know. Though they celebrate Christmas as a religious holiday commemorating the mortal birth of the Savior, Joseph Smith said in Doctrine and Covenants section 20 that Christ was actually born exactly 1,830 years prior to the organization of the Church on April 6, 1830—which would make Christ’s birthday April 6, AD 1.

Mormons believe in, honor, and teach the being they call Christ. I have been quite heartened to see that the LDS Church has begun to emphasize his name in ways beyond the rote ending of prayers, because I believe that increased exposure to the words of the historic Jesus in the New Testament can have a great effect on the hearts of readers. In 2008 the LDS Church launched a new website that focuses just on him (www.jesuschrist.lds.org). They do not, as some suggest, deliberately de-emphasize him in their teaching, but they see him less as our God than as our “elder brother” who set an example for us. In addition, they have so much extra-biblical doctrine to deal with that Christ is minimized by everything else that is taught, and crushed by the sheer volume of it. LDS children are taught to follow the examples of their leaders, and they emulate the young Joseph Smith or the youthful David O. McKay. Jesus Christ just lived too long ago to relate to when you have “living prophets,” and the Bible’s Perfect Man often drags in a poor second to more contemporary heroes from LDS lore.

CONCEPTION AND MARRIAGES OF CHRIST

Probably the one LDS doctrine most offensive to Christians concerns an LDS version of the virgin birth of Christ. Fundamentalist Christians say that Jesus Christ would have to have been born of a virgin (that is, a sexually inexperienced young woman) in order to fulfill Old Testament prophecies. Early Mormon writings, like the Book of Mormon, taught the same concept of the virgin birth that Christians believe.62

But Brigham Young claimed that the Bible was in error on the “virgin” birth of Christ. He said: “Now, remember from this time forth, and for ever, that Jesus Christ was not begotten by the Holy Ghost.”63 Joseph Fielding Smith, who later became the president of the LDS Church, vehemently denied that either the Book of Mormon or the Bible taught that Jesus was begotten of the Holy Ghost.64 The implications are startling: What LDS leaders have consistently, historically taught is that God the Father, in his glorified, immortal body, came down to earth and approached the young girl Mary. As a result of this carnal union, Mary became pregnant with a child who was both divine and human; and thus the young Christ was truly the Son of God.65 Aside from the sheer blasphemy of this position, it also contradicts the Mormons’ own teachings, for as was previously mentioned, God was never supposed to have appeared on earth after the fall except to witness to the divinity and sonship of Christ, and the only ones who could see him were those with the priesthood.

By violating a betrothed woman, too, God would have broken one of his own laws—which required the death of any man who had carnal knowledge of a betrothed woman (Deut. 22:23–24). Also, unless God had married Mary, he would have been committing adultery against his other wives. Therefore, Mormons have reasoned that Mary had two husbands.66 One LDS writer speculated that she married Joseph for time (though she was, we must conclude, either a fornicator or a polyandrist), and God for eternity.67 Thus, after the resurrection she will join God as one of his wives—which makes him guilty of incest too. (Was not Mary his spirit daughter?)

Despite this ample history of LDS leaders who claimed direct revelation from God, and who said that Mary became pregnant by God in the same way that any earthly woman becomes pregnant by a mortal man, despite decades of teaching (including during my time in the LDS Church) and assurance that this was so, the official LDS stance of today is that Mary was, nonetheless, a virgin.

The entire issue of the exact agent of that pregnancy is ignored. In fact, most twenty-first century LDS apologists say that former teachings about a physical relationship between God the Father and Mary fits in a category of repudiated older teachings called “deprecated doctrine.” Most Mormons today have a vague sense of “Heavenly Father’s” involvement in the conception without the mental image of sexual relations.

There is just too much confusion in the Mormons’ account of the conception of Christ for it to be of God. Brigham Young said that Adam begot Christ68; Joseph Fielding Smith said God the Father did; Mormons today say God did but we don’t know how—but the Bible said that what was conceived in Mary was “of the Holy Ghost” (Matt. 1:20).

Christ also was a polygamist according to Orson Hyde, an early LDS leader. Though the LDS Church of today says it has “no official position”69 on whether or not Christ married, Hyde implied that Jesus married Mary, Martha, and “the other Mary” at the wedding at Cana.70 He supposedly also had children by one or more of these women before he died.71 Jedediah M. Grant, an early LDS leader, identified the Jews’ rabid hatred of Jesus and their desire to persecute and crucify him as the direct result of Christ’s advocating polygamy.72

Nor is a polygamous Christ just an image for nineteenth-century Mormons. A more modern apologist, Darrick T. Evenson, unabashedly contended that Jesus both married and was a polygamist, as evidenced by (1) the fact that the women who surrounded the cross were taking the role of widows; (2) Psalm 45:6–9, which implies polygamy and was quoted by the writer of Hebrews in 1:8 to apply to Jesus; and (3) legends that Jesus married Mary Magdalene and others.73 Evenson further asserted that Jesus’ turning water into wine showed that he was the bridegroom at the marriage at Cana74—despite the clear statement in the Bible that Jesus was invited to the feast. (Since when, in Jewish or modern culture, does somebody invite the bridegroom to his own wedding?)75

OTHER LDS DOCTRINES OF CHRIST

According to LDS doctrine as seen in Ether chapter 3 of the Book of Mormon, the first person to see the premortal Christ in his spirit body was the brother of Jared, Mahonri Moriancumr, who was so full of faith that the Lord Jesus could not withhold himself from him. This contradicts LDS scripture which states that the Lord appeared to Adam and his descendants,76 and talked “face to face” with Enoch.

The biblical Christ has characteristics and an eternal history very dissimilar to the Mormon messiah. Deuteronomy 6:4, the famous rallying cry of the Hebrew people, shows that even then God’s people understood that the names Elohim and Jehovah referred to the same Entity: Sh’mah Yisroel Adonai Elcheinu Adonai Echod translates as “The Lord (Jehovah) our God (Elohim) is one Lord (Jehovah).”

In their preoccupation with the physical bodies that they claim that God and Christ possess, Mormons deny their adherents of one of the most precious gifts of God—the indwelling of Jesus himself within a believer. Ephesians 3:17, for instance, promises that Christ dwells in our hearts by faith. But Doctrine and Covenants 130:3 says,


John 14:23 [Jesus answered and said unto him, If a man love me, he will keep my words: and my Father will love him, and we will come unto him, and make our abode with him.]—The appearing of the Father and the Son, in that verse, is a personal appearance; and the idea that the Father and the Son dwell in a man’s heart is an old sectarian notion, and is false.



Besides being a perversion of Scripture, the Doctrine and Covenants statement also ignores the Bible’s further teachings in Romans 8:9–11, 2 Corinthians 13:5, and Colossians 1:27.

When I was a Mormon, I always referred to Jesus as “the Christ” or “the Savior.” It was gauche to say his first name, Jesus: an overreaching of familiarity. LDS Apostle Bruce R. McConkie, in fact, adamantly warned Mormons away from thinking they could have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, teaching that such a notion was part of Lucifer’s plan to lead mankind astray.77 McConkie, like many LDS leaders, also warned people against addressing Jesus in prayer, saying that we should pray to the Father alone.78 This contrasts sharply with the worship that Jesus accepted throughout his lifetime, and in particular from Thomas who called him, “My Lord and my God” (John 20:28).

If all of this sounds like the LDS Church has historically taught a different Jesus than Christendom, hear the words of the late LDS President Gordon B. Hinckley when he addressed a crowd of European Mormons in 1998. While affirming that he believed in Christ, Hinckley said that people outside the LDS Church say Mormons do not believe in the traditional Christ. “No, I don’t,” said Hinckley. “The traditional Christ of whom they speak is not the Christ of whom I speak.”79 He went on to define the LDS Christ as one with a different history than the Christ of the Bible, a history that began to diverge and emerge when Joseph Smith said he met a personage in a grove in 1820.

THE MORMON HOLY GHOST

The Holy Ghost, the third member of the godhead, like God the Father and Jesus Christ, is also uniquely characterized by Mormons. He is not known by what the Bible shows to be an interchangeable name, the Holy Spirit (Mormons make distinction between the two despite the fact that both “Ghost” and “Spirit” are translated from a single Greek word pneuma). The LDS Holy Ghost is the Comforter, the medium through which both spiritual and secular knowledge are conveyed to man. He has a spirit body that is in appearance like that of a man. (This is despite the fact that the Bible never describes the Holy Spirit in images that suggest a male body—instead, he is pictured as a dove, a fire, or oil. His agency in bringing about the birth of Jesus shows that this was truly a supernatural event.) Doctrine and Covenants 130:22 affirms that “the Holy Ghost is a personage of spirit.” Because this spirit body of intangible yet real matter can only be in one place at a time,80 the LDS Holy Ghost is of limited dimensions, and cannot, himself, be everywhere present.

Just how he, like Christ, got to be a god without a physical body is another of the great mysteries of Mormonism. Nineteenth-century LDS Apostle Heber C. Kimball once said that the Holy Ghost was “one of the sons of our Father and our God.”81 If that were true, he could be properly referred to as our “brother” in the same way that Mormons call Christ “Elder Brother,” though I’ve never heard the Holy Ghost so described.

Mormons regard the Holy Ghost as the most active member of the godhead in human affairs. He is responsible, they say, for carrying out most of the godhead’s decisions that would not require a personal appearance by the other gods. Since he is invisible to humans, he can work “behind the scenes” in both spiritual affairs of humans, and in temporal affairs that would eventually have an effect on the kingdom. Being confined to his man-shaped form82 as a spirit with a finite spirit body, it follows that he cannot indwell any more than Christ or God can. Doctrine and Covenants 130:22 says that the Holy Ghost can indwell, but Mormon apologists say that this refers only to his influence.

Poor Mormons! What they are missing by not inviting God in all his manifestations to come inside their hearts! If it is not the biblical Holy Spirit that dwells in them, whose spirit is it?

Mormons emphasize the difference between God and Christ, but not their spirits, which they say are the same. The LDS Spirit of God and the LDS Spirit of Christ are identical. This influence is also known as the “spirit of truth” or the “light of Christ,” and is that which lights the way of all men who come into the world,83 before they are baptized. In contrast, the Holy Ghost influences humans through the “gift” of his influence. The Holy Ghost may give a brief, temporary “flash of testimony” to the truth of the LDS gospel before the baptism of a faithful seeker,84 but the seeker can only receive the right to enjoy the influence of the Holy Ghost on a more permanent basis by having that gift conferred on him by the laying on of hands by one with LDS priesthood authority, in a formal ceremony for that purpose. And that, of course, entitles one just to the LDS Holy Ghost’s “gift,” not his indwelling.

As in all other matters of doctrine, though, Mormonism betrays its human origins by the confusion that surrounds its precepts. They say that the Holy Ghost is the comforter promised by Christ in John 14:12–27, but Joseph Smith expanded on that passage thus:


“And I will pray to the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with you for ever;” now what is this other Comforter? It is no more nor less than the Lord Christ himself, and this is the sum and substance of the whole matter.85



If ignoring the Holy Ghost as in this passage isn’t denying him, what is? Mormons are caught in a dilemma here—if the “Second Comforter” is the presence of Christ—“forever”—and Christ has a physical body, does that mean the Savior moves into your house with you? He can’t, according to Joseph Smith, dwell in your heart. What about the other people who desire the Comforter?

One of the strangest teachings regarding the Mormon Holy Ghost is, as we have previously seen in looking at the “Adam-God doctrine,” his identification with Adam or Michael. Brigham Young once stated:


The earth was organized by three distinct characters, namely, Eloheim, Yahovah, and Michael [i.e., Adam], these three forming a quorum, as in all heavenly bodies, and in organizing element, perfectly represented in the Deity, as Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.86



Why Brigham Young was so hung up on Adam—saying he was God, and then the Holy Ghost—we’ll probably never know. The doctrines he bestowed have grown up in a thicket of confusion to snare Christian and Mormon alike. He also taught that the Holy Ghost had nothing to do with the conception of Christ:


If the Son was begotten by the Holy Ghost, it would be very dangerous to baptize and confirm females, and give the Holy Ghost to them, lest he should beget children, to be palmed upon the Elders by the people, bringing the Elders into great difficulties.87



To say, then, that the Mormons have a unique concept of the Holy Ghost is no exaggeration. Because of this, Christians cannot communicate with Mormons on the subject of the Holy Ghost any more than they can on the subject of God. Using the same words—Holy Ghost, Comforter, Spirit—does not guarantee that you are saying the same thing!

THE MORMON SATAN

As much as any religious group on earth, the Mormons are acutely aware of the reality of the being they refer to as Satan. His prime objective, according to Mormons, is to influence and finally control those souls he didn’t win over to his way in the preexistence.

The Mormon Satan was, like Jesus and all other beings who have come to this earth, begotten by God in the preexistence. In fact, Apostle George Q. Cannon stated, “It may be a startling doctrine to many to say this; but Satan is our brother, Jesus is our brother. We are the children of God.”88 Doctrine and Covenants section 76 teaches that Satan was once an angel named Lucifer (“Bringer of Light”) with a position of authority in the presence of God (v. 25). He led a rebellion against Christ (Pearl of Great Price, Moses 4:1–4), and was followed by one-third of God’s spirit children. Defeated by the hosts of heaven, Satan became Perdition (“Utter Loss”), and was cast down to the earth (Rev. 12:7–9) with his followers.

The Mormon Church teaches that Satan, though his counterfeit plan of salvation was rejected by God the Father in favor of that advanced by Christ, still continues to preach his false program through any godless doctrine, no matter how otherwise uplifting.89 Unlike us, he has retained his memory of the preexistence and uses it at every opportunity to try to lead us from God. He is wise and cunning, but according to the LDS definition of intelligence (“light and truth”—Doctrine and Covenants 93:36), he is completely devoid of that attribute.

Though they are here upon this earth, we cannot see Satan and his hosts because the greatest punishment for their rebellion was the denial of the privilege of physical bodies. (Many Mormons have wondered, if this were a punishment, why the Holy Ghost has no body either.)

The influence of a devil is necessary, said President John Taylor. “Why is it, in fact, that we should have a devil? Why did not the Lord kill him long ago? Because we could not do without him.”90 Unlike the despicable adversary of Christianity, the Mormon devil is thus a necessary cog in the machinery of God, who needs even Satan to carry out his eternal purposes. Author LaMar Petersen noted that


God tolerates his foe, the Devil, who at times is an unwitting ally, as in the tempting of Eve: the Devil enacted the role requisite to the plan of life and salvation, thus preventing the scuttling of the divine program.91



According to LDS tradition, Satan has his own priesthood, a parody of true priesthood, and he has been seen in LDS temples.92 Although God blessed water in the beginning of history, Mormons say he cursed it in the last days, and now the element of water is the domain of Satan (despite what Psalm 29:10 says about God being enthroned there). The day will come, says Doctrine and Covenants 61:13–22, that only the upright in heart will be able to travel on the water. The introduction to this same section says that Elder William W. Phelps saw Satan “riding in power upon the face of the waters.” That is one of the reasons LDS missionaries may not swim while on their missions, and why many older Mormons will not get near any body of water greater than that contained in a bathtub.93

But the LDS Satan’s power is only temporary. He is making the best of his influence over people, for at the last resurrection, he and his followers will be cast down to an everlasting hell. Even in eternity he will not have the preeminence he has always sought, for the “sons of perdition” (unregenerate humans who are placed in hell with him and his angels), though having their progression halted, will be able to rule over Satan by virtue of the fact that they will still have their bodies. Satan and his preexistent hosts are doomed never to enjoy a body, and thus, never to progress, never to be gods.

EVIL SPIRITS

Heber C. Kimball and Orson Hyde, early leaders in the LDS Church, once had an experience with demons that Joseph Smith told them was because they had come so near to the Lord that Satan exhibited his greatest power to inhibit their progress. According to Kimball and Hyde, they were confronted by legions of demons who appeared after Kimball had rebuked an evil spirit that had been tormenting a fellow missionary. The demons seemed to be coming out of the wall of the room where the missionaries were and looked like the most malevolent and destructive portrayals of wickedness imaginable. Hyde “fought them and contended against them face to face, until they began to diminish in number and to retreat from the room.”94

President Wilford Woodruff once estimated that there were one hundred evil spirits roaming the earth to each living person at any given time.95 These spirits are so jealous of mortals that they will try at any cost to control their bodies—so desperate, in fact, that they often settle for the body of a lower animal, as when Christ cast a legion of devils out of a man (Mark 5:6–9). The evil spirits then entered into a herd of swine, the only available bodies thereabouts.

Parley P. Pratt said that there was a way to detect if a person was possessed by an evil spirit. The individual would, he said, produce a shock to the observer and emit an unpleasant odor.96 Though Mormons usually will not talk about it to outsiders, exorcisms are not uncommon today. As LDS writer Bruce R. McConkie cautiously observed, “By the power of faith and the authority of the priesthood, devils are frequently cast out of such afflicted persons.”97

I had two brushes with such experiences while I was a dormitory senior resident in Helaman Halls, Brigham Young University. In a nearby hall a bishop and other elders were called in to cast evil spirits out of a young girl and to in some way cleanse her dormitory room by rebuking the spirit by the power of the priesthood, forbidding it to return. Though unusual and kept a closely guarded secret, such an event was accepted almost passively by those Mormons who heard of it. We had been taught that Satan would try most violently to influence the choicest spirits, who were most logically found in the high spiritual atmosphere of an LDS home, dormitory, or missionary apartment.

That event did not prepare me for what happened a few months later. One evening, as the girls on my floor were just settling down to studies after dinner, two of the most sincere, earnest girls under my responsibility came into my room. Both were pale and frightened. As they began to speak, I could hardly believe my ears. They had been in the dorm room of the normally vivacious redhead who now stood before me, a shaking mass of fear. Her friend, a candid, light-hearted freshman, had stopped by to visit. They were talking—about nothing in particular, they said—in one of the girl’s rooms with the door closed. According to the redhead, her friend was interrupted in midsentence by an unseen force which picked her up bodily and threw her against the door, then dropped her to the floor. They had stood, stunned, looking at each other for a moment, and then had run down the hall to my room.

I would not ever doubt the integrity of either girl. They were not liars, nor would they joke about or concoct such an experience—faithful Mormon youth like those do not dabble idly in such things.

In Doctrine and Covenants section 129, Joseph Smith perhaps set the tone for such an experience. There he gave a test that Mormons memorize in case they are ever confronted by a supernatural being. Spirits from God, said Joseph Smith, fall into two categories: (1) good angels, who are resurrected personages of flesh and bones and (2) the spirits of “just men made perfect,” who have glorious (spirit) bodies, but have not yet been resurrected physically. Mormons know that if they are approached by an unearthly being, they are to offer a hand to that personage. If it is a heavenly angel, he will take the hand and the person will be able to feel the flesh and bone of the angel. A spirit of a just person made perfect, though, will not accept the handshake, because the person’s spiritual body would not be tangible. A devil, however, in his eagerness to have you mistakenly accept him as an angel from God, will extend his unembodied hand. So Mormons believe that if anyone offers you a handshake you can’t feel, you’ve got a problem on your hands. (I often wondered, though, why the devils were so stupid as not to be able to restrain themselves from offering the hand, and thus pass themselves off unsuspected as the spirits of just men made perfect.) Obscure LDS doctrine also teaches that any supernatural visitor with sandy-colored hair is a “bad angel,”98 as is any being who is afraid of weapons.99

Could it be only coincidental that a human being who might masquerade as a heavenly messenger would have a tangible handshake? That would fit in with the (admittedly anecdotal) story told by an early apostate who said that Joseph Smith had Sidney Rigdon pretend to be an angel. Though I’ve never seen a description of Rigdon’s hair color, I would bet it wasn’t “sandy.” Any mortal would be afraid of a weapon; the only puzzler is why a devil—who has no corporeal body—would be afraid of a gun or bowie knife, as Heber C. Kimball claimed.100

All in all, the LDS conception of Satan doesn’t make much sense either. Satan, they say, is the brother of Christ, and of us all; and the son of God. The Bible teaches that a good tree (like God) can only bring forth, or reproduce to make, good fruit. Satan is thus not God’s progeny.101

Human beings, too, as created by God—not sired by him—are in a natural state of rebellion against their Maker. Only by being born again can we become sons and daughters of God (1 John 4:7; 5:1); and thus logically become the good seed from the Good Tree. This is our purpose on earth: not to work our way into being reaccepted as rightful heirs, but to receive the grace of God who would adopt us and make us his children.

ANGELS, RESURRECTED, AND TRANSLATED BEINGS

Throughout biblical history, it has been necessary for God to communicate with people by means of heavenly messengers. Such messengers are described in the book of Hebrews in a sort of hierarchy: God the Father, Jesus Christ as his heir, angels who are subordinate to Jesus, and man—“a little lower than the angels.”102 LDS doctrine denies the biblical understanding that angels were of a different origin or race from humankind. Parley P. Pratt stated:


Angels are of the same race as men. They are, in fact, men who have passed from the rudimental state to the higher spheres of progressive being. They have died and risen again to life, and are consequently possessed of a divine, human body of flesh and bones, immortal and eternal.103



According to LDS doctrine, though, Pratt was speaking of those messengers who have appeared in the years since the death of Christ, since there was no resurrection prior to that time. Those who ministered before that time were either (1) unembodied (as yet unborn) spirits, (2) disembodied spirits (who have lived but are as of yet unresurrected), or (3) translated beings who had a change wrought on their bodies without tasting death (LDS examples of these are the three Nephites, John the Revelator, Enoch and his people, and Moses).

Translated beings of LDS theology dwell in a terrestrial state, with those like them who minister to other of God’s planets, and do not dwell directly in God’s presence.104 All other good angels reside “in the presence of God, on a globe like a sea of glass and fire, where all things for their glory are manifest, past, present and future, and are continually before the Lord.”105 The Bible shows the fallacy in the Mormons’ belief in their “angels.” In Hebrews 1:13–14 we read that angels are “ministering spirits.”106 Jesus stated in Luke 24:39 that spirits do not have flesh and bone—which disqualifies all the bodily “angels”—Moroni, John the Baptist, Peter, James, and John—who supposedly appeared to Joseph Smith with new revelations and authority to organize his apostate church. In fact, Joseph Smith made the worst possible choice in selecting “angels” to lend credibility to his stories about the Book of Mormon and priesthood ordinations. Perhaps Paul, in prophetic warning, was referring directly to Mormonism when he said:


I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel: Which is not another; but there be some that trouble you, and would pervert the gospel of Christ. But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed. (Gal. 1:6–8)



The gospel is so precious that not even an angel should dissuade us from it!107

A CONFUSING DEITY

Everything about the Mormon godhead is a confused mess if you accept all the supposedly inspired teachings of LDS leaders. Brigham Young said that God was Adam.108 Adam, according to LDS theology, was Michael in the preexistence.109 Michael was the godhead equivalent of the Holy Ghost.110 The Holy Ghost, said Talmadge, is the Comforter,111 and the Comforter is the Spirit of Truth.112 Christ, though, is also the Comforter,113 and the Spirit of Truth.114 Finally, Christ is the God of the Old Testament!115

So it comes full circle—and even through the Mormon perversion of Scripture, truth prevails. There is only one God!

In the final view, though, the LDS god is only a means to an end for his adherents. He did not create man’s essential being; he only clothed him with a spirit body. Just as earthly parents were obligated to provide food, clothing, and a home, so their heavenly parents owe them life, instruction, and salvation (yes, salvation—for was it not the Mormon god’s plan that man should fall so that he could be redeemed?).

Nothing in LDS theology is as it should be. Each man has two sets of parents: heavenly and earthly. God has many wives, and man should too. Mary the mother of Christ had two living husbands, without sinning. Their physical god begets spiritual bodied children and infuses them into mortal bodies so they can become gods too. Meanwhile, his copartner, the Holy Ghost, has no body at all and is still a god. Other beings are punished with the devil for their sins, and their sentence: No body, ever.

This Mormon god is surely the author of confusion (1 Cor. 14:33). My God, the triune, self-sufficient, holy I am, is not! Praise his holy Name!116





Chapter 9
SALVATION AND EXALTATION


Then shall they be gods, because they have no end; therefore shall they be from everlasting to everlasting, because they continue; then shall they be above all, because all things are subject unto them. Then shall they be gods, because they have all power, and the angels are subject unto them.

—Doctrine and Covenants 132:20



While you might see the Angel Moroni atop an LDS temple, you’ll never see a cross. Nor will you see that bittersweet symbol of Christ’s ultimate love for humankind in any Mormon chapel, temple, or tabernacle. They regard the cross only as a torture instrument and would never think of putting it on buildings nor even on jewelry. Truly, the cross itself has become “foolishness” to them, as Paul described in 1 Corinthians 1:17–25. One reason for this deemphasis of the cross is the traditional LDS teaching that the atonement of Christ took place not on the cross, but in the garden of Gethsemane.1 Thus has the cross become “emptied of its power” to represent salvation to Mormons.

The word salvation itself is a denatured one for LDS people. When I was a young girl, an earnest-faced young woman handed me a pamphlet and asked me what to her was a vital question: “Are you sure you are saved?” I remember the impatience I felt as I answered her, “Well, of course.” For me, “salvation” meant merely the ability to have my body resurrected, and since LDS doctrine states that practically every human being will be resurrected, it was like asking if I was breathing. If she had asked me further if I believed that salvation came through the sacrifice of Christ, I would have been again impatient, for I believed that was what his atonement bought: resurrection of the body.2

SALVATION VERSUS EXALTATION

When Mormons speak of eternal life, they are referring not just to living forever, but to the reward that God gives to those who are obedient. The word eternal, Mormons claim, is an adjective that refers to God and only secondarily to a temporal aspect.3 Eternal life, as they understand it, is based entirely on works and is tied inextricably to the concept of becoming a god.4 Those works, it must be understood, are not the “good deeds” of service to others but rather those of LDS baptism, tithing, temple work, adherence to the Word of Wisdom, and full support of LDS leaders.

Immortality, on the other hand, is seen by Mormons to be the free gift of God. Because of the atonement of Christ, all men will be resurrected, no matter what their deeds. As my conversation with the girl with the pamphlet showed, in Mormonism, “salvation” equals resurrection. The third LDS Article of Faith states: “We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.” A close examination of this statement shows what Mormons really believe. The atonement of Christ is like a vehicle which sits practically powerless without the fuel of man’s good deeds.

Grace, the word of heavenly music to a Christian’s ear, has a different interpretation for Mormons. It is a reward, not a gift. “Grace,” said Mormon Apostle Bruce R. McConkie, “is granted to men proportionately as they conform to the standards of personal righteousness that are part of the Gospel plan.”5 On the other hand, Mormons regard salvation and resurrection to be “inalienable rights” that God owes them by virtue of the fact that God sent them to earth. In the words of George Romney, the Mormon former governor of Michigan, “We believe that everyone will be saved. The question is the degree of exaltation that a man may win for himself in his life on earth.”6

The process that leads to this redemption from personal sins, this exaltation is as different from LDS salvation as a paycheck is from an inheritance. An adage commonly heard from Mormons is that “salvation without exaltation is damnation.”7 Again, a conflict of definitions is seen. Mormons regard any cessation in their progress to become gods as damnation, and compare “damning” to “damming,” or halting, the progress of a mighty stream.

As is true with so many other LDS doctrines, this idea of universal “salvation” developed gradually in the mind of Joseph Smith. In his early writings, there was no hint of universal salvation. In the Book of Mormon, for instance, Joseph Smith penned the story of the wicked preacher Nehor who “testified unto the people that all mankind should be saved at the last day.” Nehor was taken to the top of a hill, made to confess that he’d taught false doctrine, then killed.8

But before his death, Joseph Smith had already begun to teach that not only would all men be saved, but that those who pleased God would achieve exaltation. He advocated that men by their good deeds literally “work out their own salvation.” In Doctrine and Covenants 132:32 his god told the Mormon people, “Go ye, therefore, and do the works of Abraham; enter ye into my law and ye shall be saved.” Here he was referring specifically to polygamy, but the fact that anyone could teach people both to be Christian and to do the works of the Old Testament—which Jesus died to free us from—is illogical. We know that Christ’s atoning sacrifice did away with the old law under which Moses and other Old Testament prophets lived. Because it was so demanding a schoolmaster, Christians rejoice that we have been released from its strictures into the liberty of Christ, for as the apostle James pointed out, “For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all” (James 2:10).

All Christians, on the other hand, are promised eternal life by God: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16). This Scripture verse, Mormons should note, does not say that one must be married in the temple, or do genealogical research, or keep the Word of Wisdom. In fact, it doesn’t say anything about works at all!

Christians do work out their own salvation, as Philippians 2:12 tells us to do. But we don’t work for our salvation, we work because of it. In response to the fact that we are saved by God’s grace, our grateful hearts are pleased to do good works to honor our Father. But poor Mormons: though they take the resurrection of their bodies for granted, they are continually admonished to work for anything else. They are compelled to do more, and more, and more.

The Bible does teach that all human beings will be resurrected:


Marvel not at this: for the hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear his voice, And shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation. (John 5:28–29)



And the Christian knows that not everyone will be “saved,” in the correct biblical sense of the word:


For the time is come that judgment must begin at the house of God: and if it first begin at us, what shall the end be of them that obey not the gospel of God? And if the righteous scarcely be saved, where shall the ungodly and the sinner appear? (1 Peter 4:17–18)



But do works matter? Of course they do! We are known by our fruits, and works are a fruit. But we’re not dependent upon them for our salvation, for no one knows better than each of us knows, deep in the heart, how feeble and selfishly motivated many of our “good” deeds are. Christians, rejoice! We are free! God will give us every good thing we need, and only because he loves us.

Only recently have LDS apologists turned toward concepts like “imputed” righteousness (a condition of acceptability before God that is unearned but nonetheless granted to us by God).9 But any Mormon of middle age or older remembers what was common teaching in the LDS Church, as spokesman Wallace Bennett affirmed: “Once we have been resurrected, it will be our own efforts, not Christ’s sacrifice, that will be the deciding factor.”10

BAPTISM

The fourth LDS Article of Faith states:


We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost.



This Article of Faith forms a framework of the first duties of a prospective Mormon who would earn his exaltation. By “joining” the LDS Church, a person makes himself eligible for eternal life. Without this Church membership, he would only have the right to resurrection, along with all the rest of the “Gentile” world.

When a person becomes a Mormon, his new brethren believe it is due to the fact that the convert has the “believing blood” of Jacob. All Mormons are pronounced to be of Jacob’s lineage, not because of any genealogical findings, but because they believe that God sent his special spirits to earth to be born into the bodies of Jacob’s descendants. These spirits in the preexistence supposedly had the special intellectual and spiritual gift of being able to know truth when they saw it. The fact that a person accepts Mormonism is seen as proof positive that he has this ability to recognize truth; and therefore the conclusion is that he must be of Israelite descent.

If this were not enough, Joseph Smith taught that after baptism, the blood of a convert was actually changed to make him of this lineage. “The effect of the Holy Ghost upon a Gentile, is to purge out the old blood, and make him actually of the seed of Abraham.”11

All Mormons therefore consider themselves to be of triply Jewish descent: they are first born into Jacob’s line; then at baptism any Gentile blood is flushed out; and finally they are adopted spiritually into the lineage of Abraham, who was promised multitudes of righteous progeny. No wonder they can call the rest of the world (including Jews) Gentiles!

They teach that at birth, a child is born in an innocent state, in spite of what the Pearl of Great Price says about children being “conceived in sin.”12 But the world being as wicked as it is, a child soon becomes “natural,” an enemy to God,13 and by the age of eight becomes accountable14 and in need of having the effects of Adam’s sin nullified.

We Christians know that when we first come to Christ, we come repenting of our sinful nature, which has alienated us from our Maker, as well as for specific sins we have committed. We realize that until conversion we are in a state of rebellion (Eph. 2:3) that does not allow us to enter God’s kingdom until we repent of our natures, as well as our sins.

Mormons, on the other hand, believe that they are inherently good, even before conversion, because they are children of God. They repent of the things they have done which they know to be wrong as part of putting themselves in line for exaltation. Baptism, according to Mormons, has a fourfold purpose: (1) to remit the sins that hinder a person’s progress toward godly perfection, (2) to establish membership in the Church and Kingdom, (3) to provide access to the Celestial Kingdom, and (4) to form the foundation for personal sanctification.

Mormons are only baptized once in life for themselves. If by chance all records of baptism become destroyed or lost (an unlikely eventuality with today’s information retrieval systems), then a second baptism is performed. Or, if a person is excommunicated from the Church and then repents fully, that person may be rebaptized. Around the age of eight most LDS children are baptized, by complete immersion, in a ward baptistry by a priesthood holder. These bodies of water are located below the ground level in all LDS meetinghouses, and going down into one is supposed to signify the death and burial that baptism pictures. Just after the baptism, each new member is “confirmed” by the laying on of hands, a separate ceremony which supposedly bestows the gift of the Holy Ghost.

Those baptized into the Mormon Church as adults sometimes become overwhelmed by what is expected of them as far as church work is concerned. (Men in particular are fast-tracked through priesthood offices.) They see others around them pressing sometimes frantically, sometimes complacently, toward the goal of exaltation.

“SAVIORS ON MOUNT ZION”

Joseph Smith once stated in his famous “King Follet Sermon” that a person’s greatest responsibility on this earth is to “seek after his dead.” A Mormon’s hair might still be damp with baptismal water when he may be reminded that now, since he is on the road to exaltation, his dead relatives need the same ordinance. Not only do Mormons believe that their ancestors cannot receive exaltation without vicarious baptisms done for them in a Mormon temple, but they assert also that they themselves cannot be exalted if they ignore their responsibility to research their genealogies. The Church maintains over 4,500 “Family History Centers” in seventy countries that connect to the main genealogical library in Salt Lake City, where over two billion names are stored in digital form. The Church intends in the near future to make public on its website, www.familysearch.org, most of its records. As of this writing, the site already gives access to millions of names from over 110 countries and territories.

Mormons emphasize that the family succession of baptized persons must form an unbroken chain back to Adam.15 I have heard several Mormons claim proudly that a certain line of their ancestry was traced back that far. (This is usually because in their research they were able to find a distant relative who was a king or a nobleman who claimed descent from a biblical character whose genealogy is found in the Bible.)

Since 1965 all members of the LDS Church were asked to fill out a four-generation sheet, a legal-sized sheet with blanks for family members’ names, dates of birth, death, and other pertinent information. These were bound in what is called a “Book of Remembrance,” a heavy notebook binder. Computer records now substitute for the heavy binders in many cases. When completed with verified information, duplicates of the “pedigree sheets” are sent to the Church’s genealogy headquarters, where they are recorded and archived.

More than 2.3 million rolls of microfilm and 180,000 sets of microfiche are stored in great vaults deep in the granite cliffs of Little Cottonwood Canyon, outside Salt Lake City. Built at a cost of two and one-half million dollars from 1960–66, these vaults make the records stored therein impervious to damage from humidity, dryness, earthquakes, and atomic disasters. Pedigree information to be archived pours in daily, the result of millions of hours of work from church members who believe that their ancestors will be lost without their help.

Mormons believe that all the names that were never written down or that would in some other way be impossible for them to obtain will be revealed during the millennial reign of Christ. Referring to this, Jerald and Sandra Tanner asked: “Since the Mormon leaders believe that the Lord will have to provide many of the names anyway, would it not be better to spend this time and money helping the living instead of searching for the names of the dead?”16

Genealogy has become big business with the LDS Church. Many of its members have become fanatical about their duties to their dead. It is hard for a genealogist of any (or no) religion to do research without bumping elbows with research done on his relatives by some distant Mormon kin he didn’t know he had.

Mormons see themselves in a very real sense as saviors of the world.17 John Taylor once boasted, “We are the only people that know how to save our progenitors, how to save ourselves, and how to save our posterity in the celestial kingdom of God…we are the people that God has chosen by whom to establish his kingdom and introduce correct principles into the world…we in fact are the saviors of the world, if they ever are saved.”18

In an effort to secure some favorable publicity, Mormons have given personal genealogies to public figures like celebrities and US presidents in media-heavy presentations. Christian people like Jimmy Carter, however, probably would not have been as thrilled at the Mormons’ work at searching out their dead if they knew that all their deceased relatives have already had proxy baptisms performed for them in LDS temples. In fact, anyone reading this book has almost certainly had many or most of his or her deceased relatives researched, documented, and baptized in proxy at an LDS temple.

Doing genealogy work has not always brought the peace and satisfaction to Mormons that they often claim. Many Mormons who feel obligated to search out their ancestors and yet hate sitting in front of computer screens or microfilm readers, or poring over dusty legal records, often take the easier route. If they can possibly afford it, they have their genealogies researched by professionals. The semi-humorous story is told of a man who paid a genealogist a thousand pounds to trace his pedigree—and then later paid the researcher ten thousand more not to tell anyone what he’d found.19

BAPTISMS FOR THE DEAD

The doctrine of vicarious baptism as a way to save someone who has already died was introduced in August of 1840 by Joseph Smith. At first, it was apparently just for relatives of Latter-day Saints.20 By September of 1842, when Joseph Smith penned the letters that appear now as sections 127 and 128 of the Doctrine and Covenants, he had worked out the details of this practice well enough to present them to his people.

The principles behind vicarious baptisms are carefully orchestrated so they will not conflict with the LDS emphasis on free will, or “agency.” Mormons do not claim that every person for whom a proxy baptism is performed will be exalted. But they assume that most will be, because there are other Mormons who have died who are teaching prospective Mormons in the spirit world. Once a spirit decides to become a Mormon, he merely accepts the baptism which was done in his name on earth, and the end result is the same as if he had been himself baptized while alive. If no proxy baptism has been done, the person must wait for it. If this spirit person, though, led an evil life while on earth, he must suffer in the spirit world until he has paid for his sins—“the uttermost farthing.” When he has atoned sufficiently, he can accept a proxy baptism.

Mormons use several Bible references to justify their practice of vicarious baptism. Some of these references have such an obscure supposed connection to the idea of a spirit prison and baptism for the dead that non-Mormons may have trouble seeing it; such as in Zechariah 9:11; 1 Peter 3:18–19; 4:6; and John 5:25–28. Their favorite is: “Else what shall they do which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all? why are they then baptized for the dead?” (1 Cor. 15:29).

All of these Scriptures lose a lot of their Mormon punch, however, when read in a more modern version than King James, and are practically defused when read in context, keeping in mind the purpose and audience for which they were written. The Corinthian passage, for instance, in context makes the point that it’s futile to be baptized in the hope of meeting a Christian loved one in eternity—if, indeed, there’s no future resurrection.

No matter how Mormons stretch Bible Scripture, they can find no biblical precedents for actually baptizing one person to bring to pass the salvation of another. Mormons say there is a precedent in principle, if not in deed, citing Levite priests who acted on behalf of the people in ancient ordinances. Mormons taking on responsibility for others should be reminded that even Christ shuddered to do so (Mark 14:36; Doctrine and Covenants 19:18–19). But he did take responsibility for our salvation, and is now the only intercessor we need, as John noted:


My little children, these things write I unto you, that ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous: And he is the propitiation for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world. (1 John 2:1–2)



PROXY BAPTISM

I participated two times in proxy baptisms. The first was in the old temple at Manti, Utah. I went with a group of other young people by bus from our home ward in Albuquerque. Before going, each of us had gone through an extensive interview with our bishop, who asked us specific questions about our moral worthiness and loyalty to the LDS Church, questions that have undergone considerable revision since that time. Today’s temple-recommend questions include:


1. Do you have faith in and a testimony of God the Eternal Father, his Son Jesus Christ, and the Holy Ghost?

2. Do you have a testimony of the Atonement of Christ and of his role as Savior and Redeemer?

3. Do you have a testimony of the restoration of the gospel in these the latter days?

4. Do you sustain the President of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as the Prophet, Seer, and Revelator and as the only person on the earth who possesses and is authorized to exercise all priesthood keys? Do you sustain members of the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles as prophets, seers, and revelators? Do you sustain the other General Authorities and local authorities of the Church?

5. Do you live the law of chastity?

6. Is there anything in your conduct relating to members of your family that is not in harmony with the teachings of the Church?

7. Do you support, affiliate with, or agree with any group or individual whose teachings or practices are contrary to or oppose those accepted by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints?

8. Do you strive to keep the covenants you have made, to attend your sacrament and other meetings, and to keep your life in harmony with the laws and commandments of the gospel?

9. Are you honest in your dealings with your fellowmen?

10. Are you a full-tithe payer?

11. Do you keep the Word of Wisdom?

12. Do you have financial or other obligations to a former spouse or children? If yes, are you current in meeting those obligations?

13. [If you have previously received your temple endowment] Do you keep the covenants that you made in the temple? Do you wear the garment both night and day as instructed in the endowment and in accordance with the covenant you made in the temple?

14. Have there been any sins or misdeeds in your life that should have been resolved with priesthood authorities but have not been?

15. Do you consider yourself worthy to enter the Lord’s house and participate in temple ordinances?



In the Manti Temple I was baptized thirty consecutive times for deceased women. Eight years later at the Provo Temple, several modern conveniences speeded up the process. After presenting our recommends, girls and boys were sent to separate dressing rooms, where we were given amorphous white baptismal garments made of terrycloth. Our street clothing was put into lockers and we went into the underground baptismal room, which held an immense bowl-like metallic font which was supported on the backs of statues of twelve life-sized brass oxen, symbolic of the twelve tribes of Israel. A platform extended along one side of the great bowl, where we all waited, wide-eyed and silent, for the baptisms to begin.

One by one we were called by name to descend into the font. A recorder sat on a high stool, not unlike a lifeguard’s stand, at one side of the font, and witnesses watched. An elder stood in the font in garments like ours, and beckoned for each participant as his or her turn came. He spoke the baptismal prayer in a hurried, monotonous voice, stopping only to lower a proxy into the water.

I sat on the platform, looking furtively for the angels or dead persons I had heard often appeared in temples.21 When my name was called, I went down into the water. The baptizing elder turned me around so that he could see a large screen, something like an electronic football scoreboard, which he looked at over my shoulder. At the top of the screen was my name, and below it a name I don’t remember, but which I’ll say was Elizabeth Anderson.22 “Sister Celeste Latayne Colvett,” said the baptizing elder, looking at the screen, “having been commissioned of Jesus Christ, I baptize you, for and in behalf of Elizabeth Anderson, who is dead, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.” Then he quickly dropped his right arm from the square and lowered me beneath the water. As I was regaining my footing (you learn after the third or fourth time to put one foot slightly behind the other to help you get back out of the water), he had already begun the same prayer, inserting this time the name of another dead woman which had flashed onto the screen behind me. Fifteen consecutive baptisms were performed with me as proxy in a matter of about three minutes. As I left the font, another proxy was preparing to be baptized.

Then I was led into a “confirmation room” where a man sat on a high stool with a chair near his knees. I sat on the chair, my back to him, and he and several other elders placed their hands heavily upon my head while he pronounced this prayer: “Sister Celeste Latayne Colvett, in the name of Jesus Christ, we lay our hands upon your head for and in behalf of Elizabeth Anderson, who is dead, and confirm you a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and say unto you: Receive the Holy Ghost. Amen.”

As soon as he had finished, he lifted his hands off my head for no more than a fraction of a second and then replaced them, beginning the same prayer again, this time with the name of the second person for whom I had been baptized. This continued, and took only a minute or so, because he spoke very quickly.

This sort of mechanical processing of proxies goes on daily in the ever-growing number of temples around the world (128 in 2008). Literally millions of dead persons have had proxy baptisms done for them in this assembly-line fashion. The more converts made to the Church, the more names submitted, and the more proxy ordinances done.

So far, most of the deceased presidents of the United States, and other prominent persons of world history including Catholic popes and saints, have had vicarious ordinances performed in their behalf in Mormon temples. Wilford Woodruff, a president of the LDS Church (1887–98), said that on April 10, 1898, all the signers of the Declaration of Independence, along with George Washington, appeared to him in the St. George Temple two nights in a row, begging that vicarious ordinances be done for them. Woodruff obliged, and also did the proxy work for Christopher Columbus, John Wesley, and other prominent men of the past, one hundred in all.23

Christians want to know how Mormons explain Christ’s narrative of the rich man and Lazarus as found in Luke 16:19–26. The late President Joseph Fielding Smith, in his book Way to Perfection, explained around the great truth of the Bible’s teachings on repenting after death by saying that the “great gulf” was only fixed before the death of Christ. After the Savior’s resurrection, it no longer existed. Thus the righteous dead can intermingle with and teach those who have not received the LDS gospel in mortal life.

With such official rationalizations, it is no wonder that Mormons continue researching their genealogies at a record-breaking pace. According to journalist Richard N. Ostling and his coauthor and wife, Joan K. Ostling (as of 1999), “The Family History Library based in Salt Lake City has more than 2 billion names on various kinds of records, over 700,000 microfiche files, and nearly 2 million rolls of microfilmed records…The microfilmed holdings are equivalent to more than 7 million books of 300 pages each. This collection expands by 5,000 microfilm rolls a month.”24

When asked why there is no biblical endorsement of ordinances for the dead, Mormons claim that New Testament saints were too scattered to understand the necessity for temples and the need for such practices.25 I have never read of an authenticated ancient (Bible era) record that clearly documented the practice of baptism for the dead as Mormons understand it, and that identified such ordinances as anything but a presumptuous heresy.26 Even the Book of Mormon (which is far from an authenticated ancient document, but the Mormons accept it as such) teaches that if you reject their gospel after hearing it here on earth, there is no second chance,27 and says that if you die without ever hearing it, you’ll be blessed anyway, “for the power of redemption cometh on all them that have no law.”28

Some people wonder if Mormons work so hard in “saving” their dead because such work salves the consciences of those who didn’t effectively witness to others while they were alive. I remember thinking, when I was a Mormon, that it would be better not to tell a hostile Gentile anything about the Gospel and wait until he or she died and could hear it preached in the spirit world.

Proxy baptisms were the focus of fierce controversy in the last decade of the twentieth century. Under intense public pressure, the LDS Church signed an agreement in 1995 with major Jewish organizations saying the Church would stop doing ordinances for deceased Jews without the written permission of all their living descendants.29 The LDS Church reportedly subsequently purged its own records of proxy baptisms and endowments of over 380,000 Holocaust victims. This is little comfort to many Jews whose relatives’ “fraudulent” records will reflect that they were Mormons. “The only thing that a family researcher will see—or know, unless they’re conversant with the issue—is that their great-grandfather was a Mormon, when we all know the person lived and died as a Jew,” said Schelly Talalay Dardashti, genealogy columnist for the Jerusalem Post.30 Another writer, ex-Mormon Martin Wishnatsky, was even more bitter: “The only solace I have in knowing that the Russian Communists obliterated my ancestors’ graves in Lemburg, Poland, is that no hungry Mormon name-robber, looking for records of dead persons to feed the ghoulish endowment factories, will ever be able to uncover any trace of them.”31 In addition, researcher Helen Radkey has documented the continuation of proxy baptism of deceased Jews, and the vicarious baptisms of Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun.32

ENDOWMENTS FOR EXALTATION

Proxy baptisms are not the only ordinances performed in the LDS temples. They are, however, the most available—any Church member who is an adolescent or older and can pass the temple-recommend questions may participate in baptisms for the dead. A young man, though, will usually receive his own endowments—a higher temple ordinance—just before going on a mission, at about age nineteen. A young woman receives the endowments when she goes on a mission (at age twenty or twenty-one), or (as is more common) just before her marriage—whichever comes first. Converts to the Church who are already married, and thus would not soon be going on missions, are usually required to wait six months to a year after their baptisms to ascertain their worthiness to participate in the secret temple ordinances.

There are basically three main kinds of temple ordinances other than vicarious baptism. First, there are the washings and anointings. The second type of ordinance is the “endowment of the priesthood,” wherein those who show themselves to be worthy and humble can symbolically pass through the veil to the highest level of heaven. (The term endowment, though, is often used to refer to these ceremonies in conjunction with the washings and anointings.) The third type of ordinance is eternal marriage. It, like the endowment, can be done in proxy for dead persons who have already had vicarious baptisms and endowments done in their behalf. An appendage to this third ordinance is a sealing ceremony, where children born to parents who were not LDS at the time of their children’s birth can be sealed to them after all are proven worthy.

Another temple ordinance about which little is known is something called the “Second Anointing.” Whereas other temple ordinances have been documented in recent years by persons who have experienced them firsthand, no ex-Mormon I know of has ever described it. Some accounts of nineteenth-century performances of this ordinance exist. According to LDS researcher David Buerger, “Godhood was…the meaning of this higher ordinance.”33 Participants are invited by church leadership, such as the prophet, to receive the highly secret ordinance. It involves ritual washing of the feet, and anointings of married couples to be kings/queens and priests/priestesses. A later, separate rite follows this (presumably in the couple’s home), in which a woman washes her husband’s body (in the same manner as is done in the temple) and feet and then anoints him. This is said to be similar to the way that Mary anointed Jesus in John 11. “The ordinance prepares the husband for burial, and in this way she lays claim upon him in the resurrection,” according to the only written account of the procedure that I have ever seen.34

The ordinances of today’s temples were not practiced in the first LDS temple that was built in Kirtland, Ohio. In fact, there were no secret rites conducted behind its doors—all its meetings were open to the public. Its main floor was used for regular worship services, while its upper story served as a classroom for missionaries.

The church’s second temple, in Nauvoo, was the first for vicarious rites. Though it was never completed, proxy baptisms were performed there, and endowment ceremonies took place in its attic. It too was abandoned under pressure, and was burned in 1848 by enemies of the Church who were incensed by the secrecy that accompanied what went on inside its walls. In 1850, a tornado struck down the remaining walls of the building. (A new Nauvoo Temple structure was erected and dedicated in 2002.)

However, it was not for another nine years after the destruction of the old Nauvoo Temple that Latter-day Saints had a place in which to receive their endowments, when the Old Endowment House in Salt Lake City was dedicated. Since then many more temples have been built throughout the world. All these have the same purpose, and the ordinances performed in them are uniform except as to the languages spoken.

The number of temples now in operation or planned for the near future (as of 2009) approaches 145 worldwide. Mormons look forward to the day when they will be able to build the temple in Independence, Missouri, as Joseph Smith prophesied—with two exceptions. It will not be within the lifetime of those who heard Joseph Smith’s prophecy; they are all dead. Neither will it be on the site identified by the “revelation”; it is tenaciously owned by the Church of Christ, Temple Lot. Also revealed, he said, were the temple’s dimensions (with a capacity of up to fifteen thousand people), including twenty-four rooms whose names were given to Joseph Smith by God. It will be the temple of temples—when and if it is ever built.

Today’s temples, old and new alike, are a strange mixture of old traditions and ultramodern conveniences. The newer ones, for instance, are self-contained units that feature cafeterias for the workers and industrial-type laundry facilities so that garments used therein never have to be seen by outsiders.

Since many young Mormons go on “temple excursions” to participate in vicarious baptisms, as I did, this experience usually serves to whet their curiosity to see the other parts of the temple. Every faithful youth looks forward to the day he or she can receive the endowments. Quite often, though, after a first trip to a temple to receive endowments, a young Mormon is confused. He has been told all his life about how sacred and uplifting the endowment ceremony is, and if it hasn’t seemed that way to him, he is told that it is only because he didn’t understand it. That the proceedings there are disorienting, there can be no doubt; but complicating the issue is that Mormons who have already received their endowments are not allowed to talk about that experience to anyone, even to prepare someone for it.

A trip to a temple may either be a hurried once-a-week affair sandwiched between appointments for someone who lives near a temple and does vicarious work often; or it may be a once-in-a-lifetime event preceded by much planning and expense, as is the case with many Mormons who live a great distance from a temple.

Going for one’s own endowments is a milestone in the life of every Mormon, a sort of coming-of-age where young people are introduced to the secrets their parents have kept all their lives, and which they themselves are expected to honor and guard with their lives. The endowment experience has many parallels with initiation ceremonies of primitive cultures. It is secret; the newly initiated is tested to prove worthiness; he is given a badge or token to prove he has passed (in this case, temple garments); and finally (before temple marriage) it signals sexual maturity and encourages virility and fertility.35

Since I never went through a temple for endowments or for celestial marriage, I do not know from experience the details of these ceremonies. However, many former Mormons, some of whom worked regularly in the temples, have written about them. These ceremonies (which last upwards to several hours) are often boring, even to Mormons. Christians would probably find them boring too if they weren’t so blasphemous, and in places, ludicrous.

TEMPLE CEREMONIES

What follows is a description of what a Mormon would undergo if he or she “took out endowments” in an LDS temple after 2005. This specificity of date is necessary because the temple ceremony underwent enormous changes—specifically, the deletion of many of its unique elements—over the last one hundred years and notably in 1990. (These changes were instigated after a survey taken by the LDS Church showed that a substantial number of people who had taken out endowments were embarrassed, confused, and resentful of many of the oaths and curses, and the intimate and intrusive nature of the washings and anointings in their previous forms.)

A temple session (which may last up to five hours) begins when a Mormon presents his recommend for verification at the officelike annex of a temple. He has registered in advance, and he has submitted earlier the completed pedigree sheets on persons for whom he will do vicarious work, if that is his purpose. Before leaving the annex, he usually leaves a cash contribution in a receptacle prominently displayed for that purpose.

He is shown into a chapel, where he waits until enough others, men and women like himself, have assembled to form a group. A few songs are sung, a prayer is offered, and a short talk on the solemnity of the occasion is presented by a temple worker during this beginning of the segment of the temple ceremony that is commonly referred to as “the initiatory.”

Men and women are separated into dressing rooms with lockers from which each emerges wearing only a one-piece “regulation garment” such as he or she will wear under clothing for the rest of his or her life, and over the garment a poncholike “shield” that reaches to the ankle and is closed on the sides.36 In a small cubicle (about 4 by 4 feet) each man doing vicarious work for the dead is ordained an elder in behalf of the deceased for whom he is taking out endowments. (Additionally, in the washings and anointings that follow, if they are being performed for the dead, a formulaic prayer states that this is being done “for and on behalf of” the deceased’s name.) The temple worker who conferred the priesthood and ordination then reads a short passage from Exodus 40:12–13 about the washing and anointing of Aaron and his sons.

Of course, women are undergoing a similar process in small rooms as well, except for the omission of ordination to priesthood, either for themselves or the deceased person for whom they are performing ordinances. Female workers perform the washings and anointings for females, males for males.

At the risk of seeming noninclusive but to prevent pronoun confusion, we will follow a male through the process (and note variations for females). First the worker explains that his washing actions on the man will be only “symbolic,” then dips his finger into water and draws a wet line across the initiate’s forehead. He lists the head, the nose, the lips, the neck, the shoulders, the back, the breast, the vitals and bowels, the arms and hands, the loins, the legs, and the feet—but these body parts are no longer touched. A second temple worker then comes into the booth and recites a rote “sealing” formula concerning the washing while both workers put their hands on his head. The endowee moves to another booth and sits on a stool. The “sealing” worker then drips just a drop of oil onto his head and recites a list of the same body parts, and then both workers put their hands on his head to seal the anointing with a rote formula.

Stepping into yet another partition, a worker recites a statement that declares that the garment the initiate is wearing is now “authorized” and is to be understood as a representation of the garment given to Adam in the garden of Eden, a “garment of the holy priesthood” that will be a “shield and protection” to the wearer until death.37

A “new name” is given to the endowee by the temple worker. He is cautioned never to reveal this name to anyone except later in the temple ceremony. (If receiving vicarious endowments, the endowee receives the “new name” for the deceased.) The name is usually taken from the Bible, and it is common for all men in a session group to have the same name, and all the women another. A man is to remember his name and that of his wife, but a woman is not allowed to know any name but her own.38

At this point a man goes back to the segregated dressing area, removes and stows the shield, and puts on a white shirt, trousers, belt, socks, and moccasins. A woman puts on white clothing also: a blouse, skirt, stockings, slip, and soft shoes. Each carries to the “Endowment Room” a bundle which contains a green apron embroidered with nine fig leaves, a cloth cap (which for women has a veil attached, for men something like a baker’s hat), a white “robe,” and a sashlike “girdle.”

Much of the temple ceremony from this point on is a video that is watched, as well as participated in, by the endowees. They are seated in theater-type seats, men on one side, women on the other. In more modern temples they stay in this room and watch scenes projected onto a large screen. (In the past and in older temples the participants moved from room to room and actors portrayed the drama that is otherwise enacted in a video.)

In this room a temple worker or “officiator” dressed in white addresses the endowees in front of a curtained doorway. He tells them that they have been washed clean of the blood of their generation, anointed in expectation of becoming kings and queens, and priests and priestesses, and each will be given a new name and a garment. He retires behind the curtain, and voices are heard, indicating a conversation between Elohim, Jehovah, and Michael. Jehovah and Michael appear onscreen and act out the six-day creation process. For the representation of the sixth day, the gods plan the future of the first man: He’ll have a garden and must replenish the earth, he’ll have the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil and Lucifer to tempt him, and if he fails, he’ll have the law of sacrifice and a savior so he can return to the gods after resurrection.

At this point Michael falls asleep and the endowees are instructed to close their own eyes as well. He, one of earth’s organizers, awakens transformed into Adam, devoid of remembrance of the recent events. A woman appears and is given to Adam. (From this point onward in the ceremony, male participants are to think of themselves as Adam, and female participants as Eve.)

The next scene portrays the garden of Eden. Adam is instructed not to eat one particular fruit, but to enjoy his new home and any other products of it. Then Elohim and Jehovah leave. The next character to appear is dressed in black and red, wearing a square black apron that he says is the symbol of his power and priesthoods. This is Lucifer, and after identifying himself as her brother, he persuades Eve to eat the forbidden fruit after she is reassured that “there is no other way.”39 Adam, when he learns of this, is stubbornly opposed to partaking also until Eve reminds him that she will be cast out of the Garden, and without her, Adam cannot replenish the earth. He too then eats the necessary evil of the fruit. The two realize they are naked and make fig leaf aprons. At this point, the endowees put on the aprons they have brought.

When Elohim and Jehovah return, they curse Lucifer, who leaves with a defiant look, saying he only did what he had done in other worlds. When the gods give Adam and Eve clothing, the endowees rise and put on the other clothing they have brought with them. With a representative couple who go to an altar at the front of the room, all endowees, with their right arms to the square, swear to be willing to sacrifice life and goods for the kingdom.40

They are then taught (and coached by attendant temple workers) the “First Token of the Aaronic Priesthood.” Its grip or handshake is given by clasping right hands and placing the joint of the thumb directly over one’s partner’s first knuckle. Its name is the “new name” given to the endowee earlier. Its sign is demonstrated by holding the left arm up to the square, palm forward with thumb extended.41 The endowees all practice these signs and tokens until everyone can do them properly.

The scene changes once again to a barren landscape where Eve is depicted along with Adam, who is standing in front of a stone altar. He chants, “Oh God, hear the words of my mouth. Oh God, hear the words of my mouth. Oh God, hear the words of my mouth.”42 Lucifer appears and Adam does not recognize him but tells him he is looking for a messenger.43 Elohim then sends down Peter, James, and John to instruct Adam. He tells them to give the humans “the Law of the Gospel” and warn them against light-mindedness, loud laughter, evil speaking of the Lord’s anointed [the LDS prophet], taking the Lord’s name in vain, and other unholy and impure practices. Peter casts Lucifer out of the world, but not before this being pointedly warns every endowee that if they break their temple covenants, they will be in his power.

Peter then proves his divine authority to Adam by giving him the First Token of the Aaronic Priesthood. The endowees rise and take oaths to keep “the Law of the Gospel,” which includes the prohibitions against disparaging the prophet, and behavior which is not sober and befitting. They put their robes on their left shoulders, put on their hats, girdles, and moccasins, and replace their fig-leaf aprons. They are now ready to receive the Second Token of the Aaronic Priesthood, which is given by clasping the right hands together and placing the joint of the thumb between the first and second knuckles of the other’s hand. Its name is the given name of the endowee. Its sign is performed by bringing the right hand to the front with the hand cupped, the right hand forming a square, and the left arm raised to the square.44

The men turn their caps and sashes to the opposite side; and after putting their robes on their right shoulders, all endowees prepare for a video depicting the Terrrestial World. After taking a vow to have sexual intercourse with their spouses only, they are given the First Token of the Melchizidek Priesthood, or “the Sign of the Nail.” The grip for this token is given by placing the thumb on the back of another’s hand, and the forefinger on his palm, indicating the piercing of the hand by a nail. Its name is the Son (of God). Its sign is demonstrated by bringing the left hand to the front of the body with the hand cupped, the left arm forming a square, then bringing the right hand forward as well, with the palm down and fingers together and thumb extended.45

The Second Token of the Melchizidek Priesthood is taught after all participants rise and, with arms to the square, swear to keep the “Law of Consecration” described in a copy of the Doctrine and Covenants that is held up before the group by a temple worker. This is a vow to consecrate time, energy, talents, and material possessions to the Church. The grip or handshake, known as “the Patriarchal Grip,” or “the Sure Sign of the Nail,” is described as a representation of the belief that those who crucified Jesus feared the nail through his palms would tear through and therefore they put an additional nail into his wrist (the “sure place”). The little fingers are locked, and the index fingers are extended up the other’s wrist. The sign is made while reciting the phrase “O God, hear the words of my mouth!” three times while lowering and raising and the arms high above the head. There was never a penalty associated with this token, though participants are reminded of the oath of compliance and secrecy for all temple ordinances.

At this time, the endowees who are receiving the endowments for the first time or who are being married that day come forward and form a prayer circle around the altar at the end of this room. After a review of the signs, tokens, and grips, a list of persons requesting prayer for healing and other issues is placed on the altar. All of the women in the room veil their faces and each man takes the woman to his left by the right hand in the patriarchal grip and brings his left arm to the square and rests it on the shoulder of the person to his left. The officiator kneels at the altar, intoning phrases of prayer which are repeated in unison by the persons in the circle.

All the women unveil their faces. Then the endowees seat themselves in front of a very wide curtain. Behind it is a wide archway held up by five pillars. When the curtain is drawn, it shows that between the pillars are hung embroidered veils which have on them the same marks as on the garments: a compass (representing the bounds established by God and the course set for eternal life), a square (an exact reminder of the endowment oaths), a navel mark (representing spiritual and physical health), and a knee mark (“every knee shall bow”).

Each bedsheetlike veil also has three other larger holes, known as “marks of convenience.” Through one hole, a hidden worker representing the Lord gives the grips to test the endowee’s knowledge. Through another hole “the Lord” asks questions, and through the third the endowee gives his answers.

To begin the veil session and show endowees what they should do before the veil, the temple worker representing Peter raps on the metal frame supporting the veil with a metal mallet hung there for this purpose.

“The Lord” asks, “What is wanted?” and the response is given, “Adam, having been true and faithful in all things, desires further light and knowledge by conversing with the Lord through the Veil.” At that point “Peter” and “the Lord” exchange tokens and names through the holes in the veil. Near the end of this exchange the two put their left arms each on the other’s right shoulder46 through the holes in the veil as the last token’s name is whispered: “Health in the navel, marrow in the bones, strength in the loins and in the sinews, power in the Priesthood be upon me and my posterity through all generations of time and throughout all eternity.”

Those who are receiving their endowments repeat what “Peter” enacted, one at a time at each set of veil openings. Those doing it for the first time usually need some promptings to help them answer all the questions asked before the veil. A woman is always accompanied to the veil by a man who may be her husband, or if she has none, a perfect stranger—but she cannot pass through the veil without a man.

After all the questions are answered, the endowee passes through the veil to a luxuriously furnished Celestial Room. If this was his first endowment, he will probably sit there and rest for a while. Many first-time endowment recipients have expressed a feeling of being let down—after all, they were promised “further light and knowledge” and all they got was a chant about marrow and sinews.47 Others who came through the ceremony bearing the name of a dead person are probably old hands at this and usually hurry downstairs to get dressed and go about other business.

Couples who received their endowments prior to marriage that same day are led into a small “sealing” room which has two opposing mirrors and a small kneeling altar in the middle. Here a couple is joined in “eternal” marriage and encouraged to multiply. They are told to look at the infinity of reflections in the mirrors and told that that is a representation of their progeny when they become gods. The ceremony is usually considerably abbreviated if it is just a proxy wedding for the dead.48 Here too children are sealed to parents in a very brief ceremony that guarantees the children the same blessings as if they had been born into an eternal marriage covenant.

The temple ceremonies have changed considerably over the years. Around the middle of the 1800s, horrific, graphic oaths were sworn by endowees to avenge themselves against the government of the United States, which neglected to protect the Mormons in Illinois and Missouri. Many old oaths, too, referred to polygamy, but were dropped when that practice was discontinued.

I had a married friend at Brigham Young University whose children I often cared for as she went to the Provo Temple for vicarious endowments. Though she never revealed to me any of the oaths or signs (nor did I, being ignorant of them, ask any questions), I remember her reaction once when I asked her if she looked forward to temple work. “Why, of course!” she said, and then a bittersweet look of mixed emotions passed over her face, and she sighed almost inaudibly. She was obedient and willing to do what she was told to do; but I know now that she, and thousands of other Mormons, must go to their graves confused at the relationship of playacting and handshakes to eternal salvation. In fact, according to ex-Mormon Cindy Bauer, there was an “inside joke” that long-term Mormons would cautiously ask someone who’d just gone through the temple for endowments for the first time: “Do you still have your testimony?”49

Any Mason who reads even such an abbreviated account of the temple ceremony as I have outlined will be amazed at the similarities between temple ordinances and Masonic lodge ordinances. Joseph Smith claimed that he got much of the substance of the temple ceremony from the Book of Abraham papyri (though there is no evidence of the ceremony in any extant “translations”). The truth is that Joseph Smith was himself a Mason of “the Sublime degree.”50 He joined, he said, just to find out how far Masonry had “degenerated” from the original temple ceremony he said was first practiced in Solomon’s temple.

Joseph Smith claimed that some Old Testament rites were the source of both Mormon and Masonic rites. Masonic ceremonies do of course refer to biblical personages and Scriptures, but no Masonic authority would say that they are descended from the Israelite rituals. The Grand Lodge of Utah has in the past refused initiation to known Mormons, and denied admission to any Mormon Mason who was initiated in any other state.51

Traditional Masonic symbols are rampant in older LDS temples. Representations of beehives, heavenly bodies, clasped hands, the All Seeing Eye, the square, the compass, and cloud-painted ceilings are abundant in nineteenth-century Utah temples.52 Many Masonic symbols which were part of LDS temple ceremonies have been dropped since 1990. Even so, Mormon initiates of the twenty-first century, like their Masonic counterparts, wear special garments with symbolic markings on them and soft shoes, hats, and fig-leaf aprons. They give special handshakes, make ritualistic arm motions, whisper passwords into someone’s ear, chant, and receive new names. Over both rites hangs a heavy atmosphere of secrecy and fear of retribution for exposure.

Symbolic—and designedly so—of this secret is the “regulation temple garment” that someone who has been through the temple for endowments must wear. These contraptions began in LDS history as something that looked like long johns, for both men and women, and covered them from neck to wrists and ankles. They were later modified to have short sleeves and to reach only to the knees. With advances in modern textiles, they were made out of different kinds of fabrics, but up until the 1980s for both men and women they were one piece, stepped into through the stretchable neck, with a flapped opening for toilet and sex functions. Now temple Mormons can choose a two-piece model that resembles a T-shirt and long Bermuda shorts. Many faithful LDS will not ever let a garment leave their body—dangling a foot or arm outside a shower with a soiled garment and not letting go of it until a clean one is on the other arm, for example. The women I knew wore undergarments such as bra, pantyhose, etc., over the garment which they wore next to their skin, and many did not remove the garment during sex or childbirth. (The only approved exception for removal was for swimming and athletics, as the BYU basketball team has demonstrated for years.) All LDS regulation temple garments, no matter what their configuration, carry the marks of the temple veil—compass, square, navel mark, and knee mark—as small embroidered buttonholelike designs in the garment.

Because the temple ceremony states that the garment will keep them from satanic attacks, they have achieved a significance much like a magic amulet. All Mormon children know stories about someone who was saved from _________(fill in the blank with bullets, knives, explosions, wild animal attacks, or other danger) by wearing a temple garment.53

MYSTERIES

Mormons say that temples exist as a reward for the faithful, who are privileged to learn what they call the “mystery of God.” They could save themselves much of the priceless time God has given us here on earth by reading God’s Word. The Bible teaches us two important things about the “mystery of God” in Colossians 1:26–27:


Even the mystery which hath been hid from ages and from generations, but now is made manifest to his saints: To whom God would make known what is the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles; which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.



First, this mystery is manifested to every person—not just in secret temple ceremonies. The mystery is for the poor, the abused, the sick of soul. And what is this mystery? It is the greatest miracle of all! It is Christ in us—which is a logical impossibility according to LDS doctrine. He’s the greatest of treasures. No Christian could afford to put this Light under the bushel of a temple roof and bind his testimony with oaths of secrecy—it is for all people.

Temple rites are an essential and distinctive mark of Mormonism. LDS apologists point to the importance Jesus put on going to the temple and the fact that early Christians met at the temple (Acts 2:46; 5:42); as well as to prophecies about God’s temple in the future in books like Isaiah and Ezekiel. However, Mormons ignore the meaning of New Testament temple rites: The temple was a place to meet God and offer sacrifices to him. There, priests represented humankind to God (not the other way around). The reason the temple veil was torn in half—significantly, from the top to the bottom—at the death of Jesus is that he himself became the meeting place between humankind and God, and through Jesus, we now have access to the Father at all times.

The book of Hebrews makes this very plain—and also shows that the type of temple rites performed in Mormonism bear no resemblance to the new covenant of Christ. The claim that LDS temple ceremonies are patterned after Old Testament temple practices is likewise incorrect. First, the ancient ceremonies were for priests only, those of a particular bloodline, who represented the masses of the other tribes in their sacrifices and ordinances. Faithful people were represented by the priests but did not directly participate. But LDS temple ceremonies are for any qualifying Mormon. Second, ancient temple proceedings were not secret. They are described in minute detail in Deuteronomy and Leviticus—and they don’t even faintly resemble the endowments. The only ordinances performed in the Jerusalem temple were (1) the sacrifices offered for the sins of the nation, and (2) a vicarious offering of worship, by one priest, in behalf of all Israel. A quick study of the design of the temple itself as described in the Bible also shows the difference of function as compared to the Mormon temple—no baptisms, no endowments of priesthood, no marriages, no “sealings” of families.

And finally, 1 Corinthians 3:16 indicates where the temple of God is located from New Testament times on: “Know ye not that ye [plural] are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you [plural]?” Mormons do not acknowledge Christ’s church as the true temple of God in these last days, and spend enormous amounts of time and money on genealogies and repetitive temple ordinances. In one sense, I am relieved—knowing that the faithful LDS who are engaged in those activities are less like to be out proselytizing ill-informed Christians and non-believers.

SINS WHICH PREVENT EXALTATION

All the endowment ceremonies have as their ultimate realization the assurance of exaltation. However, the receipt of endowments puts a person in an all-or-nothing situation, for he has thus gained enough knowledge to hang himself, so to speak. One cannot be exalted to godhood without endowments, but neither can one go to hell without them: A non-endowed person simply can’t be held accountable for enough knowledge to go to hell.

By receiving endowments, a person gains enough knowledge and independence that the atonement of Christ is actually diminished. Joseph Smith so taught his people, and added that certain sins would actually put an offender outside the pale of the atonement and necessitate the shedding of his or her blood.54 Brigham Young stated: “There is not a man or woman, who violates the covenants made with their God, that will not be required to pay the debt. The blood of Christ will never wipe that out, your own blood must atone for it; and the judgments of the Almighty will come, sooner or later, and every man and woman will have to atone for breaking their covenants.”55 Young repeatedly elaborated on this concept, called blood atonement, from his pulpit, as documented in Journal of Discourses, volumes 4 and 5. In short, blood atonement means that the offender must have his or her blood actually spilled out to atone for certain sins.

What are those sins that Mormons believe make them personally responsible for having their own blood shed? LDS theologian Sidney Sperry said, “The atonement of our Savior will not apply to a man who deliberately refuses to repent of his sins.”56 Another “unpardonable” sin is the sin against the Holy Ghost. This is defined as (1) denying the Holy Spirit after having received it, and denying Christ,57 and (2) blasphemy against the Holy Ghost, which is identified as the “sin unto death” of shedding innocent blood after having been sealed unto eternal life and married for eternity.58 Bruce R. McConkie, in Mormon Doctrine, stated that any man who accepted Mormonism and received from the Holy Ghost absolute testimony of the divinity of Christ, and then denied the Church, would be committing the unpardonable sin of murder, because by his actions he assented unto the death of Christ.59

For persons who have committed the unpardonable sin, the result would be as if there had been no atonement, except that the bodies of such sinners would be resurrected along with everyone else, but never to enter the kingdom of God. Joseph Smith taught that the only way that a person might have atonement for such sins would be through the doctrine of blood atonement, wherein the sinner’s blood could be shed to cover the sins which Christ’s blood could not.

This doctrine expanded after the death of Joseph Smith, and before long the following were the other crimes that LDS leaders said deserved the shedding of the offender’s blood: adultery,60 stealing,61 marrying or having sexual intercourse with an African,62 apostasy,63 taking the Lord’s name in vain,64 and breaking covenants.65 Murder was of course the most serious, because of the impossibility of restitution. Doctrine and Covenants 132:27 identifies murder, in fact, as the “blasphemy against the Holy Ghost, which shall not be forgiven in the world nor out of the world.” Adultery was next in seriousness, and though it could be forgiven once, it was unforgivable on the second offense.66

Brigham Young taught that the doctrine had two purposes: (1) to allow a sinner to atone for his own sins and (2) to put fear into the hearts of any who might contemplate such a sin.67 He taught too that shedding a sinner’s blood for him was a way of showing your love for him.68

Mormons have gone so far as to say that blood atonement was never practiced. That is untrue. The actual practice of shedding the blood of someone who had committed one or more of these grievous sins was never, admittedly, a widespread practice in early Utah, though numerous people did indeed lose their lives as the victims of blood atonement.69 John D. Lee documented a case where a man, Rosmos Anderson, who was guilty of fornication, allowed his throat to be slit so that his blood ran into an open grave in which he was subsequently buried. This was done by his bishop and two counselors, who hoped thereby to save his soul.70

And of course Lee, the “fall guy” for the heinous Mountain Meadows Massacre, was himself executed with a bullet as he sat on the edge of his coffin. Though he was tried and convicted by the US Government, he chose a death that could, according to LDS theology, help him atone for at least one of the murders he committed.

These examples could hardly, I grant, be termed proof of a common practice, though its very occurrence is indicative of their values. But the principles of blood atonement were taught when I was a Mormon by LDS President Joseph Fielding Smith, who stated that the only hope of a person who committed the unpardonable sin was to have his blood shed and that Utah provided for this situation by allowing a convicted murderer to choose between hanging or a death that would actually shed his blood.71 As evidence of this, up until 1987 the state of Utah allowed a condemned killer a choice of death by firing squad to enact blood atonement’s efficacy for the sin of murder. In 1997 criminal Gary Gilmore exercised this option in a Utah prison, as did John Albert Taylor in 1996 (though I am not sure if they did it for for religious reasons).

I saw the implications of belief in blood atonement in my own life when I was a Mormon. A few months after I left the LDS Church, a Mormon girlfriend called me long distance to tell me some very distressing news. The younger brother of a mutual friend, she said, had stabbed to death his teenaged wife in the woods near Provo. My girlfriend was very upset about this (as I was also), but she became even more agitated when she told me that he had also been accused of stabbing to death his premature newborn son.

“He can atone for killing one person by facing a firing squad,” she sobbed, “but not two! There’s no forgiveness for that!”

I would never disparage the reality of my friend’s grief. But as I look back, I feel sadness too for such Mormons who are more concerned about what their own blood can’t atone for, rather than focusing on what Christ’s blood can cleanse.

What does the Bible say about murder and atonement? Can one be forgiven without the shedding of the murderer’s blood? Moses murdered an Egyptian (Exod. 2:11–12), and yet he appeared in glory on the Mount of Transfiguration (Luke 9:30–31). King David murdered too, but God put away his sin (2 Sam. 12:13). Saul consented unto the death of Stephen (Acts 8:1) and “persecuted unto the death” of many others (Acts 22:4). Were these men forgiven?


But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin. If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. (1 John 1:7–9)



The doctrine of blood atonement is wrong. The teaching that Christ’s blood cannot atone for sins for which man’s blood can atone makes mockery of Christ’s sacrifice of himself as the unspotted Lamb.

THE MORMON HEREAFTER

By Mormon definition, death is the separation of the spirit body from the physical body. When this happens, the spirit body stays upon this earth, where LDS doctrine says the spirit world exists. When a spirit body is released from the strictures of the physical body through death, it joins the spirits of all the other persons who have died but who have not yet been resurrected. The spirits of the dead, Mormons teach, are all around us, but we cannot discern them because of the refined substance of which the spirit body is made, unless they are made visible. (That is why I could reasonably hope, while doing baptisms for the dead, that I might have my eyes open to this spirit world and see the deceased persons who otherwise invisibly walk amongst us.)

The spirit world has two great divisions: prison and paradise. Good Mormons expect to wake up in paradise after death. In the spirit prison are all others, notably those who rejected the gospel while on earth (who are by definition non-Mormons). These spirits suffer what Mormons call eternal punishment, or endless punishment. This is not to be confused with punishment which will go on forever, or which will never end. (Remember that Mormons teach that two of the names of God are Eternal and Endless,72 and that when LDS scripture refers to endless or eternal punishment, it is referring only to the fact that God is doing the punishing, and has nothing to do with the duration of the punishment.) These spirits in the spirit prison who are suffering endless or eternal punishment, then, are in a temporary state where they are paying the price of their own transgressions. When this price is paid in full, they are given the opportunity to hear the LDS gospel preached by Mormon spirits who serve as missionaries from the spirit paradise, and to accept it.

Those spirits who accept the LDS gospel in the spirit prison may then migrate to the other part of the spirit world, which is paradise. Here, say Mormons, is where the efficacy of vicarious baptisms, endowments, and sealings is realized. Then they can ratify the vicarious work done in their names on earth. The average Mormon’s conception of the spirit paradise—that of a great multitude of people impatiently waiting for temple ordinances to be done for them—is undoubtedly an effective goad to their efforts at researching their own genealogies.

Those in the spirit world who had fair and ample opportunity to accept Mormonism in mortal life, but who rejected it, are given a second chance in the spirit world. According to the LDS point of view, they’d be crazy not to accept it this second time, after waking up in a strange shadowy place that looks exactly as the Mormons on earth had described it, and where vicarious baptisms are the only way to be saved. However, there is a price attached to the first rejection: such a second-chancer cannot receive exaltation in the highest level of heaven, as might his more ignorant brethren on earth.

THE RESURRECTIONS

This spirit world is where all the spirits wait for the resurrections, the first of which will occur just before the Millennium. This resurrection, believe Mormons, will be heralded by a great blast on a horn blown by Michael (aka Adam). The proceedings will then be directed by Joseph Smith (which implies he will be resurrected first). According to Brigham Young, the prophet Joseph will hold the keys of the resurrection, and will pass this authority on to other holders of the priesthood as they are resurrected. They will in turn resurrect their wives (as prefigured by the veil ceremony in the temple) and others who had vicarious ordinances done for them.73At this time the righteous Mormons who are living on earth will be “translated” into a resurrected state without tasting death. They will join the resurrected Mormons and all the animals, fish, birds, and other creatures which have lived on earth, which will also be resurrected.74

After the Millennium begins, the second phase of this first resurrection will occur. Whereas the “morning” of the first resurrection saw the arising of those who would soon become gods, this “afternoon” of the same resurrection involves those who lived disreputably on earth but paid the price for it in the spirit prison.75

After the one-thousand-year reign of Christ on earth comes to an end, the second resurrection, or the resurrection of the unjust, will occur. Two classes of people will be resurrected at that time: people who were so wicked on earth that the entire one thousand years of punishment was necessary, and the sons of perdition, those former temple-endowed LDS men who rejected their covenants, and who will be filthy still.

Thus, every person will be resurrected, even the most wicked. The resurrections will also be indicative of a judgment, for the time when one is resurrected determines one’s final fate.

Mormons say that the Bible teaches that there are three heavens, and a paradise, because of what Paul said in 2 Corinthians 12:2–4 about “the third heaven” and “paradise.” According to LDS doctrine, these three heavens are named the Celestial (highest), the Terrestrial (middle), and Telestial (lowest). (If you have trouble remembering the order of these, use the learning hook employed by Mormon children who think of them as a sandwich where the slices of bread—Celestial and Telestial—rhyme.)

Brigham Young said that the Celestial Kingdom was closed to anyone who did not have the consent of Joseph Smith to enter it.76 This kingdom is identified as the “administrative” section of heaven, a sort of higher training ground for gods-to-be.

The Celestial Kingdom is in the Mormon mind the enjoyment of exaltation in the most infinite sense. The ultimate fate of all Celestial Kingdomites is continued progression toward godhood, at which point they would be given dominion over worlds and people of their own. In order to begin this progression, a celestial being must have been married in an LDS temple. They will, according to Doctrine and Covenants section 76, receive all the things of the Father, and become kings and priests, queens and priestesses.

The Celestial Kingdom will be located on the sanctified earth, which will serve as a great Urim and Thummim—divining device—for its inhabitants.77 The result of this will be that it will seem to all celestial beings that they are in the presence of God, even though he will be on his own planet, Kolob. Each celestial being, in addition, will receive a white stone as described in Revelation 2:17. This will serve as an individual Urim and Thummim78 to each owner, revealing things pertaining to the higher priesthood.

The glory of the inhabitants of the Celestial Kingdom will be like the sun’s glory, and one of the manifestations of this glory will be their ability, and desire, to procreate and reproduce themselves endlessly. However, there will be people in the Celestial Kingdom who will not have this power. They are those who fulfilled all the necessary entry requirements except “the new and everlasting covenant of marriage.” In other words, either they refused to be married on earth or to accept proxy marriage in the spirit world; or if married on earth, they refused to accept plural marriage after death. These unlucky souls are designated to be servants to those who did marry and accept plural marriage. They are referred to as “ministering angels.”

The middle, or Terrestrial Kingdom, will differ as much from the Celestial, teach Mormons, as the moon does from the sun. One analogy would give the Celestial Kingdom an “A” grade, and the Terrestrial a “B.” This kingdom will be the final destiny of those who “died without law” and did not accept Mormonism in the spirit world. There too will be the people who rejected the LDS gospel on earth, but later embraced it in the spirit world. Honorable men, who were blinded by the teachings of other men which prevented their conversion, will also be in this kingdom, as will lukewarm Mormons who weren’t valiant in their testimonies.

Unlike the people in the Celestial Kingdom, the inhabitants of this middle kingdom will not be able to enjoy the presence of God the Father, but they will be ministered to by Jesus Christ.

The inhabitants of the lowest kingdom of heaven, the Telestial Kingdom, will arise in the resurrection of the unjust, after the Millennium of suffering required to cleanse them of their sins. Their sins on earth were such that the atonement of Christ extended to them only as far as the resurrection of their bodies. The glory of the Telestial Kingdom, though as different from the Celestial and Terrestrial as the stars are from the sun and moon, is nonetheless so wonderful that I often heard it said that anyone who could conceive of such glory would kill himself immediately so as to sooner partake of it.

The word telestial does not appear in 1 Corinthians 15:40, which was the source of the names of the other two kingdoms. This word was added by Joseph Smith to that verse in his Inspired Revision of the Bible. He said that it referred to the lesser glory of this kingdom.

The inhabitants of the Telestial Kingdom will be the dregs of humanity—liars, sorcerers, adulterers, pimps, and prostitutes. Also in this “hell” will be those who swore falsely, mistreated servants, and did wickedness;79 sex sinners;80 persecutors of the Church;81 teachers of infant baptism and other false doctrines;82 greedy, rich hoarders;83 and cursers.84 Even murderers like King David, and others who atoned personally for committing the unforgivable sin, will be in the Telestial Kingdom. People who rejected Mormonism on earth and in the spirit world, but who never denied the Holy Ghost will be there too, as will ex-Mormons who never repented of their apostasy.

Apparently the bulk of the human race will end up in this kingdom. Neither God nor Christ will commune with these people throughout eternity, but they will have the presence of the Holy Spirit. They will also be visited by emissaries from the higher kingdoms. Their greatest punishment will be anguish at the thought of their former unrealizable potential.

Who then will go to the LDS hell? Very few. Those who go to the Telestial Kingdom will already have suffered from the time of their deaths until the end of the Millennium in the hell of the spirit prison. Mormons say that their suffering, or self-atonement, in the Millennium, will have been as exquisite as the passion of Christ.

The final hell, or “outer darkness,” though, will have a sparse human population. Its inhabitants will be resurrected in the second resurrection, along with the inhabitants of the Telestial Kingdom. At that time, the hell of the spirit prison will be cast into the “lake of fire” (Rev. 20:14). (It was, after all, only “eternal” and “everlasting” in the sense that God instituted it.) The lake of fire is the final hell and the home forever of Satan, his angels, and the sons of perdition—who remained filthy even after a thousand years of detention.

These sons of perdition (literally, “sons of Satan,” who is Perdition) will have their bodies restored, but they will not be glorious bodies, they will be shameful. They alone of all humankind will not be released from the control of Satan, but because of their bodies they will have certain powers over Satan. Their eternity will be one of struggle and contention, forever.

The LDS Church teaches that these sons of perdition were those who sought to be a law unto themselves.85 Very few persons are qualified to be sons of perdition. These were holders of the Melchizidek Priesthood (which by implication would mean that no females will be in hell),86 and had personal knowledge of the power of God. They performed the sacred temple covenants, had partaken of God’s power, and then left the LDS Church. Some shed innocent blood; others sinned in other ways against the Holy Ghost. In this final hell, said Joseph Smith, man will be his own tormentor.

Some LDS authorities say that hell will not end for “those who have wholly given themselves over to satanic purposes…They go on forever in the hell that is prepared for them.”87 But others, like John A. Widtsoe, taught that the sons of perdition will finally have their spirit bodies disintegrated, and they will revert back to their original condition as intelligences. They would await new spirit bodies from another god, and a chance to start all over again.88 “In the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,” said Widtsoe, “there is no hell. All will find a measure of salvation…The gospel of Jesus Christ has no hell in the proverbial sense.”89

THE BIBLE VIEW

The Bible does not teach two hells, nor a temporary state of suffering that can be terminated through self-atonement. Nor does it teach three degrees of heavenly glory. First Corinthians 15:40 does teach two degrees of glory, but they refer to our resurrected and earthly bodies, not to states of residence. The Bible does, though, teach three heavens. There is the atmospheric heaven where birds fly, rain falls, and clouds float (Gen. 7:23; 8:2; Dan. 2:38; 7:13). The second heaven is where the sun, moon, and stars are (Gen. 1: 14–17; 22:17; Mark 13:25; Rev. 6:13; 12:4). Finally, there is the heaven of God’s residence (Matt. 6:9), where angels dwell and where the saved finally go (Mark 12:25; 1 Peter 1:4).

Mormons say that Christ referred to their three-tiered heaven when he told his apostles of the many mansions awaiting them (John 14:2). Is three “many”? If Christ meant three, why didn’t he say so?

What Mormonism teaches about a resurrected body is proven to be false by the Bible too. If it has flesh and bones (Luke 24:36–43), it will not be a densely physical body like the one we now wear, because Christ in his resurrected body could pass through a closed door (John 20:19). The Bible tells us that Christians don’t know what Christ will be like, but we are given assurance that we will be like him (1 John 3:2). Who could want more?

The Scriptures do put a great deal of emphasis on the body—but not Christ’s physical body, and not ours either, here or in eternity. The body Christ is concerned about is his church. A careful reading of 1 Corinthians chapter 12 underscores this eternal truth.





Chapter 10
PRIESTHOOD, PURSE STRINGS, AND PROSELYTIZING


The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints must be the most elaborately organized and disciplined religious structure of modern times.

—New York Times, August 1, 1962



Many unwary churchgoers have become Mormons after accepting the lie told them by Mormons: that the Latter-day Saint Church is organized just like Christ’s church as described in Ephesians 4:11. Since this verse mentions apostles, prophets, and (in some versions) patriarchs, many have falsely concluded that such offices are necessary in a New Testament-type church, not just in its historic foundation. However, the LDS Church does not have only these offices, but has also added “stake presidents,” “Relief Society presidents,” “visiting teachers,” “ward clerks,” “high counselors,” and a host of other “callings” that never existed in the Bible.

All these offices are held together by the cementing influence of Mormon priesthood, which they define as “the authority to act for God.” This priesthood has two divisions, the Aaronic or preparatory, and the Melchizedek, or higher priesthood. It is regarded as exclusive LDS property. According to them, all the prophets from Adam on down were priesthood holders, and it was only because of a great apostasy that God took this authority from the earth at the death of the last first-century apostle of Jesus.

All worthy LDS males twelve years of age or older hold a priesthood office. This privilege can only be conferred by someone who himself holds it. A person is “ordained” to the priesthood in a formal ceremony, by the laying on of hands.

Mormons say that when Jesus ordained his apostles in John 15:16, he laid his hands on them. This, though, is without scriptural foundation. The only Bible-documented cases where Jesus laid hands on anyone were when he healed or blessed—and when he drove the money changers out of the temple. Of course the Bible contains examples of hands laid on persons to send them out to do particular tasks, or to impart a spiritual gift, but no evidence exists that priesthood was ever conferred in this way.

Exodus 29 gives a graphic description of how Jewish priests were ordained to the Aaronic priesthood—through sacrifices, the burning of flesh and fat, the sprinkling of blood, offering up of bread, and other rituals.1 In addition, no hands were laid on Old Testament priests to ordain them. As for the Melchizedek priesthood, the only two holders of this priesthood mentioned in the Bible were Melchizedek and Christ, so no one else was “ordained” to that order by the laying on of hands, or by any other method.

Mormons teach that priesthood is essential for anyone wishing to baptize or perform any religious ordinance. Any such ordinances performed without priesthood is, in their eyes, invalid. But they also believe that a priesthood holder can lose his authority through unrighteousness. (However, any person acting in good faith and receiving such ordinances would not be adversely affected.)2

THE AARONIC PRIESTHOOD

The Aaronic, or lesser, priesthood was supposedly introduced to Mormonism in 1829, when, as you will remember, John the Baptist conferred it upon Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery. John had come, Joseph Smith claimed, under the direction of Peter, James, and John the Revelator. He put his hands upon the heads of Joseph and Oliver and gave them the Aaronic priesthood, the power and authority to baptize. After the two men baptized each other, they ordained each other to the priesthood. Many Christians have wondered why they conferred priesthood on each other after John had already conferred it upon them, and why John the Baptist could ordain them by the physical act of laying on of hands but could not baptize them.3

The Aaronic priesthood is known as the “preparatory priesthood.” Mormons believe that they, through the changing of their blood and through adoption,4 become the literal sons of Levi when they are ordained. It matters little to them that their patriarchal blessings designate each of them as a member of the tribe of Ephraim or Manasseh.

One of the prerequisites for LDS priesthood is that one be “called, as was Aaron” (Heb. 5:4). Mormons often quote Exodus 28:1 and 41 to try to show that Aaron was called, but leave out the thirty-nine verses in between, and the entire chapter following, which show how Aaronic priests were commissioned. Aaron was called by God, not by another priesthood holder, and all those who followed in his priestly office were, by God’s command, of Aaron’s direct lineage only, and could prove it. Anyone else pretending to priesthood was an imposter, and was severely punished (Num. 16:1–35; 1 Kings 13:33–34; 2 Chron. 26:1–3, 16–21).

Besides lineage, though, the Bible also gives some very specific qualifications for holders of the Aaronic priesthood in Leviticus 21:1–23. These requirements would disqualify many LDS priesthood holders, among them Joseph Smith (who had part of a leg bone surgically removed when he was a youth), and Brigham Young (who cut his beard), and many modern-day General Authorities who married widows.

Choosing John the Baptist as the one who restored the Aaronic priesthood was certainly an imprudent decision on the part of Joseph Smith. First, the Bible never says that John the Baptist ever held this priesthood he supposedly conferred; and later LDS teachings make much of the assertion that one cannot confer any authority which he does not possess. Secondly, he was supposed to “restore” a priesthood that had been taken from the earth, yet Mormons believe that there were others living on earth in 1829 who still held this priesthood (that is, the Three Nephites and John the Revelator).

THE MELCHIZEDEK PRIESTHOOD

Hebrews 7:11–12 shows that the Aaronic priesthood was “changed,” or discontinued, after Christ. It was replaced by a priest after the order of Melchizedek. This priest was, of course, Christ. He, aside from Melchizedek, was the only one ever to stand in this priesthood office, and he stands in it yet.

Mormons say that, while the sons of Aaron held the Aaronic priesthood, the sons of Moses held that of Melchizedek. According to Doctrine and Covenants 107:4, this priesthood is called after Melchizedek to avoid the repetition of its true name, “Priesthood after the Order of the Son of God.”

When John the Baptist supposedly appeared in 1829 to Joseph and Oliver, he promised a greater priesthood would come. Between that time and the organization of the church on April 6, 1830, Peter, James, and John supposedly gave this Melchizedek priesthood to Joseph Smith. However, this ordination was never mentioned in Joseph Smith’s detailed daily journal accounts of that period.5 Records like the Doctrine and Covenants, which tell of this ordination, were written years later and deliberately falsified to make it seem that the Melchizedek priesthood had been given in 1829.6

The late author and one-time Mormon LaMar Petersen noted, “There seems to be no support for the historicity of the restoration of the priesthood in journals, diaries, letters, nor printed matter prior to October 1834.”7 Could such a momentous event have gone unnoticed by all Mormons of the time?

Mormons assert that this priesthood, like the Aaronic, can only be conferred by the laying on of hands of one who already holds it. The Bible, however, teaches that the only one who holds it is Christ. Other men had to give up their priesthood at the time of death, so they passed it along to others to guarantee its continuity. But Christ, who lives forever, holds this priesthood forever, according to Hebrews 7:23–24.

The whole book of Hebrews, in fact, was written to those who insisted upon a continuance of the now-dead Aaronic (also known as Levitical) priesthood. It teaches that the Old Testament law came to an end at the death of Christ (10:1–10), and that at that time the old priesthood was taken too (7:11–12). Other Bible verses (1 Peter 2; Rev. 1:5–6) show that we are all priests of a new kind of priesthood.

Christians don’t need the Aaronic and Melchizedek priesthoods to do God’s work. Writer Hal Hougey pointed out that when Peter healed a lame man and was questioned about his authority (Acts 4:7–12), he didn’t say that he had been ordained to do so, or that it was the power of priesthood working in him. Peter set the example for Christians everywhere when he put himself and his powers in the background, and Christ in the foreground.8

What has this insistence on Old Testament practices done to Mormonism? Floyd McElveen responded:


The Mormons have done exactly what Jesus Christ said not to do. They have put “new wine into old bottles.” They have wed grace to law and made Christianity into a Jewish sect. They have resurrected what Christ buried. They have figuratively “sewn up” the veil that Christ, as our High Priest, rent forever to provide for us free access in to the Holy of Holies…Only those who would out-Hebrew the Hebrews would cling to a system long set aside by God.9



THE MECHANICS OF THE LDS PRIESTHOOD

In 2008, the membership of the LDS Church reached over thirteen million. The priesthood holders have become the network holding this vast religious empire together, and the means of communication between leaders and members. In any community where Mormons worship together, they meet in congregations of 250 to 500 people, known as wards. There are about 28,000 such wards. Up to ten wards in a given geographical area form a “stake” (the name is taken from Isaiah 54:2). Usually two or three wards will share a meetinghouse and attend worship services in shifts. In areas of sparse LDS population, the congregations may be weak and widely separated. These congregations are referred to as branches instead of wards, and are organized into mission districts rather than stakes.

All authority in the LDS Church comes directly from the top: that is, the prophet, who expects (and generally gets) obedience to his edicts. Historically much of the high leadership of the church has been in the hands of about twenty families—the Smiths, Romneys, Kimballs, Cannons, Richards, Bensons, and others.10

These leaders, along with all other priesthood authorities in the church, are regularly “sustained” by their followers; several times a year Mormons are called on to show a vote of confidence in their leaders by raising their hands in public worship. In my years as a Mormon, I never saw a hand raised to oppose a single one of my leaders.

However, when I was a Mormon I heard the story of President John Taylor (who was president of the church from 1880 to 1887), who once sent Heber J. Grant to a stake that was having problems with its stake president. When Grant asked the stake members to sustain their unpopular stake president, most refused to raise their hands. Grant went back to Taylor, explaining that the people had no confidence in their leader. President Taylor would not take “no” for an answer. He sent Grant back. At their next meeting Grant kept all the stake members in the church building until they finally agreed to sustain the stake president. Then, as per Taylor’s instructions, Grant asked the stake president to publicly resign. This he did gladly, for he realized himself that he was unfit for the job. The moral of this story for Mormons is that church leaders must be sustained and supported, no matter how unworthy they might be.

Twentieth-century LDS Apostle Stephen L. Richards clarified the role of the common member in LDS decision making when he said, “This church is not democratic. This church is a kingdom…We have a democratic method in that we sustain those who are appointed.”11

General conferences of the church are held twice a year, in April and October, in Salt Lake City. Here the top leaders are “sustained” and new ones appointed to fill vacancies left, usually by death. On the mornings that conference is held, members worldwide are expected to watch the proceedings as they are received by satellite dishes installed outside stake centers. Many Mormons and non-Mormons view these sometimes-pompous assemblies as political conventions where officials vie for favor from leaders. These conferences are always solemn and didactic, quite in contrast to the sermons of the 1800s, as recorded in the Journal of Discourses, for example. In the 1972 General Conference, Apostle LeGrand Richards gave a speech that ridiculed the traditional Christian view of a bodiless God.12 One of my professors of religion at BYU at the time told our class that Richards was rebuked after the speech, not for his irreverent caricature of the deity of Christians, but because he made members laugh in the “solemn assembly.”

The control of LDS Church leaders over their people has changed since the days when most Mormons lived in Utah. In the past, the “general authorities” (or “GAs”) could dictate morals, dress, even politics. Under Joseph Smith, the Mormon Church members often voted as a unified bloc in elections. At one time the church even had its own “Peoples Party,” which it officially dissolved in 1891. Most high-ranking Mormons today are Republicans, though the LDS Church publicly avows neutrality in matters of party politics, according to its official website, LDS.org.

THE HIERARCHY

The head of the LDS Church is called both president and prophet.13 He along with two other high priests (also called “presidents”) whom he chooses to be his counselors form what is called “the First Presidency.” Mormons admit there was no mention of such an organization in the Bible, but assume that since Jesus was transfigured before Peter, James, and John, these three must have been the First Presidency of the New Testament.

It is not correct to say that the LDS Church has twelve apostles, as in the New Testament. Since the president and his counselors are also apostles, at any given time the church has at least fifteen apostles. And though I was told when I was a Mormon that it was miraculous that the apostles were always unanimous in their choice of a new prophet when an old one dies, I have since learned that in practice the senior member of the Council (or Quorum) of the Twelve Apostles becomes the new prophet.

Both the LDS practice of having fifteen official apostles and the LDS method of choosing a new prophet are foreign to the Bible pattern Mormons claim to follow. Revelation 21:14 describes twelve apostles who will form the foundation of the city of God. Which twelve—the Jerusalem twelve, the Nephite twelve, or any of the scores of modern-day “apostles” of the decades of Mormondom? And as for voting on a new prophet, such an idea is much closer to Catholicism than to early Christianity.

The leader of Christ’s church is of course Christ. And the Bible teaches only one qualification for apostles. When the eleven apostles chose one (by casting lots, not by voting) to replace Judas, they required that he have seen and been with Christ (Acts 1:21–22—note here no laying on of hands either). Paul showed that he, by the same yardstick of having seen Christ, measured up as an apostle also (1 Cor. 9:1). Furthermore, no apostle was above his brethren in the New Testament—even Peter was given no more authority than the others (see Matt. 16:19 along with 18:18). The Bible is adamant about false apostles, and their “authority” (2 Cor. 11:12–15; Rev. 2:2).

Assisting the fifteen LDS apostles—most of whom in recent years have been quite elderly and some practically disabled—are men called “seventies.” The presidency, his counselors and apostles, and these seventies are collectively known as the General Authorities. There are currently eight seventies quorums of up to seventy members each. The young man whom I dated in high school and college is now a seventy.

LDS prophets, apostles, seventies, patriarchs, and presiding bishops all hold the Melchizedek priesthood office of high priest. Tens of thousands of LDS high priests also serve in lower offices such as in stake presidencies, as high councilmen, and as ward bishops.

However, the office of high priest was in the Old Testament a part of the Aaronic, not the Melchizedek priesthood. The duties of high priests in the Bible were to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins (Heb. 5:1), which makes the office obsolete after the supreme sacrifice of Christ (Heb. 10:2, 17–18). Also in the Bible, only one high priest served at a time. (The only exception to this was when the Romans deposed the rightful high priest and put in Caiaphas, so the Jews were forced to recognize both—see Luke 3:2.) However, the Bible tells us that we have only one high priest now, Christ, who is both our “apostle and High Priest” (Heb. 3:1).

Of particular interest to Christians is the fact that LDS elders aren’t very elderly—they are ordained at age nineteen, causing one wag to refer to them as “Mormon youngers.” Furthermore, the twelve-year-old deacons of Mormonism couldn’t possibly fulfill the requirements for that office as outlined in 1 Timothy 3:8–12.

According to LDS teaching, the line of priesthood communication from prophet to individual goes like this: prophet to counselors, to Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, to the seventy, to stake president, to bishop, to priesthood leader, to family head, to individual.
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THE ORGANIZATION OF THE CHURCH

Mormons teach that Christ’s church must bear his name. The term “Mormon” is not offensive to them and they use it among themselves. However, the official LDS website asks journalists to refer to the Church by its full name, “The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,” or “the Church,” and to refer to individual members as Latter-day Saints. (This creates a sticky situation for a journalist covering stories about polygamous and/or violent offshoots of the LDS Church, some of whom call themselves Latter-Day Saints or even Mormons.)

Wherever Mormons worship together in wards or branches (over fifteen thousand congregations in the United States and twice that internationally), they assemble as a congregation in the hour-long Sunday morning “Sacrament Meeting.” Men, women, and youth of the congregation present short, rehearsed sermonettes called “talks.” Singing, partaking of bread and water “Communion,” and prayers using “Thee” and “Thou” complete the liturgy. This assembly is typically a noisy affair, because families are often large.14 Later, the ward separates for a second hour into men’s (priesthood) classes, women’s classes, separate classes for boys and girls, and children’s classes. They also have a third block of classes called “Sunday School.”

During the week they also subdivide themselves for the tasks at hand. There are committees to take care of the aged, to do genealogical and welfare work, and even to determine musical selections for worship services. The Sunday school has a superintendent, greeters, organists and pianists, choristers, a secretary, teachers, teacher trainers, media aids supervisors, and more. On a ward level, the Relief Society—the women’s organization that meets on Sunday mornings—has a presidency of three women, visiting teachers (who go to each female member’s home monthly), class teachers, and numerous project committee heads.

The Primary Association, which teaches children from four to twelve years of age, has an array of leaders and teachers and organizers. The same is true for classes in the youth organization, Mutual.

Workers and leaders in each ward organization serve without monetary compensation and most, like bishops, have full-time secular jobs. They are proud of saying that Mormons do not resign from church jobs; they must be released by their leaders. A bishop, for instance, typically serves for about five years, after which time he returns to other ward duties or is called up the chain of command for regional duties.

The LDS Church also maintains over 45,000 students in church-supported universities (most notably Brigham Young University), and over 360,000 college students in college-level “Institutes of Religion” (similar to campus ministry centers) on or near colleges worldwide.15 High school students who live in heavily LDS-populated areas commit to a four-year “seminary” course of study for which they are often released from secular high school classes to attend offsite (typically near the high school itself). Other high school students in less-LDS-dense areas, such as I was, typically attend early-morning classes each weekday before regular school. Some 363,000 high school students attended seminary in 2003.16

THE WELFARE AND FOOD STORAGE PROGRAMS

One of the showcase programs of Mormonism is its welfare plan. The church sees it as a way to help members help themselves. Every ward has its own welfare project. Some grow food crops or maintain dairy or egg farms, using volunteers from the ward. One ward I attended had an apple orchard and picked and packed apples each season. Another staffed a woodlot. Some wards grow animal fodder, and large silos in Utah store these as well as tithes-in-kind that farmers donate for welfare use. The church has a large factory that manufactures rugs, blankets, and clothing. It also operates large canneries which are staffed, like the other industries, by volunteers.

A needy Mormon in Utah is given a slip of paper by his bishop or home teachers which is marked “Bishop’s Orders.” This enables him to enter the large church-owned supermarket where he can choose produce, meat, dairy products, and canned goods packaged under the Mormon “Deseret” label. If he or his family needs clothing, shoes, and other dry goods, these are also available. The only currency used in these welfare stores is the Bishop’s Orders. There are 129 “bishop’s storehouses” around the world. Recipients in good health are expected to donate their time working on welfare projects, church building programs, and other projects. Worldwide there are 259 “employment resource centers” that provide help with getting permanent jobs.

All Mormons are expected to store food, water, and emergency supplies. Newlyweds store a week’s worth of supplies but work toward the ideal of a two years’ supply of necessities such as wheat, canned goods, and paper products. Of course, the daunting nature of handling such large amounts of perishables involves careful planning and rotation.

MORMONS AND MONEY

In 1899, fifty-two years after the pioneers entered the Salt Lake Valley, the LDS Church was two million dollars in debt. In the midst of a three-year drought, President Lorenzo Snow told his people that if they would covenant ten percent of their goods to the church, “the windows of heaven” would open to them. The Mormon people in their poverty tithed. The rains came, and the Church soon was out of debt.

When I was receiving the missionary lessons, I was told that an agreement to tithe was necessary even before baptism. Tithing today is used by the church as a primary indicator of one’s faithfulness. Originally, tithing meant giving all of one’s “surplus” to the bishop, plus ten percent of one’s increase.17 Now Mormons are expected to give one-tenth of their clear profits after doing business, or ten percent of salary before deducting taxes or living expenses, plus one-tenth of any interest earned on funds or investments. Mormons who work for Church-owned entities like Brigham Young University are required to be full tithe payers.

Ascertaining financial details about the Church’s finances is a slippery enterprise, as journalists Richard and Joan Ostling discovered when they tried to write about it in their 1999 book, Mormon America: The Power and the Promise. They were reduced to analogies and comparisons to other religious groups, extrapolations from veiled official statements made by church leaders, and best guestimates by colleagues, one of the most reliable of whom estimated the Church’s assets to be in the range of twenty to thirty billion dollars.18 Unlike the average Christian church organization which spends most of its income except for occasional modest investment and an emergency fund, the LDS Church is big business with a capital B. “If the LDS Church were a U.S. Corporation, by revenues it would rank number 243 on the Fortune 500 list,” say the Ostlings.19

Church leaders are quite active in encouraging members to economize for the church. Three wards share the facilities of each chapel. In order to accommodate all the various functions of each ward, meeting times are staggered and coordinated activities are carefully scheduled.

Mormons don’t raise money for church projects through bingo, raffles, lotteries, or anything else faintly resembling gambling. Their assets and investments are overseen by the ecclesiastical leadership of the church. The LDS Church has owned businesses ranging from department stores to newspaper chains. Its recently built 21,000-seat Conference Center and new twenty-five-acre, $1.5 billion project in downtown Salt Lake City20 show that the Church’s pockets are deep, deep ones.

“Their enterprises range from a $16 billion insurance company to perhaps $6 billion in stocks and bonds, if not more. There’s a $172 million chain of radio stations (seventh largest in the country). The church’s more than 150 farms and ranches, including America’s largest cattle ranch, make it one of the largest landowners in the nation. The farms and ranches encompass somewhere in the neighborhood of one million acres, roughly equal to the size of the state of Delaware,” say the Ostlings.21

Gordon Fraser, who once said of the LDS Church that “they have built a financial enclave second only to the Bank of America,”22 also surmised that Mormons control the vice industry of Las Vegas, since one-half of its population is LDS. I’m not sure about his reasoning, but it’s certainly interesting.

Though the LDS Church won’t give out the information, a conservative and quite dated estimate cites $5.3 billion in annual tithing revenue.23 Without this tithing, the LDS Church would soon cease to function.

The Mormon empire grows daily, and because it has increasingly more to lose, it seems that the church will do anything to protect its monetary holdings. It has refused disclosure, operated tax-free welfare projects for its own profit, issued new revelations (e.g., on blacks and the priesthood) to protect itself from lawsuits, and denied old revelations that endangered its financial assets (polygamy).

But it is now losing the great independence from Gentiles that Brigham Young fought so vigorously to protect. He threatened excommunication for Mormons who traded with Gentiles;24 now outside revenue generated by investments and sales of products and services to non-LDS customers mingles with tithing as the Church’s lifeblood.

THE MISSIONARY SYSTEM

One reason that the LDS Church can be so very wealthy and yet so successful at winning converts is that it expends comparatively little money on mission work (which brings in the converts who, of course, tithe). Over its history, the LDS Church has sent out over one million missionaries.25 None of its missionaries is salaried.

In 2007 there were 53,000 missionaries serving the LDS Church.26 This number is down from previous years, reportedly because of more stringent and selective vetting procedures. Mormons may boast of such a figure as an indicator of faith, but it tarnishes their image somewhat to have it revealed that this represents only a small fraction of those young Mormons who are of age to serve—and thus are expected to serve.27

LDS elders serving on missions are considered to be ordained ministers who may baptize, confirm, perform marriages, conduct funerals, bless and name newborns, and heal the sick. Their primary duty, though, is to teach. But the Doctrine and Covenants warns them, “Ye are not sent forth to be taught, but to teach” (43:15). They believe they are the only ones in the world authorized by God to preach the gospel. Anyone who invites Mormon missionaries into his or her home with the intention of teaching them must remember that they are commanded to teach and not be taught.

There are several kinds of missions a Mormon can serve, besides those typically served by young men and women. Over 2,100 mature, married missionary couples were in service in 2006.28 Temple missions are typically served by couples who, for six-month periods, pay their own expenses while living near a temple. Once or twice a day they go to the temple and “take out” (perform) vicarious endowments for the dead. Some couples choose retirement homes close to LDS temples so that they can participate in these functions on a regular basis. Many Mormons serve as stake missionaries. This part-time missionary work was begun in 1936 as a way for Mormons to maintain their regular jobs, but work several nights a week trying to convert non-Mormons and bring backsliders into the fold again. Sometimes whole LDS families have been “set aside,” or chosen, to be stake missionary families. Health missionaries are professional medical personnel who pay their own expenses to provide medical aid and instruction on nutrition, usually in foreign countries. A number of Mormons have worked as labor missionaries when temples, chapels, and Mormon schools were being built. When the Hawaii temple was under construction, for example, thirty-one young Tongan men left their families for two and a half years to work on the temple. Their dependents were meanwhile supported by the Church. Every year, too, successful businessmen are called to leave home and profession for three or more years to serve as mission presidents supervising young missionaries. The father of a college roommate of mine left his medical practice, rented his home, and moved his family across Canada to serve as a mission president.

It has only been in recent years that Mormons have made any effort to minister among prisoners. Perhaps this is because many Mormons believe that some sins such as murder put a person beyond the grace of God,29 and he or she cannot be baptized to wash away that unforgivable sin. In the past, the LDS Church was not known for its humanitarian efforts toward outsiders, but that seems to be changing as they offer goods and services for disaster situations worldwide.

PREPARING FOR A MISSION

Many LDS children have little banks given to them with their first allowance. These banks have three slots, one marked “tithing,” one marked “savings,” and the third, “mission.” LDS parents often start saving along with their young sons for their future missions.30 When I was about fifteen, Mormon friends and I received additional preparation—we were taken in pairs to the area around our church building where we witnessed at the doors of neighborhood homes. In this already heavily tracted area, some people were rude, others baiting. Our leaders apparently thought this was a good way to thicken our spiritual skins. They were right.

Young men are encouraged to go on missions before completing their college education, and are “called” between the ages of nineteen and twenty-five. Many graduate from high school and work a year to earn money for their coming missions, while waiting for “the call.” They have never been exempt from the draft, though; military service was just deferred until after their ministerial service.

All young women over twenty-one with no immediate prospects of marriage may consider missions. I knew of some women who went on missions to escape from weight problems or conflicts with parents, or to wait out their boyfriends’ missions. Others desire sincerely to serve God. Older couples, too, whose children are grown, are often called to serve together as full-time missionaries.

A potential missionary is interviewed by his bishop to see if he is worthy to serve a mission and if he (or his family) can support him for twenty-four months (eighteen months for women). On rare occasions a needy missionary will be supported by his home ward during his mission. The bishop forwards the results of this interview to the stake president, who sends it to the president of the Church. A “call” comes by mail, often signed by the prophet himself. It contains encouragement, a specific area assignment for the entire duration of the mission, and a date for the missionary to report to a “Missionary Training Center.”

A missionary must put all his financial dealings in order, get a Wassermann test, and assemble a conservative, business-dress wardrobe before entering one of seventeen Missionary Training Centers. (Women are allowed a limited number of modest dresses.) Once a missionary leaves, the “Elder” or “Sister” is allowed no more contact with family, friends, or sweetheart other than through once-weekly letters and emails via the MYLDSMail.net (the Church’s filtered email service). He stays in the Missionary Training Center for about two weeks. He hears lectures, receives orientation, takes tests, meets General Authorities, and goes to the temple for his endowments.

If he has been chosen to serve in a foreign mission whose language he does not know, he is sent to a language training center, such as the largest one in Provo, Utah; or to one of the others located in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Dominican Republic, England, Guatemala, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, the Philippines, Spain, or South Korea. Here missionaries learn the basics of one of dozens of foreign languages taught by the “immersion” method. At the end of a six-week stay, a missionary can speak (at least about Mormonism!) fairly competently in a new tongue. The logic of who should be sent to what foreign country is often puzzling, though. A man I knew of at Brigham Young University was taught Japanese and sent to Japan even though he spoke Spanish fluently.

Their training completed, missionaries are flown to various parts of the world, to one of 344 mission headquarters. Upon arriving, a missionary is introduced to his or her new “senior companion,” a seasoned missionary of the same sex who is usually near the end of a two-year service. This person will be the one with whom the new missionary will eat, work, and live for the next few months. A missionary is not allowed to get out of sight or hearing of his or her companion for the entire time they are assigned to each other.

THE MISSIONARY LESSONS

A “greenie” or new missionary is introduced to the various proselytizing methods. He is taught tracting, where he and his companion go door-to-door leaving tracts and trying to set up appointments to teach. He learns to work with the referrals of Church members who give names of friends for the missionaries to visit. Other members have “share the gospel” evenings where they invite non-members and the missionaries to meet in their homes so the missionaries can teach. Many missionaries also set up neighborhood volleyball or basketball competitions to attract young people, whom they try to teach, and whose parents they also contact. Missionaries often ask strangers on buses or subways the “Golden Question” (“What do you know about the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints? Would you like to know more?”) or tell strangers they have a way to achieve a happier family life, to start conversations they hope will lead to teaching appointments.

Once an appointment is obtained, the missionaries encourage the entire family to be present (why convert one when you could get a houseful?). Each of the five lessons they present, taken from their standardized guide called Preach My Gospel,31 is designed to last about forty-five minutes. The lessons have several overt, conscious goals or results that the missionaries are trained to pursue, specifically: (1) trust in the missionaries themselves as reliable, likeable, honest, and knowledgeable sources of information; (2) commitment of the “investigator” to an upcoming baptismal date, church attendance, and behavior changes; and (3) increasing the investigator’s comfort level with talking about and seeking a personal, subjective “feeling” about the topics that the missionaries will present. Lessons emphasize the importance of the “clean” LDS lifestyle and the family unit, to prepare for future discussion of temple work and genealogy. Prospective members are promised that their families will be united in heaven, and shown how church programs will enrich their lives. There’s an emphasis on the lack of paid clergy and the way that members are given “callings” and titles. Much time is spent on the account of Joseph Smith’s first vision in which he was told that he must begin a new church (because, the missionaries will say, of a universal apostasy since the first century), and the importance of the Book of Mormon and continuing revelation. Other topics include church hierarchy, obedience, and keeping commitments (including the one to become a Mormon at the end of the fourth lesson). Depending on the individual “elder’s” competence, the lessons range from “canned” to seemingly spontaneously spoken. They heavily emphasize the missionary’s own personal “testimony” of all doctrines and practices.

Missionaries call a contact “Brother” or “Sister” if they think there is the slightest chance of baptizing him or her. They will ask the prospects to pray vocally too, unless they strenuously object. This atmosphere along with the carefully phrased, leading questions soon have the prospects concluding that their own church is apostate, their Christian baptism or conversion unrecognized by God, and their souls lost without Joseph Smith, the Word of Wisdom, the Book of Mormon, and a modern-day prophet. However, missionaries never appeal to a prospect’s concept of himself or herself as a sinner. Instead, they stress a person’s inherent nobility.

Mormonism attracts many who just will not see themselves as sinners in need of help. Many more are intrigued by the concept of priesthood, the idealized family life, or the secrecy of temple rites. Most have a respect for, but sketchy knowledge of, the Bible. I’ve heard it said that the greatest number of LDS converts come from the Southern Baptist tradition and other churches which have a high view of Scripture but whose individual members may not read it regularly.

In recent years, Mormons have been trained to include references to Jesus Christ in their testimonies—something I rarely, if ever, heard in the testimony of any Mormon (other than in the closing “I say these things in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen” part). Much is made of the word gospel, which in LDS teaching is not the biblical “good news” of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection but rather the whole Mormon “plan of salvation.” Though this “plan” includes LDS baptism, confirmation, temple work, and so on, most prospective members won’t stop to ask how the missionary would define salvation, exaltation, or other such terms—definitions that would differ greatly from the prospect’s own. The prospect will operate under the assumption that he or she shares a common language with the missionaries, but this is not the case.

The missionary considers his most effective tool to be his “testimony,” not his knowledge. Usually a young elder will say to a balking prospect, “Well, Brother Doe, I’d like to bear you my testimony that the Mormon Church is true, and the Book of Mormon is true, and there is a prophet leading the Church today. I know these things as surely as I am standing here. I say these words humbly in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.”

I remember my fascination with the missionary lessons I received, the challenges to a wonderful new lifestyle and church family membership, the tantalizing promise of new revelation. I did read sections of the Book of Mormon; and often when I was a Mormon I said that while I did not have a testimony at that time that it was true, I couldn’t find a reason not to believe it.

One former Mormon missionary noted,


It puzzled me that the church, while saying that the Holy Ghost convinced their converts, relied instead on techniques of salesmanship and psychology…Mormon missionaries promise people that the Holy Ghost will bear witness of the Book of Mormon. They ask contacts to pray for that witness. None whom I asked ever got any witness except one. That lady said that the Holy Ghost revealed to her that the Book of Mormon was false. We simply denied her witness and left.32



As a young girl I was wooed and swayed by all the wonders of Mormonism, while my mother muttered and refused to listen past the first lesson. When spurned, Mormon missionaries have been seen shaking the dirt off their feet outside the door of those, like my mother, who reject their message. Though this isn’t an everyday practice, the Doctrine and Covenants tells missionaries to do so and to “be filled with joy and gladness; and know this; that in the day of judgment you shall be judges of that house, and condemn them” (75:21).

THE LIFE OF A MISSIONARY

Missionaries serve under a mission president and his two counselors. A missionary who watches over several of his peers is known as a district leader. Several districts are the responsibility of a zone leader, who reports to the mission president. Missionaries have a system in which mission districts compete with each other—a certain number of points are given to an elder for a baptism, and sometimes points are deducted for such things as sleeping in when there is tracting to be done. Each missionary maintains extensive lists of contacts: a “finding pool,” a “teaching pool,” and “a baptizing/fellowshiping pool.” They set goals and keep track of their progress in weekly planners. In addition, they write down detailed notes about families they’ve contacted who drop out of the missionary lessons and pass on this information to future missionaries who will work in their area.

Partly, this is to bring a bit of excitement to the tedious day-to-day work of the missionaries. Many become discouraged. For this reason, a strong, dedicated missionary is usually paired with a weaker one.

The many rules and regulations governing missionary life sometimes become burdensome. Except for 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. on “preparation day,” missionaries are expected to wear conservative suits, white shirts, and dark ties. They address each other, even their own companions, as “Elder Smith” or Jones or whatever, while women missionaries call each other “Sister.” In fact, they do not address any adult by the first name.

Rules vary from mission to mission, but in many cases missionaries rise at 6:30 a.m for individual study. Typically they eat and dress between 7:00 and 8:00; then study again until 10:00. Tracting fills up the two hours before lunch. From 1:00 until 5:00 they tract and make calls. If they’re lucky, some kind Church member invites them to dinner. If not, sometimes all their budget, time schedule, and culinary skills allow is a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Evenings are spent at meetings, and setting up and teaching meetings with non-members. They retire early—usually about 10:30 p.m. I was jokingly told that this was necessary because “the Holy Ghost goes to bed at midnight.”

Missionaries are allowed on average $400 a month for living expenses,33 which includes a food allowance that is available to them through a Church-sponsored debit card. If they have a rental car, they are often greatly limited on monthly miles allowed. (Many prefer bicycles because when the car runs out of gas and there’s no more money, there’s only foot power until the first of the next month.) “Free time” is only one partial day a week. During this “Preparation Day,” as it is called, they must clean house, do laundry, and write letters home. A missionary is not allowed to use computers other than those in public places like libraries, and then only side by side with the screen visible to his or her mission companion. If there’s time, missionaries play basketball or attend a mission-approved movie. At the stroke of six o’clock that day, though, they turn back into missionaries. During their entire missions they are admonished not to watch television, play any contact sports, or swim. Most also regard secular music as an unnecessary distraction.

Another distraction that hinders the work of a missionary is the girlfriend back home. Few teenaged girls, though, can wait two years without seeing or hearing the voice of the object of their affections, so “Dear John” letters are as common as tracts. Their recipients grudgingly admit that such letters tended to make them more single-minded toward missionary work.

Other letters, too, mold a missionary’s life. Those that come in brown envelopes from the mission president signal the coming transfer of a missionary to another spot in the mission’s geographical area. Usually two men will be missionary companions for about three months; then one or the other is transferred.

Many missionaries undoubtedly spend their missions trying sincerely to serve God. Others, though, serve only because of parental or peer pressure, regarding a mission as a necessary requirement for advancement in the LDS community. Lewis Price noted that the most successful missionaries (in terms of numbers of baptisms) were “those with good looks and pleasant voices. Those with an attractive manner or sex appeal thrived.”34 Many see mission life as a challenge of hierarchal offices to be ascended, and “glory sheets” of accumulated points to be boasted about. The pressure of the regimented life has caused a few young men, though, to go “AWOL,” or to indulge in fornication, and has driven others to suicide. Scarcely a missionary alive finishes his mission without a sigh of relief that the “best two years of his life” are finally over.

The returned missionary (“RM”) is encouraged to go back to school (a recently instituted Church program called The Perpetual Education Fund35 offers loans to third-world RMs for their education) and to marry as soon as possible. Most do get married quickly, replacing the constant companionship of the missionary buddies with a more permanent companion who can cook a whole lot better and who is prettier, besides.

Many RMs put their foreign language training to practical use and become teachers. Many others, because of their knowledge of a foreign tongue and their unquestioning obedience to authority, have been successfully recruited to CIA work.36

In a way, that’s appropriate, that they would fit in so well in an organization known for its opacity and the ambivalence of the people it serves. The LDS Church of the twenty-first century resembles less and less the simplicity of the first-century church that Jesus founded, and more and more a bureaucracy. Its newfound community involvements and the dedication of its young missionaries notwithstanding, Mormonism is in fact an organization that is divorcing itself from its own history, and is a financial and structural entity in a class by itself.





PART TWO





Chapter 11
ISSUES AND CHALLENGES FACING MORMONISM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY—PART ONE


I don’t think there is one iota of evidence that suggests a lost tribe from Israel made it all the way to the New World. It is a great story, slain by ugly fact.

—Michael Crawford, biological anthropologist1



In the years that have ensued since the original publication of this book in 1979 and its subsequent updated edition in 1988, the amount of information available to the average person has exploded in both data and depth. This and the following chapter will examine nine categories of challenging, high-profile issues facing the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

ISSUE #1: THE INFLUENCE OF THE INTERNET

Since the days when Joseph Smith bedded women of all ages unbeknownst to his wife Emma, the LDS Church leadership has practiced a kind of schizophrenic public-versus-private balancing act that remained hidden to the average member. The rationale for this continued in the late 1800s with the then-illegal practice of polygamy, as explained by Richard Abanes:


This same authority [priesthood of the LDS Church] had allowed polygamy to flourish for years in Kirtland, Nauvoo, and Utah, while at the same time the Church as an organization denied and condemned it. In other words, the Church could officially say just about anything as the Church, and yet privately, by virtue of each individual’s priesthood authority, members could engage in practices diametrically opposed to what had been officially stated.2



With the recent defection of notable scholars, the inner workings of the LDS Church of the past and present have been irretrievably exposed. This factor, and the increased ability of the non-scholar to compare Mormonism of the past to Mormonism of the present, have provided a new portrait of Mormonism, framed within the borders of a computer monitor.

On the one hand, the Internet has provided a sense of community for LDS members. Dating and marriage sites provide meeting places for those who want relationships only with Mormons. Chat rooms and message boards allow people to poke fun at “Molly Mormons” (straight-laced LDS young women) and discuss the uniqueness of LDS life, in a web-based subculture sometimes described as “the bloggernacle.”3 One can explore such aspects of LDS folklore as Three Nephite legends, do intensive searches in old LDS documents, research genealogy through LDS databases, or go to the official Church site, www.lds.org, which provides Church news, instructional materials, and doctrinal statements.

However, even the youngest Mormon student who sits down at a computer to research an item from LDS history or doctrine will find herself in quite a different world, one where people who have left the Church share painful experiences and scholars quote prophets who describe and demand, paradoxically, adherence to an “everlasting” gospel that today no longer exists.

When I was at BYU, I remember my roommate Carolyn bringing home stacks of punched cards and telling me that she was going to study computer science. I yawned and wondered why she didn’t consider a compact way of storing information, like those nifty new eight-track cassettes. Neither of us, I suspect, ever dreamed of what computers and the Internet would do for Mormons and non-Mormons alike.

According to Jason Gallentine, former Mormon and webmaster of MormonInformation.com, the presence of web-based information has led to an intangible split in the LDS Church membership into two groups he calls “Internet Mormons” and “Chapel Mormons.” Each group would characterize itself as “true Mormonism.” Internet Mormons are those who are aware of dissonant facts about old Mormon history and prior doctrine (which they identify as temporal or cultural differences from today’s Mormonism, or the expressions of the individual opinions of men, even “prophets”). A Chapel Mormon—and I would have to say I was definitely one of these, despite the LDS theology classes I took at BYU—believes that the prophets spoke for God and that LDS doctrine of all epochs always “dovetailed” with previous messages from God, and always will.

An Internet Mormon believes that Mormon doctrine is contained within the covers of the four Standard Works (the Holy Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price), and that all else is subject to evaluation. Chapel Mormons believe what I was taught in my “Teachings of the Living Prophets” class at BYU—that what was spoken at the LDS semiannual conference or was printed in official Church publications was doctrine on an equal plane with previously written scriptures. Gallentine continues:


	Internet Mormons tend to want to “filter” a prophet’s words through both his likely cultural influences and his limited sphere of knowledge. Chapel Mormons tend to take a prophet’s words at face value.

	Internet Mormons believe that the scriptures supersede the living prophets. Chapel Mormons believe that the living prophets supersede the scriptures.

	Internet Mormons believe that a prophet’s words may not apply to at least some of the people he’s addressing. Chapel Mormons tend to believe that a prophet’s words apply to everyone he’s addressing.

	Internet Mormons believe that a prophet is not necessarily any better than his societal average. Chapel Mormons believe that a prophet is a foreordained man of the highest moral caliber.



“Whenever a Mormon is confronted with controversial and contradictory historical information which he or she can no longer simply ignore,” continues Gallentine, “he or she has one of two choices: Either apostatize or convert to Internet Mormonism. As Internet Mormonism progressively claims a greater and greater percentage of Mormonism as a whole, it will be interesting to see how Mormon culture changes—and how the LDS hierarchy reacts thereto.”4

Gallentine notes that most people who leave Mormonism were Chapel Mormons. It is not possible to document how many Chapel Mormons have left the Church because of information they read on the Internet. Nor is it possible to document how many people have been similarly prevented from joining the LDS Church.

The LDS Church in Japan, though, provides a microcosm that demonstrates the power of the Internet, which LDS author Jiro Numano says “changed the scene radically” when Church members (who previously had only limited, sanitized Church literature) gained access to web-based information. Apparently dozens of members left, including a respected bishop, a returned missionary, Relief Society officers, and others, when they were horrified to learn of what Numano calls “alternative histories.” These included Joseph Smith’s many marriages, the problems with the Book of Abraham, and Book of Mormon historicity. In response, an LDS apologetic site was launched with counter information.

However, says Numano, “Those who leave tend to be inquisitive and intelligent, thus, the Church in Japan has been losing significant human resources.”5 With a total Church membership in Japan of about 120,000, only 25,000 of whom are active members, such attrition is devastating, though as Numano believes, slowing. He notes that once seasoned members learn to avoid sites critical of Mormonism, the danger is primarily to new members.

Numano’s strategy to counter the Internet problem is a threefold one that is probably mirroring what is happening in the US Mormon Church: (1) Church leaders, says Numano, must “confront” the accessibility of anti-Mormon materials online; (2) leaders must themselves become acquainted with LDS history issues, and release additional information to Japanese Mormons; and (3) neutral points of view must be provided. (However, I have observed that in the United States such a neutral point of view has often taken the form of the absolute denial of past doctrines, characterizing them in true “Internet Mormon” fashion as simply the opinions of past leaders.)6

ISSUE #2: MORMONISM IN THE NEWS AND THE PUBLIC EYE

Closely associated with the challenge posed by the Internet is the publicity of events and conditions which have brought unwelcome international attention to the LDS Church. What follows is a listing of such events that have occurred during, or slightly before, my lifetime. Some of them will be covered in more detail in subsequent listings. In somewhat chronological order, they are not all equal in the impact that they had on Mormons or those outside Utah, but each is significant.7


	1945: The publication of No Man Knows My History by respected historian Fawn McKay Brodie, niece of David O. McKay (who would subsequently become prophet of the LDS Church). This biography of Joseph Smith, “warts and all,” shocks the “Chapel Mormons” of the day and is even now a foundational work of LDS history.

	1950: Membership of the LDS Church reaches over a million members.

	1950: LDS historian Juanita Brooks publishes The Mountain Meadows Massacre.

	1958: LDS member Wilford C. Wood self-publishes a photographic reproduction of the 1830 first edition of the Book of Mormon under the title Joseph Smith Begins His Work, Vol. I. Glaring differences between this printing and current editions arouse attention.

	1962: LDS Church-owned Deseret Printing Company publishes Wood’s second book, Joseph Smith Begins His Work, Vol. II, which was a reprint of the 1833 Book of Commandments. Though initially not opposed by the Church, it is later suppressed when the Mormon-owned Deseret Bookstore is ordered to no longer sell it.

	1964: In downtown Salt Lake City, ex-Mormons Jerald and Sandra Tanner begin publishing The Salt Lake City Messenger. About this time they gain access to information about a “strange” unpublished account of Joseph Smith’s first vision. Thus begins a love-hate relationship between the persistent couple who publicized information and photo-reprints of LDS documents through their Modern Microfilm Co., and the frustrated LDS scholars who often had no other access to such documents because the LDS Church either denied their existence or refused to publish them.

	1967: New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art presents to the LDS Church the collection of papyrus manuscripts identified as the source of the Book of Abraham. Without exception, all non-LDS scholars identify the papyri as pagan texts having nothing to do with Mormonism.

	1971: Researcher Wesley P. Walters discovers an 1826 document detailing the legal hearing against “Joseph Smith The Glass Looker,” providing proof of Smith’s involvement in magic during the time that he was supposedly being prepared by Moroni to receive the Book of Mormon.

	1972: Jerald and Sandra Tanner release Mormonism—Shadow or Reality? probably the most influential and foundational book ever to document inconsistencies in LDS doctrine and official history. Over 60,000 copies are sold; and a condensed, popularized version, The Changing World of Mormonism (Moody Press), goes on to sell about 26,000 copies.

	1976: Thomas Stuart Ferguson, founder of the New World Archaeology Association (LDS archaeology apologist organization) reveals in private correspondence that he believes the Book of Mormon to be “fictional.”8

	October 1976: President Spencer W. Kimball calls “theory” the repeated teachings of Brigham Young that are referred to as “the Adam-God doctrine,” saying that they are “false doctrine.”

	1978: “Official Declaration—2” is added to LDS scripture, declaring that men of black ancestry can receive ordination to the LDS priesthood and are permitted to enter temples for the first time.

	1979: A previously unknown manuscript by LDS historian B. H. Roberts surfaces in which he identifies the Book of Mormon as “merely of human origin.”9

	Early 1980s: Forger Mark Hofmann produces forged “antique” documents, several of which cast doubt on LDS “faithful history.” Forty-eight such documents are eventually acquired by the LDS Church, which attempts to suppress them.

	1981: A new edition of the Book of Mormon changes the promise that in the latter days Native American Indians would become “white and delightsome” (2 Nephi 30:6) to a new reading of “pure and delightsome.”

	1985: Hofmann’s bombings to cover his forgeries result in two deaths and his own serious injury. In 1986 he is charged with two counts of first-degree homicide and twenty-six counts of fraud and forgery in a highly publicized case.

	1987: Hoffmann confesses the homicides and forgeries and enters into a plea bargain for prison time instead of a death sentence. This leads to public questions about the “inspiration” of LDS leaders who were deceived by the forgeries.

	1989: George P. Lee, the only Native American General Authority of the LDS Church, is excommunicated for apostasy after he publicly accuses the Church of racism.

	1990: Newspapers across the US report that LDS temple ceremonies have dropped the symbolic hand-motion representations of violence from vows and other aspects of the rituals.

	1990: Helvecio Martins becomes the first black General Authority in the LDS Church. (Honorably released in 1995. Not until 2009 is a black African, Joseph Sitati, installed as a General Authority.)

	1991: Very popular General Authority and prolific author Paul H. Dunn publicly admits that he “had not always been accurate”10 in his colorful stories about his military and professional baseball careers, and had participated in other activities not approved by the Church.

	1992: The Mormon Alliance is formed to deal with “spiritual and ecclesiastical abuse in the Church and to protect the Church against defamatory actions.”

	1993: “The September Six,” prominent LDS intellectuals and scholars, are publicly rebuked. Five are excommunicated for apostasy regarding their writing and speaking about LDS subjects and one is disfellowshipped.

	1993: Pulitzer-Prize-winning LDS cartoonist Steve Benson (eldest grandson of Ezra Taft Benson, who was then prophet of the Mormon Church) and his wife resign from the Church, citing the incompetence and intolerance of Church leadership.

	1995: Deseret News describes and documents cases of ritual child abuse by Mormons.11

	1996: President Gordon B. Hinckley is interviewed on television show 60 Minutes.

	1997: Christian Craig L. Blomberg and LDS Stephen E. Robinson publish How Wide the Divide? A Mormon and an Evangelical in Conversation (InterVarsity).

	1997: President Gordon B. Hinckley, when interviewed by the San Francisco Chronicle and asked if God was once a man, answers, “I wouldn’t say that. There was a little couplet coined, ‘As man is, God once was. As God is, man may become.’ Now that’s more of a couplet than anything else. That gets into some pretty deep theology that we don’t know very much about.”12

	1998: Members of the International Olympic Committee are accused of taking bribes from the Salt Lake Organizing Committee to persuade them to place the 2002 Winter Olympics in Utah.

	1998: The Larry King Live television program interviews Gordon B. Hinckley, president of the LDS Church.

	1999: The Tanners and their Utah Lighthouse Ministry are sued by the LDS Church for printing materials from the LDS Church Handbook of Instructions, a secret handbook outlining procedures for disciplinary matters. This was covered in the New York Times, and ironically quadrupled the number of people visiting the Tanners’ website. The matter is settled in an agreement whereby the Tanners limit use of the Handbook but do not admit wrongdoing, and the injunction is dropped by the LDS Church.

	1999: LDS President Gordon B. Hinckley dedicates a monument at the site of the Mountain Meadows Massacre and in his remarks states that the LDS Church still accepts no legal responsibility for the massacre.

	2001: Modern polygamist Tom Green, who has publicly spoken of his practices on television, is sentenced to prison.

	2002: Retired LDS Institute of Religion director Grant Palmer publishes An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins, a well-documented and authoritative denial of the translating abilities of Joseph Smith, written for a nonscholarly audience.

	2002: Jerald and Sandra Tanner launch online resources at utlm.org.

	2003: Best-selling author Jon Krakauer’s book Under the Banner of Heaven: A Story of Violent Faith describes Mormon Fundamentalist murders.

	2003: Kidnapped Mormon girl, Elizabeth Smart, is rescued from polygamist Brian David Mitchell in a highly publicized case.

	2003: Ex-Mormon evangelical Greg Johnson and LDS author Robert Millet begin public dialogues in Christian churches. Millet publishes several books as apologist for the LDS Church beginning in 1999.

	2004: At a Johnson-Millet “Evening of Friendship” event in Salt Lake City, Dr. Richard Mouw, president of Fuller Seminary, publicly accuses Christians of “bearing false witness”13

	and tells Mormons, “We evangelicals have sinned against you.”14

	2004: President Gordon B. Hinckley interviewed on CNN’s Larry King Live.

	2004: Molecular biologist Simon Southerton publishes Losing a Lost Tribe: Native Americans, DNA, and the Book of Mormon, which documents that DNA data for American Indians does not support the Book of Mormon story. Though already inactive in the Church for seven years, Southerton is excommunicated for adultery.

	2004: Publisher Doubleday releases a bookstore-marketed edition of the Book of Mormon priced at $24.95. (Free copies published by the Church are still available from Mormon members.)

	2004: An Illinois delegation including the lieutenant governor apologizes to the LDS Church for the 1844 murder of Joseph Smith.

	2005: The cover story of Newsweek commemorates the 200th anniversary of the birth of Joseph Smith.

	2006: Number of LDS temples dedicated worldwide (124) doubles since 1999.

	2006: Fundamentalist Mormon polygamist Warren Jeffs, on the FBI’s Most Wanted List, is captured.

	2007: PBS American Experience program “The Mormons” airs.

	2007: The Book of Mormon is again edited. The preface’s previous text states that Lamanites were the “principal ancestors” of American Indians. It is now changed to read that Lamanites are “among the ancestors of the American Indians.”

	2007: 150th anniversary of the Mountain Meadows Massacre receives national attention with a ceremony and movies and books based on the event.

	2007: LDS Mitt Romney announces his bid to be the Republican presidential candidate, bringing a national spotlight onto Mormon history, doctrines, and practices.

	2007: LDS Church issues a statement: “Doctrine resides in the four ‘standard works’ of scripture (the Holy Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants and the Pearl of Great Price), official declarations and proclamations, and the Articles of Faith.”

	2008: Official LDS Church membership reaches thirteen million.

	2008: Texas authorities raid fundamentalist compound and take into protective custody hundreds of women and children, who are later returned to the Yearning For Zion Ranch and their polygamous lifestyle.



Besides Mitt Romney, in recent years many Mormons have been quite visible in public life. They include authors Stephen R. Covey, Stephenie Meyer, and Orson Scott Card; news commentator Glenn Beck; entertainers Donnie and Marie Osmond, Gladys Knight, Rick Schroeder, Ryan Gosling, and Jon Heder; football coaches Andy Reid, Mike Holmgren, and Norm Chow; athletes Golden Richards, Steve Young, Johnny Miller, and Torah Bright; politicians Harry Reid, Orrin Hatch, Bob Bennett, Gordon Smith, Mike Crapo, and Jon Huntsman; CEOs Bill Marriot (Marriot), Kevin Rollins (Dell Computers), Nolan Archibald (Black and Decker), Gary Baughman (Fisher-Price), Gary Crittenden (American Express), Nolan Bushnell (founder, Atari), and David Neeleman (Jet Blue); businessman Jon Huntsman (reportedly the wealthiest Mormon with an estimated net worth of $3.9 billion); scientist (and LDS apostle) Henry Eyring; space shuttle program director Ron Dittemore and space shuttle Columbia astronaut Richard Seafross; game show host Ray Combs and game show megawinner Ken Jennings; and of course the award-winning Mormon Tabernacle Choir.

The Church’s public image of clean-cut youngsters and responsible, productive, patriotic adults is based on fact. Faithful Mormons work very hard at authentically fulfilling that image, and their lifestyle attracts many converts. The official Church website, lds.org, touts its humanitarian aid, resources for strengthening families, and statistics about its growth. Secular magazines such as US News and World Report characterize it as “growing by leaps and bounds.”15

While wanting to be known for its moral lifestyle, the LDS Church also yearns for acceptance. “We’re normal, everyday people,” said Mormon journalist Jeff Benedict, author of The Mormon Way of Doing Business.16 Some of that yearning is seen in LDS movies, like Baptists at Our Barbecue,17 and in the surge of recently released books promoting dialogue between Mormons and evangelicals.

Yet the LDS population, like all large groups of people, has public relations challenges. Martha Nibley Beck, daughter of famed LDS scholar Hugh Nibley, not only revealed her own experience of alleged abuse by her father in her book Leaving the Saints: How I Lost the Mormons and Found My Faith (Crown/Random House, 1995), but as an ex-Mormon she continues to document and counsel others of LDS background with similar experiences.18

A 2003 study entitled “Mormon Women, Prozac® and Therapy”19 by LDS author Kent Ponder, PhD, describes the pressures on LDS women; and a national study by Express Scripts Inc., a pharmacy benefits management company, found that “antidepressant drugs are prescribed in Utah more often than in any other state at a rate nearly twice the national average.”20 The reasons for this are not hard to understand: Imagine a culture in which women are supposed to participate fully in all LDS meetings, give birth to multiple children, maintain a two-year supply of food and supplies properly rotated, keep themselves cheerful and sexually attractive to their husbands, and perform temple ordinances—all the while looking forward to an eternity of the same ramped up to the extreme: bearing children, this time entire populations of them, and comanaging planetary systems.

Nor is despair the exclusive province of women in the state of Utah, which is 70 percent Mormon. According to the Deseret Morning News, Utah leads the nation in suicides among men aged fifteen to twenty-four.21 While the LDS lifestyle is unquestionably comforting, ennobling, nurturing, and communal to many, it can have quite a different effect on other individuals.22

The unfortunate fact is that many Americans don’t like, and don’t trust, Mormons. A 2007 Pew Research poll of 3,000 Americans found that while 53 percent viewed Mormonism positively, 27 percent did not, and only 23 percent used a positive word to describe Mormonism.23 About the time that Mitt Romney suspended his presidential candidacy, a Wall Street Journal/NBC News poll revealed that while 81 percent of Americans could be “enthusiastic” or “comfortable” with an African-American president, and 76 percent would feel similarly about a woman president, over 50 percent of Americans said that they would have reservations or be “very uncomfortable” with the idea of a Mormon president.24

Political personalities and issues aside, secular-minded people might cite as reasons for their uneasiness the reputation of clannishness and the Church’s strange history. But characterizing a group as large as the LDS Church is difficult: No group of thirteen million individuals can form a collective that is completely homogenous. While Church leadership would promote and desire the “Molly Mormon” image, relatively few maintain that ideal. Another social group has emerged, that of “cultural Mormons,” who may be compared with cultural Jews, those who celebrate Jewish holidays and think of themselves as Jewish without a particularly religious fervor. Cultural Mormons may have had a Mormon upbringing and still maintain membership in the LDS Church and support many of the Church’s ideals, such as its lifestyle and associations. Many resemble LDS author and scholar Thomas Stuart Ferguson, who near the end of his life saw no validity in the claims of Joseph Smith nor the Book of Mormon, but who spoke of the satisfaction of singing in an LDS Church choir in the Mormonism he described as “probably the best conceived myth-fraternity to which one can belong.”25 In recent years many LDS scholars and intellectuals have joined his club.

Others maintain Church membership because to exit it requires a great deal of effort and often results in a “bishop’s court” that brings shame to family members and friends. Still others know that the cost of doing business, especially small business, in Utah is LDS Church membership and at least the appearance of compliance with its ideals.

A “Jack Mormon,” on the other hand, is one who might be described as a lapsed member, one who’s heavy on the “Latter-day” and light on the “Saint” parts. Generally a Jack Mormon is self-identified as such, and is often characterized by smoking and the drinking of liquor, tea, and coffee. Usually they do not attend Church meetings nor make any other pretense of LDS lifestyle.

Because of today’s Mormon’s trusting and unquestioning nature and emphasis on financial success, says author John L. Brooke, Utah is well-known as the “scam capital of the United States,”26 especially vulnerable to ponzi and pyramid schemes. A more dramatic example of a wolf in sheep’s clothing in the Mormon flock is the highly publicized case of Mark Hofmann, the masterful forger of early LDS documents. Brooke believes that being the son of a plural wife in Mexico, Hofmann harbored deep resentment against the Church which encouraged polygamy in principle and then abandoned those who practiced it.27 Others speculate that he truly believed he was filling in missing puzzle pieces of true Church history. But whatever his motives, Hofmann understood LDS leadership psychology very, very well, and made a fortune off the fears of those in high position who knew the Church already owned—and kept buried in its archive vaults—documents that would embarrass the Church if they surfaced. Hofmann capitalized on those fears and sold the LDS Church one “newly discovered” document after another. The money came from nearly limitless coffers—the resources of well-heeled members who would then donate the documents to the Church. In a sense, the purchase price had been laundered to keep the skirts of the LDS Church clean.

Hofmann met several times with Spencer W. Kimball, who was “prophet, seer and revelator” of a Church founded on texts that once purported to be newly discovered documents (the Book of Mormon and the Book of Abraham). Photographs of the presentation of the forged documents show Hofmann looking over the shoulder of Kimball, who learned the truth only later, along with the rest of the world, after two people lost their lives in Hofmann’s bombings.

One of Kimball’s titles was that of an elder in the Church, a title he shared with his two counselors and twelve apostles, none of whom apparently had the ability to see the fraud in Hofmann’s documents, in spite of what LDS scripture teaches:


And unto the bishop of the Church, and unto such as God shall appoint and ordain to watch over the Church and to be elders unto the Church, are to have it given unto them to discern all those gifts lest there shall be any among you professing and yet be not of God.28



The Hofmann affair was very public—at least five major mainstream books and countless articles and television shows were based on it. But for Mormons of the twenty-first century, the implications of the Hofmann forgeries are grave. In the words of the late Jerald Tanner,


The inability of the Mormon leaders to detect the religious fraud perpetrated upon them raises a question as to their testimony with regard to the Book of Mormon. After all, if they could not determine that Hofmann’s documents—which were only 150 years old—were forgeries, how can we trust their judgment with regard to a record which is supposed to be ten times as old? They have seen and inspected Mark Hofmann’s documents, but they have never seen the gold plates the Book of Mormon was translated from. While it could be possible that Joseph Smith really had some kind of metal plates, how would the present leaders of the Mormon Church know if they were genuine or fabricated?29



Many people, and I am among them, see the LDS Church as a church that claims history, but only the parts it likes. It has taken its most flamboyant and charismatic leaders of the past, say journalists Richard and Joan Ostling, and rendered them “almost colorless,” and thus acceptable for the twenty-first century.30 Any denials of this insipid history is the very atmosphere, like Prohibition, that creates the black markets in which the Hofmanns of Mormonism will always flourish, and for which the cottage industry of “spin” and crisis management of earlier days must be cranked up to ever-higher levels.

ISSUE #3: RACE

I think it would be fair to say that the LDS Church in the twenty-first century bends over backwards to try to present itself as having completely fair policies regarding race. No ethnicity nor mixture of ethnicities would today exclude a man from membership nor priesthood in the LDS Church. However, events within my own memory have pointed up the Church’s problems regarding four ethnicities: Native Americans, Negroes, Jews, and Hispanics.

Bruce R. McConkie was a prominent and respected LDS leader and author of the book Mormon Doctrine. I was among the millions of Mormons who regarded his book as authoritative, since the author was an apostle and his often-quoted book purported to accurately represent, after all, Mormon doctrine. He stated unambiguously what Mormons understood about race. According to McConkie, God himself sent individuals to earth with racial markings—not just the differentiation of color and other bodily characteristics—but in what McConkie called “a caste system of his [God’s] own, a system of segregation of races and people.”31

Thus the long-standing LDS attitudes toward all non-white races had a well-defined doctrinal base. In LDS teaching, having a dark skin while on earth was an indicator of the person’s actions in the preexistence. If he or she was not faithful—on the side with God and Jesus in the battle against Lucifer—he or she would be sent to earth in a dark skin. In the case of the Lamanites, their earthly rebellion against the teachings of God’s prophets caused their skin to become dark.32 The skin color of the Lamanites, however, was only temporary and could be changed—that is, lightened—if they would simply accept the Mormon gospel. To me, and to most Mormons, there was a sense of fairness and justice about it all.

This understanding also provided a framework within which a faithful Mormon could act compassionately despite the stigma of the dark skin/sin issue. The LDS Social Service began a program in 1947 called the Indian Student Placement Program. Through ISPP, Native American parents could send their children to LDS homes during the school year with the hope of a better education and other opportunities—and also be assimilated into Mormon culture. Many LDS families participated by taking in Indian children. I knew many Native American students at BYU who had lived with non-Indian LDS families through the program.

In spite of the fact that Spencer W. Kimball, who would later become the LDS prophet, claimed that children in the ISPP were in the very process of “turning white and delightsome” and that they were “often lighter than their brothers and sisters in the hogans on the reservations,”33 no one else saw such changes. Since the Book of Mormon claimed that a change of skin color would accompany conversion but such never happened, the LDS Church responded to gathering concerns by cavalierly changing the wording of their own scripture (changing the wording of their own scripture! of “the most correct book on earth”!) so that it no longer read “white and delightsome” in 2 Nephi 30:6 but rather “pure and delightsome.”34

The ISPP continued on, but it soon garnered sharp criticism from those who believed it eroded the heritage and identity of Native Americans. This criticism became national news in 1987 when Elder George P. Lee of the First Council of the Seventy (the group which reports directly to the LDS apostles) said that the LDS Church was “slowly causing a silent and subtle scriptural and spiritual slaughter of the Indians and other Lamanites.”35 Lee, the first Native American General Authority of the Mormon Church and himself a product of the ISPP, was escorted out of his office within mere minutes36 of sending his superiors a letter accusing them of “superior race, white supremacy, racist attitude, pride, arrogance,”37 and other sins.

Lee was later publicly accused, and convicted in a court of law, of the crime of child molestation; and some people speculate that this contributed as much to his excommunication from the LDS Church as did his public criticism. Lee reportedly returned to his Native American religion and served jail time for his crime. The ISPP was discontinued in 1996.

In 2002 LDS scholar Thomas W. Murphy published an article in a book, detailing what he saw as racism in LDS scriptures, specifically the teaching that American Indians descended from ancient Jewish roots. Murphy cited numerous scientists who said that not only were “virtually all” American Indians tested of Asian, not Hebraic, extraction,38 but also that Polynesians and other island peoples (which Mormons once claimed to be Lamanite as well39) were similarly of Asiatic extraction.40

Murphy’s findings were corroborated by LDS geneticist Simon Southerton. This former Mormon bishop’s book Losing a Lost Tribe: Native Americans, DNA, and the Mormon Church, utterly devastated the LDS claim that American Indians were descended from Israelites. Southerton also routed the modern LDS contention that former prophets had been mistaken and that the events of the Book of Mormon did not take place all over the Western Hemisphere as previously taught, but only in a small area of Central America. Since Southerton’s book, Mormon apologists have scrambled for explanations, including such far-fetched ones as “God transformed the Lamanites’ DNA,” “Nobody has a sample of Lehi’s DNA so we couldn’t match it,” and other such explanations.41

The Church itself squelched some of the criticisms by changing the introduction to the Book of Mormon. For years it had stated, “After thousands of years all were destroyed except the Lamanites, and they are the principal ancestors of the American Indians.” In present editions this sentence reads, “they are among the ancestors of the American Indians” (italics added).

This tiny change in wording made national news. But Bob Rees, a retired UCLA literature professor and former editor of a Mormon magazine, echoed the thoughts of many modern Mormons, as an Associated Press article showed: “‘A central tenet of Latter-day Saint beliefs includes the principle of continuing revelation and an open religious canon, so change should be expected,’ Rees said.”42

While the issue of the LDS Church’s doctrinal relationship to American Indians and other natives of this hemisphere continues to be an active one, such is apparently not the case with what was once a tinderbox: blacks and the LDS Church. Though (for now) the verses (Pearl of Great Price, Abraham 1:22–27) that once supported the ban on blacks in the LDS priesthood remains in the canon, nonetheless the visibility of Mormon entertainer Gladys Knight, the calling of black men as General Authorities in 1990 and 2009, and the election of the first black as student body president at BYU in 2002 show that the face of the LDS Church is changing. “The Black Mormon Homepage” says that there are 200,000 black Mormons, 150,000 of whom live in Africa; and another unofficial website, www.blacklds.org, gives a timeline and provides a community for a growing number of blacks both in the United States and abroad.43 In defending Mormonism’s long history of banning blacks from the priesthood, such groups emphasize the antislavery stance of Mormon leaders in history, and the faithful membership of blacks from the time of Joseph Smith. However, they also compare the LDS ban to Protestant groups who supported slavery in the nineteenth century—a comparison that does not hold well when one considers that Christians used their own (unwarranted) interpretations of Scripture to support slavery, while Mormons (who claim direct, daily, linguistic guidance of their prophets) have no such defense of “opinion” for the scripture-based racist doctrines of such perpetuity in their Church.

A third ethnic group which has done public battle with the LDS Church is Judaism. According to Richard and Joan Ostling, in the mid—1990s Mormons performed proxy baptisms for about 380,000 deceased Jews in various LDS temples.44 They included Sigmund Freud, David Ben-Gurion, Ba’al Shem Tov (founder of the Hasidic Jewish movement), and many Jews who died in Nazi concentration camps, including Anne Frank.45 Adding insult to injury, zealous Mormons also stood in proxy for Adolf Hitler’s and Eva Braun’s baptisms and “eternal” marriage.46

If the prospect of meeting Hitler as a god in eternity rankles the sensitivities of most non-Mormons, imagine the impact of such an idea on a Jew. While they, like many Christians, would put little credence in the eternal effect of such temple ordinances, the idea of proxy Mormonism is reprehensible to them, as voiced by Aaron Breitbart, senior researcher for the Simon Weisenthal Center based in Los Angeles, “these people were born Jews, they lived as Jews, and many of them died because they were Jews…They would not have chosen to be baptized Mormons in life, and there is no reason they would want to be baptized by proxy in death.”47

In 1995 the LDS Church agreed to remove all such names from their databases and to stop baptizing any deceased Jew unless he or she is an ancestor of a living Mormon; or, alternately, the Church obtains written permission from all living members of the Jew’s family.48 Researcher Helen Radkey estimates, however, that over a million Jews have had proxy temple ordinances performed after the agreement of the LDS Church to cease performing vicarious baptisms for Jews.49

Finally, the LDS Church is well through the first decade of the twenty-first century without a single apostle of color, or of any identifiable non-European or non-American ethnicity. Thus the Mormon Church at its highest apostolic levels is comprised exclusively of old, white men. That is of particular interest considering the fact that over half of the Mormon Church’s thirteen million members are now in countries outside North America, and more than a third (4.25 million) are Latin Americans.50

ISSUE #4: GENDER

LDS controversies over the last few decades regarding gender have centered in three areas: the idea of a Heavenly Mother (or mothers), women’s role in the LDS Church, and same-sex issues.

LDS author Linda P. Wilcox, in her essay, “The Mormon Concept of a Mother in Heaven,” describes a Mormon cartoon in which a woman asks her husband, “What do you think Heavenly Mother thinks about polygamy?” To which her husband replies: “Which Heavenly Mother?”51 This cartoon indicates a ripening of the LDS doctrines about God’s spouse (or spouses), but at a grassroots—not male-leadership—level among people in the LDS Church. Wilcox notes, “At present, the nineteenth-century generalized image of a female counterpart to a literal male father-god is receiving increased attention and expansion and is becoming more personalized and individualized.”52 Other writers describe the doctrine of a Heavenly Mother as “mainstream”—though forbidden in discourse—in the LDS Church.53 Also at the forefront in the minds of Mormon feminists (and yes, absolutely, there are Mormon feminists) are issues such as those raised by Melodie Moench Charles, who believes that in a church based on changes in revelations, there is hope that “the time will come when opportunities for service in the Church will be based on talents rather than gender.”54 (Actually, one of Mormonism’s finest scholars, D. Michael Quinn, contends that Mormon women have held priesthood since the days of Joseph Smith, and gives evidence to prove this assertion.55)

But in a practical sense the time that Charles looks to has not yet come. According to Margaret Merrill Toscano, a formidable and articulate feminist in the LDS tradition (though she was excommunicated from the Church), the quest for gender equality in a Church that accepts male-only leadership as God’s will—and whose women members do not feel subordinate and are, in the main, content with their roles—means no real change is in the offing.

After all, the Church isn’t facing the kind of public outcry over feminist issues from outsiders such as it experienced over racial issues, at least not since Sonia Johnson’s time. She was the founder of Mormons for the ERA and author of From Housewife to Heretic.56 And the Church has made some concessions in recent years. In 1978 women were first permitted to pray in Sacrament meetings and to go to the temple without their husbands, and in 1990 the temple ceremony that once required women to swear to “obey” their husbands was changed to speak of wives following their husbands’ “counsel.” And President Hinckley’s 1995 “The Family: Proclamation to the World”57 actually spoke of equality of fathers and mothers in childrearing.

Feminists in and out of the Church are quietly pushing for such things as an independent Relief Society (women’s organization), for more deference to women’s opinions in policymaking, and for joint leadership of men and their wives in some priesthood positions. Yet Toscano argues that feminist issues will continue to smolder without any real flame of change. “In a hierarchical structure such as the Church’s, every man is a ‘girl’ to the men above him in the priesthood pipeline,” says Toscano. “Every doctrine is capable of becoming taboo like the Heavenly Mother, not on the basis of truth or logic or even popular disregard, but if it is pronounced such by those with the power to make it unspeakable.”58

Though Mother-god controversies and feminism have been hot issues within Mormonism, there is no more visible way that I have seen the LDS Church change in regard to gender issues than in the area of same-sex relationships. In the first edition of this book, I made the statement that I had never met a Mormon homosexual. In hindsight, what would have been more accurate would have been to say that I didn’t know that a few Mormons I had met were homosexuals. An example of this was when I attended the Mormon Arts Festival at BYU and admired the paintings of a faculty member, Trevor Southey. Though homosexual, he had been advised by his priesthood leaders to marry to overcome his sexual orientation. He later “came out” and was excommunicated from the LDS Church. Another prominent gay LDS man who was later excommunicated is Dr. D. Michael Quinn, who was a former professor at BYU, Church Historian’s Office employee, and author. In his writing Quinn identified gay Mormons of the past, including Assistant Church President John C. Bennett59 and former Church Patriarch Joseph F. Smith60 (not to be confused with his relatives of the same name who served as Presidents of the LDS Church). Gay Mormons of the present and recent past include authors Pat Califa and Martha Beck; and the late Leonard Matlovich (whose sexual orientation first brought national attention to the issue of gays in the military).

According to Affirmation, a group for homosexual, lesbian, transgender, and bisexual Mormons with over thirty-five national and international chapters, LDS history is full of people who would have been candidates for Affirmation membership, including the aforementioned patriarch of the Church, former lesbian-lover heads of the Primary (children’s) organization, and a son of Brigham Young who performed in drag.61 Other unsavory elements of LDS history that this organization recounts are the apparently brutal electric shock treatments administered to men with homosexual tendencies and/or feelings—the so-called “aversion therapy” experiments at BYU during the 1970s. However, Affirmation’s website has a wide variety of materials, not just the shocking ones, and often evinces a sense of humor. To me, that is a sign that the organization is thriving and comfortable in its own skin, so to speak—and apparently, here to stay.

Though officially not affiliated with the Mormon Church, an organization under its aegis entitled Evergreen International offers resources for LDS people who experience same-sex attraction, with the aim of helping them “diminish their attractions and overcome homosexual behavior.”62 However, many gay Latter-day Saints believe that Evergreen International does not support the gay lifestyle and practices. At least six other organizations have websites of resources for LDS people with gender issues. There are even splinter-group church assemblies primarily for gays, lesbians, transgenders, and bisexuals such as the Restoration Church of Jesus Christ, with congregations in Utah and California63 that teach many traditional LDS doctrines and even perform “sealings” of couples of the same sex in their own temples. In the twenty-first century the LDS Church has backed away from its prior blanket characterization of homosexuality as a sin and instead identified homosexual actions—not just feelings nor inclinations, which the Church calls “same-gender attraction”—as sin. An indication of the Church’s proactive approach to information about its stance on same-gender attraction is a lengthy article and other materials on the subject on its official website.64 This has not satisfied Affirmation members, who have requested face-to-face meetings with the newest Mormon president, Thomas S. Monson. At issue here is the fact that even though the LDS Church has excommunicated many Affirmation members, they still regard themselves as Mormons and seek official recognition—and changes—from the LDS Church.

ISSUE #5: VISIBILITY OF POLYGAMY AND SPLINTER GROUPS

Polygamy, the long-hidden stepchild of Mormon doctrine, has similarly burst out of its closet in recent years. The LDS Church has paid an enormous price for this doctrine—some people believe that Joseph Smith’s denials that he was bedding and marrying the wives and daughters of his friends led to his death; others say that the Mountain Meadows Massacre was instigated by those who wanted to protect the practice, and almost anyone would agree that misunderstanding—and understanding too well—”eternal marriage” has separated Smith’s followers from the outside world and each other for nearly two centuries. “He figured out how to commit adultery, and to do it sacramentally,”65 says Mark Scherer, Church historian for the Community of Christ (formerly known as the RLDS Church). For better or for worse, plural marriage in the United States will forever be identified with Joseph Smith and the churches that claim him as prophet.

But for members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, it’s not about the nineteenth-century caricatures nor the twenty-first century splinter group aberrations. For the LDS Church, it is eternal doctrine, and it is certainly affirmed by Church leaders who have made public statements affirming eternal polygamy and some who have married second wives in temple ceremonies after the death of their first wives.66 For many younger Mormons, the idea of polygamy in heaven may not be as active an issue, but the tiny sterling silver temple I wore on a chain around my neck at BYU meant that I was preparing to be one of many wives in eternity.

Seeing polygamy as an illegal and forbidden earthly practice brings an ethical issue to the fore for Mormons: They must condemn those who practice it while defending the doctrines that underlie it, and simultaneously believe they will someday themselves practice it on a greater scale than any earthly person now jailed for it. But meanwhile here on earth, the LDS Church just can’t keep polygamy out of the news—not with the murders committed by the cold-blooded LeBaron clan and the killings perpetrated by the Lafferty brothers, not with the kidnapping of Elizabeth Smart, not with the FBI-Most-Wanted manhunt and capture of Warren Jeffs.

And the LDS Church can’t keep polygamy out of literature67—from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s first novel, A Study in Scarlet, to Zane Grey’s Riders of the Purple Sage, to Jon Krakauer’s Under the Banner of Heaven, to my own novel, Latter-day Cipher (Moody Publishers, 2009).

And the LDS Church can’t keep polygamy out of popular entertainment—as witness the countless crime shows that focus on LDS splinter groups with multiple wives, and the HBO series Big Love.

Nor will they be able to escape the connection with what many people see as the inevitable successor to legalized same-sex marriage: the legalization of plural marriage, which many people are calling “the next civil rights battle.” In the words of polygamist Owen Allred, “The man who wants several women to be his sexual partners can have children by them, and the state will support those children. He remains free of any legal accusation—until he marries more than one wife. Marry them, and he becomes a criminal. It is the marriage that becomes the crime.”68

An Internet search reveals that this civil rights issue is being pushed by many groups outside the Latter-day Saint tradition. Ironically, perhaps only with the prospect of legalization of polygamy in both its incarnations as polygyny (men with multiple wives) and polyandry (women with multiple husbands) will Americans begin to identify plural marriage with non-Mormons.

I wonder what the LDS Church will do if, like same-sex marriage, polygamy becomes legal. Will the “prophet” reverse Wilford Woodruff’s Manifesto? Or will Mormons and Christians be the only Americans whose doctrines will forbid them to have multiple wives?





Chapter 12
ISSUES AND CHALLENGES FACING MORMONISM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY—PART TWO


[Steve Benson] now refers to his former Church as “Red Square on Temple Square,” a reference to the Mormon Temple in Salt Lake City. The Church is going through “a totalitarian mode,” he said. “I wanted to be a good Mormon, but at the same time, I wanted to be truthful, I wanted to be honest and I wanted to be a good journalist. I found over time I could not be a good Mormon and an honest individual. I kinda had to make a choice.”

—Walt Jayroe1



ISSUE #6: MORMONS AND POLITICS

Mitt Romney aside, Mormons have been involved in politics through the Church’s history, as witness the self-declaration of Joseph Smith as king and candidate for president of the United States, the unofficial but vitriolic declaration of war of Brigham Young against the US government (an outgrowth of which was the bloody Mountain Meadows Massacre), the Reed Smoot hearings of the early 1900s in which the illegal persistence of LDS Church leaders in polygamy was revealed, and the appointment of John Birch Society member, anticommunist Ezra Taft Benson (later a Mormon prophet) as Eisenhower’s secretary of agriculture.

Janis Hutchinson was a faithful Mormon for thirty-four years, and she shared her concerns about the role of Mormons in politics on her website2 when Mitt Romney’s campaign was in full swing. Though she had no questions about Romney’s morality or character traits, she had grave concerns about what she, and others, term a “secret agenda” of the LDS Church regarding politics: a public face and a private one, so to speak.

Hutchinson is not alone in her appraisal of two agendas. A 2008 article entitled “What Is It about Mormonism?” in the New York Times by Noah Feldman, a Harvard professor of law and adjunct senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, points at one cause for this seemingly schizophrenic public image:


What began as a strategy of secrecy to avoid persecution has become over the course of the 20th century a strategy of minimizing discussion of the content of theology in order to avoid being treated as religious pariahs. As a result, Mormons have not developed a series of easily expressed and easily swallowed statements summarizing the content of their theology in ways that might arguably be accepted by mainline Protestants. To put it bluntly, the combination of secret mysteries and resistance in the face of oppression has made it increasingly difficult for Mormons to talk openly and successfully with outsiders about their religious beliefs.3



Hutchinson documents from LDS and former LDS historians an organization formed by Mormon leadership under Joseph Smith called The Kingdom of God (or, alternately, The Government of God) that was to be ruled by a Council of Fifty who were sworn to secrecy about the organization and its aims and very existence.4 This council ordained Joseph Smith as king over all the earth, and after Smith’s death similarly ordained as kings subsequent LDS prophets up at least through Lorenzo Snow (who died in 1901). The express aim of the organization was the takeover of the United States government, not by violence, but by the grooming of Mormons to run for and win political office. In sufficient numbers, such lawmakers and policymakers would transition the government from a democracy to a theocracy.

Brigham Young had even more far-reaching plans for “the complete overthrow of the nation, and not only of this nation, but the nations of Europe.”5 The aim of the subsequent one-world government would be to prepare the world for the second coming of Christ and a thousand-year, literally theocratic kingdom. At one point LDS leaders were quite open about this agenda, as evidenced by a so-called “Political Manifesto” reported a century ago in the Deseret News, in which any LDS priesthood holder seeking political office was required to first garner permission from Church authorities.6 As recently as the late 1960s, Mormon historian Klaus J. Hansen said of the Council of Fifty that Church leaders of his time were not likely to do away with it.7 And as late as 1985, LDS authors Heinerman and Shupe claimed that “though the ceremony of coronation continues to this day, it is not publicized outside the Church,” and they describe private rituals attended only by the highest-ranking Church officials.8

Janis Hutchinson recalls her own distress and that of her fellow Mormons when the Church ceased public endorsements by Church leadership of political candidates. “We wanted our prophet to tell us who to vote for,” recounts Hutchinson. “We believed he was a recipient of heavenly revelation and would naturally know which candidate God approved of.”9

Another disturbing, and well-documented, element of what Feldman called the “strategy of secrecy” is the blood oaths that were part of the LDS temple ceremony up until at least 1927. In these oaths, temple ordinance participants swore enmity to the United States government and promised to avenge the blood of LDS persons who died in conflict with the government. While there is no evidence that any man in current LDS leadership took that oath, its effect was intended to be ongoing, as noted by author Richard Abanes: “It required Mormons to promise that they would teach their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren to take vengeance on ‘this nation.’ “10 (Did current LDS leadership teach this to their children and grandchildren? The fact that their own fathers would have sworn that oath gives reason for pause.)

In addition to these elements of LDS history—of which I knew nothing when I was a Mormon—was something I and fellow students at BYU did often openly and enthusiastically discuss, which was the firm belief in a prophecy of a future date in which the US Constitution would be in serious trouble, and only saved by the LDS Church.11 As a people, it was our aim to produce as many LDS lawmakers, judges, politicians, and legal experts as we possibly could, so as to fulfill and satisfy that prophecy.12

Any faithful “temple Mormon” politician has a dilemma to which Mitt Romney responded in his well-publicized speech about his loyalties. The issue wasn’t just in the minds of potential voters; it is a real dilemma for an LDS politician. If Romney, for instance, were to be elected president of the United States, he would be asked to swear a solemn oath to protect the Constitution of the United States as a priority over any other loyalties to any other earthly entity. However, when Mitt Romney “took out his endowments” (participated in a secret rite in an LDS temple prior to going on his LDS mission and later before being married in such a temple), he swore another oath before God and witnesses. With arms to the square, he and his wife swore to keep the “Law of Consecration”: a vow to consecrate time, energy, talents, and material possessions to the Church for the purpose of “building up of the Kingdom of God on the earth and for the establishment of Zion.”13 In addition, Romney’s “calling” to be a bishop in the Mormon Church required that he render absolute loyalty to the LDS Church and its prophet.

So what’s the problem? I have no questions about any other “hidden” elements of Romney’s character or past. (In fact, my freshman yearbook from BYU has a picture of him in it. As far as I know he was, and is, a nice guy.) But here is what I can envision, and fear:

New federal hate crime laws do not protect someone speaking against the religion of another person. When I critique Mormonism, I and all others who teach against pseudo-Christian cults, violent Islam, or any other unbiblical religious group, I’m in a “gray” legal area, one that has been exploited as a “hate crime” in other countries. Author and Templeton Prize-winner Chuck Colson points out this danger (specifically regarding speaking about the biblical prohibition of homosexual behavior). In an excellent article, Colson says that “in places where hate crimes laws have been passed, hate crimes have been defined to include verbal attacks—and even peaceful speech. The Thought Police have already prosecuted Christians under hate crimes laws in England, Sweden, Canada, and even in some places in the United States.”14

Here’s a scenario—what if my ministry is seen as a hate crime? What if someone decided to prosecute me for telling the truth about Mormonism? Where would Mitt Romney’s allegiances lie? He’d be sworn to uphold the Constitution. But he has already sworn absolute loyalty to the LDS Church and its earthly prophet.15 It’s like swearing to be absolutely faithful to one wife. And then swearing to be absolutely faithful to another wife. (Oops. That’s polygamy.)

What if all this information about secret councils and coronations and blood oaths is simply part of the distant past? What if they’re not about the Mormonism of today, as its apologists would certainly assert. Why would people not want a Mormon-led government, one that would be held in its rightful place by the checks and balances of our national laws?

What would a Mormon government look like? Look at Utah, the “quasidemocracy” described by James E. Shelledy, editor of the Salt Lake Tribune. “Eighty percent of officeholders are of a single party, ninety percent of a single religion, ninety-nine percent of a single race, and eighty-five percent of one gender.”16 An article published in Washington Monthly by Stephanie Mencimer, who grew up “Gentile” in Salt Lake City, gives some insight about how a Mormon theocracy works in practical terms. After describing an LDS-owned plaza in downtown Salt Lake City in which only Mormons can legally proselytize and “keep out those it found undesirable,” Mencimer concluded: “It’s no small irony that the Mormons came to Utah for religious freedom, only to create a culture as repressive as the one they were fleeing.”17

ISSUE #7: LDS ACADEMICS AND INTELLECTUALS

In 1946 Fawn McKay Brodie, niece of David O. McKay (who became president of the LDS Church in 1951), was publicly ousted for her critically acclaimed biography of Joseph Smith, one that carefully documented a portrait of a multifaceted and often untrustworthy man caught up in his own stories. For years thereafter LDS scholars wrestled with the requirements of what the Church called “faithful history,” the written representation of Mormon people and events which highlighted elements that might be considered “testimony building” and downplayed that which was not—even if by so doing, the facts of history had to be ignored or re-represented. Finally, the frustration of academics boiled over.

In 1993, LDS scholar and former editor of the official Church publication entitled the Ensign, Lavina Fielding Anderson, published an article that detailed how for years she and her fellow authors, teachers, speakers, and scholars in the Church had their membership records “tagged”; and they were threatened, edited without consent, censored, fired, and shunned.18 In response to Anderson’s chronicle of such a history, she was excommunicated, along with four other LDS intellectuals and scholars. Among them was Paul Toscano, a man I loved and respected when I was at Brigham Young University. He was my editor in 1970–71 when I wrote for the school’s award-winning weekly news magazine, Monday Magazine.

The crackdown on the LDS Church’s brain trust—honest researchers—gained the attention of those outside the Church as well. Salt Lake City newspapers began in the early 1990s to report on the LDS Church’s attempts to stifle research by faithful Mormons who were unearthing information it considered harmful to its members. Documentation of Joseph Smith’s involvement in folk magic and his many marriages especially to women who were already married, early Church teachings about a Heavenly Mother and the granting of priesthood to women by Joseph Smith, and post-Manifesto polygamous marriages by Church leaders and other matters—all such things threatened the stability and image of the Church. Those who had been honored with teaching positions were suddenly in danger if they did not promote what the Church today calls “faithful history.” The “Mormon Purge” had begun.19 Other high-profile BYU professors and thinkers were dismissed from teaching and from the Church over the next few years, including the late Deborah Laake, who authored Secret Ceremonies: A Mormon Woman’s Intimate Diary of Marriage and Beyond20 and who like me was one of six staff writers for BYU’s Vantage Point magazine in 1972 (her name then was Deborah Legler).

Boyd K. Packer, head of the Quorum of the Twelve, went so far as to publicly state that the greatest dangers facing Mormonism at that time were feminists, homosexuals, and intellectuals.21 The Church instituted an organization—more of a practice, really—called the “Strengthening the Church Members Committee,” which it publicly billed as a newspaper clipping service22 but which in reality was a spy organization that encouraged members to report to their priesthood authorities the activities of members “who, however well-meaning, may hinder the progress of the church through public criticism.”23 It monitored, therefore, what the Church would regard as suspicious speeches and writings of its own members.

(Such practices had gone on for years before the formation of this committee. When I was researching to write the first edition of this book, before I was excommunicated from the LDS Church, a man named Steven Mayfield who was employed at the LDS Church Office Building assumed an alias, and wrote letters to me pretending to be an ex-Mormon so he could “spy” on me because he learned I was writing a book detailing my experiences in Mormonism.24)

Such “spying” only annoyed me, but it was devastating and disorienting to the dismayed scholars and teachers still active in Mormonism who regarded themselves as intellectually honest and yet lovers of their Church. An example of this was Dr. D. Michael Quinn, one of the “September Six.” This author and scholar (his PhD in history was from Yale University, and he was an enormously popular professor of American Social History at BYU), still believed that Joseph Smith and Ezra Taft Benson (the LDS president when Quinn was excommunicated) were true prophets even when the Church booted him out. (However, he stated, “I vowed I would never again participate in a process which was designed to punish me for being the messenger of unwanted historical evidence and to intimidate me from further work in Mormon history.”25)

Quinn was unique among LDS scholars in his thirty years of research in Mormon documents, during fifteen years of which he had access to materials no one outside the General Authorities had. After his excommunication, Quinn sardonically remarked, “BYU is an Auschwitz of the mind.”26 One would think that his credentials of six groundbreaking scholarly books—and academic courage—would make him a sought-after professor today, but that is not the case. Though at least three non-LDS universities have or plan professorships in the emerging field known as Mormon Studies, Quinn in 2006 declared himself “unhireable.”27 That’s apparently because such professorships depend on funding from private donors with an interest in Mormonism (that is, well-heeled Mormons), who shy away from an excommunicated scholar like Quinn (who also subsequent to his excommunication revealed that he is gay).

Other LDS thinkers and writers, such as Paul and Margaret Toscano and Lavina Fielding Anderson who were also excommunicated, have continued to write, examine, and support the elements of Mormonism they continue to love. Ten years after her excommunication, Anderson, for example, still attended church at her local ward and played piano at the Relief Society meetings.28

Recent years have seen the flourishing of two magazines that deal with “envelope-pushing” LDS issues. Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought and Sunstone both publish penetrating looks at LDS history and culture in both print and online editions. Likewise, maverick publishing companies such as Signature Books give voice to LDS authors with a commitment to historical investigation unfettered by, yet sympathetic to and derivative of, the LDS Church. The clashes continue between the monolithic Church and Mormons who criticize policies.29

As the events of 1993 showed, though, a Mormon who publishes materials critical of the Church engages in a kind of cautious blindfolded tango with a partner that can either dance with you or cut your legs off at will.

ISSUE #8: DEALING WITH “ANTIS” OR OPPOSITIONAL MEDIA

Published criticism of Mormon doctrine and practices (so-called “anti-Mormon literature”) has been a thorn in the side of the Mormon Church for decades. For many years the official stance of the LDS Church was simply to ignore pamphlets and books, but in the 1990s organized and well-funded response groups sprang up. So-called “anti-anti” champions took a new tack: Emphasize the victimization of Mormons and their doctrines by their aggressive opponents.

In an online article entitled “Are Anti-Mormons Christians?” (the article’s answer is “a clear and resounding no”), LDS author Russell McGregor asks, “Can anyone imagine a group of Latter-day Saints picketing, say, a Methodist Church? Of course not.” That would be un-Christian, he says. Elsewhere he states: “Never mind that there is no book or pamphlet published by the Church that attacks, denigrates, undermines, or belittles the beliefs of any other church; we are attacking them simply by believing such ‘ideas’ as the First Vision.”30

When I was a Mormon, I believed just as McGregor apparently does—I could not understand why anyone would oppose an organization that did so many good things for people. However, I never considered the implications of the very document to which McGregor specifically refers, in an early anti-Christian book published by the LDS Church, the one in which Joseph Smith said he was told about all Christian churches: “I was answered that I must join none of them, for they were all wrong…all their creeds were an abomination in his sight, that those professors were all corrupt.”31 That of course is standard Mormon doctrine from the official version of the first vision itself in the Pearl of Great Price, firing the first shot in this battle directly at the character and doctrines of Christians.


By name it [the LDS Church] has attacked all the major denominations at some point in time. The following is a summary of the statements made by the Mormon church and Mormon leaders through the years: all churches are wrong; Satan sits at the head of Christian churches; none of the Christian churches have authority to act in God’s name; none is inspired; none can save souls; marriages performed by them are illegal and children by those marriages are illegitimate; the Roman Catholic Church is the mother of harlots; the Protestants are the harlot’s daughter and apostate; the churches are the “whore of Babylon”; the Bible has parts removed or is mistranslated; the false Christian gods bear the same name as the true Gods of the Bible—Beyond this they have little resemblance (to true Christianity).32



“Abomination,” “corrupt”—not merely the language of the nineteenth century. The defense of historical Christianity against Mormon claims was characterized by one General Authority as “theological pornography that is damaging to the spirit.”33 This man, Vaughn J. Featherstone, advised as do many LDS officials that members refuse to read materials critical of the Church.

Do some anti-Mormon materials deserve the label of “pornography”? Some, unfortunately, do deserve that characterization—not because they dealt with sexual themes but because they, like trashy demeaning pictures, put unsubstantiated or exaggerated disturbing images into the mind. Some of the anti-Mormon materials of the 1980s in particular (I’ll call them “gasoline literature”; others have called it “New Age Anti-Mormonism” because of emphasis on a link between the LDS Church and satantic forces) which used overstatement, took words out of context, and did not properly document their claims could qualify for that label. Like pornography, some were sensationalistic; and even worse, they encouraged a kind of cocksure and superior attitude in their readers. Such things make me cringe. They represent the extreme end of the spectrum.34 Others are characterized by being merely jarring and confrontational. (However, in spite of their excesses, some of the most unrestrained still have brought conviction to the hearts of some LDS readers.)35

The “middle ground” of literature critiquing Mormon doctrine and practices is honorably exemplified by the work of Sandra Tanner and her late husband, Jerald.36 Though their frustrations with people and things Mormon sometimes show through in their writing (emotions also shown, I may add, in the epistles of the apostle Paul), they are scrupulous in the documentation of their claims. They were integral in my own exit from Mormonism. They have been rigorous not only in their research, but also in turning a spotlight on the writings of others who out of enthusiasm, sloppiness, pride, or other motives have not been accurate in their own claims against Mormonism.

A third group of people who interact with Mormon doctrine reflect an increased desire to depict and examine Mormonism only as they say the everyday Mormon would describe it today to a non-Mormon. Examples of Christians whose writing and speaking interact in this way are Craig Blomberg (who wrote with LDS author Stephen E. Robinson How Wide the Divide?: A Mormon and an Evangelical in Conversation37); and Gregory C. V. Johnson, who interacted with LDS author Robert L. Millet in Bridging the Divide: The Continuing Conversation Between a Mormon and an Evangelical.38 On the positive side, such interchanges are marked by civility and deference to one another. However, Bill McKeever and Eric Johnson, seasoned ministry workers in Utah, believe that often such dialogues do not reflect accurately the Mormon-in-the-pew understandings of many basic doctrines (nor, indeed, many time-obscured foundational doctrines) and therefore can be misleading.39

Recently Sunstone, an independent Mormon studies magazine, announced its Mapping Mormon Issues Project, which aims to make available in multiple formats (including online) scholarship on controversial subjects. It lists topics such as polygamy, blacks and the priesthood, folk magic, the translation of the Pearl of Great Price, Mormonism and Freemasonry, among others. It aims to provide “fair, reliable, and comprehensive windows into these issues,” charting a course between LDS apologist sites and those critical of Mormonism.40

A fourth approach to dealing with Mormon doctrine is that which mirrors the postmodern Christian church: Either minimize all differences in the name of religious unity; or, in some extreme examples, use the “pander/slander”41 approach in which Mormons are courted at the expense and shaming of those who oppose their doctrine.

So how does the LDS Church in the twenty-first century respond to these four approaches of what it calls anti-Mormon teaching? Of course it has no battle with the postmodern Christian church. Its apologists such as Robinson and Millet adamantly redefine terminology so that it seems that Christians and Mormons have more in common than Christians previously thought (and therefore, little or no battle is necessary). In responding to the “gasoline literature,” Mormons have only to point to hyperbole to discredit entire documents and their writers.

It is with the “middle ground” writers and speakers who critique Mormonism that the LDS Church pitches battle, those who point out how LDS doctrine is inconsistent with the Bible and with its own past. Here LDS supporters and apologists use several methods:

1. Discredit the author or organization. In my own case, after the “investigation” of Steven Mayfield of which I was quite unaware, the local LDS leadership in my area attempted to stymie my request for excommunication from the Church. “We don’t have any record that you were ever a Mormon,” said a bishop, and only when I produced my baptismal document and my temple recommend did the bishop’s excommunication court proceed. I have also read on the Internet that I left the LDS Church because of a bitter breakup with an LDS boyfriend.42

2. Methods for personal defense. An article by Michael R. Ash in the LDS magazine Meridian lists the following motivations a person might have for writing/speaking against Mormonism: bitterness due to being offended by a Mormon, being surprised by the human side of LDS leaders, pride, trying to hide one’s own sins, being led by the “spirit of the adversary,” desire to help deluded Mormons, loss of belief, or desire for vengeance from being duped.43 Ash’s advice is to (a) build a firm foundation of testimony of LDS doctrines, (b) avoid what Ash calls a “fundamentalist” approach to the LDS scriptures and prophets (that is, an approach based on the Bible), and (c) seek help from LDS apologists.

3. Online resources. The apologists of whom Ash speaks include local leaders and approved LDS books, but by far the most accessible source of LDS apologetics is their online resources. Most prominent and extensive is the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship (formerly knows as FARMS—The Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies). Full-time LDS apologists at Brigham Young University gather and produce materials to counter anti-Mormon literature. The well-funded Institute produces books, two magazines, a newsletter, and symposia in addition to its replete website. FAIR (The Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research) is a nonprofit apologetics organization, which, because it is not tied directly to the LDS Church as is FARMS, I believe to be more aggressive and nonconciliatory in its answers and approaches. It provides short articles and brochures and has a bookstore. MormonFortress.com is essentially Ash’s one-man operation but has extensive “rebuttal” materials and satires. A site called SHIELDS (Scholarly and Historic Information Exchange for Latter-day Saints) and the sites of individuals such as Jeff Lindsay are highly visible in Internet search results. They often employ sarcasm in their presentations.44 While Mormons would portray themselves as defenders on these sites, even fellow Mormons deplore some of their tactics and have characterized the worst of them as hostile, scornful, misleading, and angry; and of portraying Christian apologists as stupid, mendacious, and people known for “fleeing the scene” when they are unable to answer the LDS assertions.45 One “anti-anti” named Englund “may be most well known for creating ‘mirror sites’ that rebut or satirize anti-Mormon websites (replicating the look of each anti-Mormon site but replacing the content).”46 Like the leadership of the LDS church, almost all “polemic” LDS apologists are male.47

BYU’s Maxwell Institute also oversees institutes that specialize in the preservation of ancient documents and a research technology group as well. Such activities should dispel the erroneous assumption that there are no real biblical scholars in the LDS Church. Quite to the contrary, as Carl Mosser and Paul Owen (two evangelical theologians) point out. In their article, “Mormon Scholarship, Apologetics, and Evangelical Neglect: Losing the Battle and Not Knowing It?”48 these two authors cite competent work done in Dead Sea Scroll and other ancient document research by LDS scholars. While saluting the excellence of Mormon academicians in these areas, Mosser and Owen call for Christian scholar-specialists in such areas to stay abreast of the work of their LDS colleagues so that conclusions they draw can be properly evaluated. Otherwise, Christian thinkers could unknowingly build upon Mormon-doctrine-tinged research. Further, Mosser and Owen challenge Christian scholars to address many of the seemingly pro-Mormon issues raised by such LDS scholars.

One book that I believe meets that challenge and does a good job of addressing specifically whether or not the early Christian Fathers taught LDS doctrines is Matthew A. Paulson’s Breaking the Mormon Code: A Critique of Mormon Scholarship Regarding Classical Theology and the Book of Mormon.49 Paulson shows how LDS scholars have selectively quoted—and sometimes misquoted—ancient writers with the aim of making it seem that Mormonism restores the original, doctrinally pure gospel.

Other scholars outside the LDS faith see the efforts of some FARMS (now Neal A. Maxwell Institute) apologists who write for Mormons who might be doubting their Church, as subpar in some areas.50 Dr. Simon Southerton found little substantial:


I was amazed at the lengths that FARMS went to in order to prop up faith in the Book of Mormon. I felt that the only way I could be satisfied with FARMS explanations was to stop thinking…The explanations of the FARMS researchers stretched the bounds of credibility to the breaking point on almost every critical issue.51



Are these materials and resources, though, effective in many cases? If such had existed, and had I accessed them when I was reading materials by the Tanners and others and trying to decide if Mormonism were true, I fear I would not have had the analytical skills to see through some of the untenable premises which they use as foundation. My desire to believe the Mormonism I loved was so strong, I am afraid I would have been swayed by them, at least for a while. Make no mistake about it, some of their materials are very, very persuasive.

Here’s an example. In the previously quoted article by Ash, he makes the point that LDS critics often cite startling materials from the Journal of Discourses. Since in the 1800s most sermons were extemporaneous, says Ash, those speakers shouldn’t be held accountable for the content (such as the Adam-God doctrine) that ended up in the Journal of Discourses.

(Now, that explanation of the unreliability of the Journal of Discourses would have had little effect on me, since when I left the LDS Church I had just taken a class at BYU entitled “Teachings of the Living Prophets” in which we were told to regard the statements of General Authorities when they spoke in Conference as being equal to any written scripture, and Brigham Young himself had said that he’d never preached a sermon that couldn’t be sent out and regarded as scripture.52)

But Ash’s alibi for early LDS General Authorities speaking in their official capacities sounds reasonable to the average Mormon today who probably wouldn’t know that Brigham Young, near the end of his life, also said Adam was God in his own Church-controlled newspaper.53 If such a Mormon took Ash’s advice to avoid the Journal of Discourses and not seek further information on the matter from any non-Mormon source, Ash’s argument would be quite convincing.

ISSUE #9: EX-MORMONS

How many ex-Mormons are there? Richard Packham, a retired attorney and atheist ex-Mormon, compares US Census figures to LDS Church statistics and has concluded that in the United States there are about an equal number of Mormons and ex-Mormons. He cites an LDS sociologist’s statistic that 75 percent of LDS converts in third world countries become inactive after a year (making them, in effect, ex-Mormons). Therefore, Packham concludes, there are more ex-Mormons than Mormons. (I had no trouble following Packham’s figures but do not believe he accounted for deaths.) He also estimates the number from 1990 to 2001 who requested their names be removed from Church rolls or who were excommunicated to be 640,000 people.54 A 2001 study by the Graduate Center of the City University of New York (CUNY) identified the LDS church’s growth rate at 0 percent when it documented that approximately the same number of people left the LDS Church annually as joined it.55

What happens when a faithful Mormon is first confronted with evidence that the Church is not what he or she thought it was? I cannot speak for all Mormons, but when I had been a Mormon for about three years, someone gave me a booklet called “Mormon Claims Examined” by Larry Jonas. What I read there upset me so much that I gave the booklet back and resolved to forget what it said. And I did forget it. I managed to avoid or throw away unread all other such literature that came my way for seven years.

Wallace Turner noted that “to be a Mormon is to be born with a second nationality. The duties to maintain this connection are at least as demanding as those of the American citizen, and perhaps more demanding.”56 For a faithful Mormon, leaving this way of life is as hard as trying to accustom oneself to life in a foreign country. One man who lived and worked among Mormons much of his life noted that this pressure is best analyzed in the cases where Christians marry LDS spouses. Thirty-nine times out of forty, he estimated, the Christian partner will become a Mormon. From social, economic, and emotional viewpoints, it is infinitely easier to become a Mormon than to become an ex-Mormon.

In my book Why We Left Mormonism, I profiled eight ex-Mormons. Three of these—Sandra Tanner, Thelma “Granny” Geer, and I—went on to write and teach against Mormonism. The other five had less visible ministries but provided fascinating insights on what it meant to leave Mormonism. Each had a “point of departure”—that event or understanding which broke the hold that Mormonism had on his or her mind. Amazingly, the precipitating event for each was completely different: a coworker’s book on a desk, watching Mormon friends brawl, a pamphlet long forgotten in a pocket, an invitation to a Bible study, a Christian tract in the mail, a “burning in the bosom” while attending a Protestant church, reading an early edition of the Doctrine and Covenants, noticing that Joseph Smith had labeled as a man the figure of a woman in a woodcut.

Many times, Mormons who show signs of “losing their testimonies” are assigned extra jobs by their leaders. The thought behind this apparently is that the busier a person is, the less likely he or she is to dwell on controversial issues, that the act of service will kick in good endorphins and satisfaction. Years ago an ex-Mormon from my hometown, Gloria Pace, told me that one of her jobs when she was a Mormon was to drive missionaries to the local library to check out all the “anti” books. Of course, today the equivalent of thousands of such books are available in the privacy of one’s home with a click of the mouse. Thus the doubter who voices concerns is often warned against anything other than official, “faith-building” sites to answer the kinds of questions for which many bishops and missionaries are unprepared.

Harold B. Lee, the eleventh president of the Church, demonstrated another tool commonly used by LDS leaders to discourage apostasy. Lee once stated that no one who left Mormonism ever had any influence in his or her community thereafter.57 This is paralleled in the statement of my BYU bishop who told me that if I left Mormonism I would never be happy again.

Apostasy from Mormonism is no new thing, but most Mormons believe it is a rarity. Most don’t know that of the eleven “witnesses” to the Book of Mormon, over half apostatized permanently, some after receiving their own revelations telling them that Mormonism was false.

Why do people today leave the Mormon Church? Mormons have their answers: “McConkie and Millet [LDS apologists] encourage the Saints to view critics in terms provided by LDS orthodoxy: as deceitful persecutors, self-justifying apostates, or misguided people blinded by false traditions.”58 One LDS writer wrote patronizingly of “the stages of grief” of ex-Mormons, noting their “strong sense of betrayal” and that people like Jerald and Sandra Tanner “appear to have never been able to move beyond the anger and frustration stage.”59 However, a poll on a former-Mormons website revealed some very concrete reasons. The greatest response—67 percent—said, “I found out about Mormon history,” a history that poll respondents called “whitewashed.” Second was “I never thought it was true” or “Mormon culture made me uncomfortable” (10 percent). And third was “I disagreed with leaders’ ethics,” a reflection of disillusionment with the way respondents believe that leaders such as Gordon B. Hinckley lied to secular media about Church doctrines on polygamy and godhood.60

Of course, many Mormons have in conscience “left” Mormonism while still remaining on church rolls. Some do not want to hurt relatives with the public scandal of excommunication. Others, especially in Utah, want to preserve business connections. Still others who no longer recognize the authority of LDS leaders over them have seen no need to instigate formal excommunication procedures, which in itself could be a frustrating and harrowing experience. Others deal with cognitive dissonance between the virtues of LDS culture and some of its teachings by simply not dealing with them. “We have what we call some ‘shelf doctrines’—things we put aside for the time being,” says LDS apologist Robert Millet.61 An example of a group that exchanges troubling information about the Mormon experience by individuals who have made a conscious decision to remain members of the Mormon Church are the so-called “New Order Mormons.”62

There are many, many ex-Mormons who are serving Christ. Unfortunately, there are also many ex-Mormons who have been so disillusioned by Mormonism that they have vowed never to be tricked again by “religion.” These live without God, preferring no salvation at all to the lies of Mormonism. When I was a Mormon, I thought that godlessness and gloom were the fate of all who left the LDS Church. However, some, such as the vocal and articulate atheist Richard Packham, seem actually to relish it.63

It is interesting to note that almost every vocal ex-Mormon Christian of today started out by trying to disprove the claims of those who wrote or spoke against Mormonism. One of the founders of a group called Ex-Mormons for Jesus, Melaine Layton, looked into Mormonism’s past to investigate charges against her church and found more questions than answers. Jerald Tanner too tried to defend the LDS Church against charges made by one of its first apostates, and along with his wife, Sandra, became the most influential apostates of all time. Among the most powerful witnesses to the falseness of Mormonism, in my opinion, are the people God is leading out of Mormonism right now, the ones who are today struggling with the issues of twenty-first-century Mormonism and will be able to speak to a new generation.

Not everyone who was once a Latter-day Saint would call himself or herself an ex-Mormon, former Mormon, or post-Mormon (though these are common terms). And yet as a group, these hundreds of thousands of people have managed to find an identity and fellowship through the Internet. While I had been a Christian for three isolated years before I met an ex-Mormon Christian in person, today’s ex-Mormons have created a community in cyberspace. They have their own inside jokes and language (referring to the LDS Church as “the MORG,” of mindless believers as “Mobots,” and the aggressive researchers who defend LDS doctrine online as “the FARMS boys”). They rant about the experience of trying to leave Mormonism quietly:


Can I just leave? Can you? Whatever group you belong to, whether a church, a club, a lodge, whatever—Can you just leave? Or will you be shunned, humiliated, defamed, excommunicated, or otherwise defrocked? Will you suffer loss of reputation? Will you be badgered and hounded to your dying day? Or can you just exercise your right to pack up and go somewhere else? It is an extremely critical question. And the answer in Mormonism is an emphatic NO. That in itself is sufficient reason to bail!64

Another ex-Mormon describes his feelings:

But instead of feeling sad at the loss of Mormonism, I felt angry. I was furious that they had lied to me, lied to my family, fooled us all for so long, and continued to have such a hold over my family that they would not (and still won’t) listen to me. I was mad that everything I believed in was a lie. I was upset that I had been manipulated to believe it all.

I was so mad, that—although I still believed the Bible to be true (a minor miracle in itself after being born and raised in Mormonism)—I would not trust any religion for a long time. I refused to go to any church, since I felt that they were all man-made and would find some way of manipulating me, just as Mormonism had.

But now that I look back, I think that may have been just an excuse I used. The real reason was that I was afraid because I was not sure what to believe. All I ever knew was Mormonism and Mormon doctrine. What was I supposed to believe about God, heaven, hell, salvation? And how do you go into a church as an adult and admit that you have no clue? A few people that I knew recommended some good books to read about foundational Christian beliefs. I started reading books by John MacArthur and David Jeremiah, and once I felt I had enough of a base to go on, I started looking for a good church.

That was discouraging in itself, because now I was examining the doctrinal statements of all these churches I was visiting and was finding problems in many of them. But eventually I did find a good one, and God was faithful to continue teaching me the truth.65



Some organizations/sites offer FAQs about how to get one’s name removed from LDS Church rolls.66 The Tanners’ Utah Lighthouse Ministry website, utlm.org, gets over 25,000 hits a day on its searchable database even without interactive features like blogs. The Mormon Curtain (www. mormoncurtain.com) bills itself as “the largest repository of Ex-Mormon materials in the world” with 3,103 articles on nearly two hundred topics, and interactive features. Others provide message boards on hundreds of other topics with thousands of posts a day having to do with the experience they share.67 An Associated Press article68 cited “word of mouse” as the factor that drives sites like exmormon.org (185,000 hits a day in 2007).69 Another site, postmormon.org, grew from 50 hits a day in 2002 to 120,000 hits a day in 2007, and has its own magazines, local chapters, and even rents billboards in Utah communities with the website address and the message, “You are not alone.”

Indeed, we are many, and we are not alone.





Chapter 13
CONCLUSION

It was not my idea to write about my own personal experiences in the original first chapter of The Mormon Mirage. Couldn’t people accept the documentation and reasons for leaving—did they need to know about me? I asked the editors. I instinctively knew that no individual’s experience is normative, though I didn’t have the language to express that concept at that time. But the editors answered that such decisions need a face, so to speak, a human behind the facts. I reluctantly wrote chapter one.

Now I find myself concluding this edition of the book years later, bookending it with personal experience. I recognize that I stand in a unique position, straddling two generations, with a foot in the Mormonism of the twentieth century and trailing my toes in the Mormonism of this one.

I was there! And I believed!

About two months ago I sat at a restaurant with a college student who had grown up Mormon as she recounted to me her growing doubts about Mormonism. I shared that when I was an LDS college student, I also had to make some decisions about Mormonism. But things were very different, because the Church’s doctrines had changed so much—what with the ban on black men in the priesthood, the fact that all American Indians were no longer considered Lamanites…

Her face went completely blank. “What do you mean, about blacks and priesthood?”

She had grown up her whole life a Mormon and never knew.

Her skepticism of my account was patent, even when I told her, “I was there. I believed.”

At the close of World War II, General Eisenhower toured the Nazi death camps and insisted that photojournalists record the piles of emaciated bodies. He knew that the day would come when people would deny such things ever happened. As Mormon Hugh Nibley said in quite a different context, “People underestimate the capacity of things to disappear.”1 What my experience with the LDS college student demonstrated is that less than one generation can change history. First-person history, after all, is the representations of individuals who experienced events; and if those representations are edited, amended, or deleted, history changes. When “history” changes, our perceptions of reality itself change.

The Mormonism of my experience, I learned with jarring shock in 1973, bore little resemblance to the Mormonism of Joseph and Brigham; and now, the Mormonism of my own early adulthood resembles less and less the Mormonism of today. It is not just because my representations have changed; the religion itself has changed. Mormonism, I believe, aspires to be the greatest editor of reality in the religious world today.

Thus it is with greatest personal reluctance that I resume this role of straddler of histories and testifier of changes. I am not your typical “anti-Mormon writer” caricatured by Mormon apologists. I wrote several books decades ago on Mormonism and a couple of articles ten years ago, and have been interviewed here and there. I’m hardly the rabid dog snapping at the heels of Mormons and their doctrine. And, true to all the suspicions of Mormons, I lead the wild life of the apostate—except I never drank or smoked or used drugs, and I’ve only slept with one man in my life. I have attended the same church for thirty-five years, and my husband and children are likewise responsible members of our community and church.

A BACKSTORY

When people ask me why I became a Mormon, I tell them that I wanted to please God, and I believed that I could do that in Mormonism. No ulterior motives, no grand plan, just simplicity and the literal faith of a child. I (like the Baptist I was) had a great respect for Scripture and a love for my Creator, and Mormonism gave me the chance to expand and act on that love while learning more about God and his mysteries than I’d ever dreamed.

I found it incomprehensible then that everyone would not want this expanded, updated, self-correcting, and plenary version of Christianity. It seemed all very black and white to me. My senior year of high school, an English teacher had all her students write themselves letters, which she would mail to each of us after five years. I with eighteen-year-old sobriety spent the entire letter scolding my twenty-three-year-old future self for any minor infraction or distraction that would take me away from my wholehearted devotion to the Mormon Church. I congratulated her for staying faithful, for either going on a mission or being married in the temple, for beginning to fulfill the patriarchal blessing which promised me influence in the Church and in my community.

The next fall I went away to BYU, where I was gloriously happy. I took English, Spanish, writing, and religion classes on the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, “Teachings of the Living Prophets,” and “The Gospel in Principle and Practice.” I studied, believed, and lived Mormonism as it wanted to be understood.

My yearbooks show pictures of a relaxed, smiling, clear-eyed young woman, across the pages from Mitt Romney and my friends Deborah Legler and Paul Toscano.

When the Provo LDS temple was dedicated, I was in the crowd with a white handkerchief, waving it with the solemn “Hosanna shout.” I honored the prophet and my leaders as personal heroes. I was there. I believed.

I worked hard, putting myself through school without any outside help other than writing scholarships and earned good grades and loved, just loved, being a Mormon. I participated in every ward function and continued to write and be published in BYU’s publications and to read voraciously.

Of everything I read or studied at BYU, one work stands out in my memory above all others. In a literature class I was required to read Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story, “Young Goodman Brown.” It is a highly symbolic story about a man who has a traumatic experience that causes him to lose what I would have then called “his testimony.” The closing lines of the story read:


Often, waking suddenly at midnight, he shrank from the bosom of [his wife] Faith; and at morning or eventide, when the family knelt down at prayer, he scowled and muttered to himself, and gazed sternly at his wife, and turned away. And when he had lived long, and was borne to his grave a hoary corpse, followed by Faith, an aged woman, and children and grandchildren, a goodly procession, besides neighbors not a few, they carved no hopeful verse upon his tombstone, for his dying hour was gloom. (italics added)



Why was that story so terrifying? Because I could not think of anything more dreadful than the loss of beloved belief. I do not believe that Christians understand the concept of perdition—utter loss—as it is taught in Mormonism. Our children grow up with such persuasive teachings about the grace and forgiveness of God that many do not truly fear him, I believe. In the Evangelical world, children go from a preaccountable state to cured culpability within the blink of an eye—whether by invocation or immersion—and from that moment trust in a last moment of reversal if necessary, when all can be forgiven. We have successfully assured them that a God of love will remember his Son’s blood, or reward good intentions. Thus lostness as a heartfelt conviction is often at most momentary, something that exists only as a remote and, we assure them, nearly impossible, possibility.

But for a Mormon, you’re either in or out. You’re either a child or potential-Mormon Gentile; or a post-baptism “confirmed” Mormon; or a member of a third class too horrible to contemplate. Consciously and permanently leaving the Mormon Church takes one beyond any hope. Apostasy from Mormonism—the idea of becoming what is called a son of perdition—is that of the sealed fate of a creature past redemption, a being of utter loss, beyond any spiritual lifeline or resuscitation, dead to God yet still living, a walking corpse of dismay to anyone who sees his or her spiritual condition.

Someone with no hopeful verse on his tombstone, someone for whom her dying hour would be gloom. Such were the rushing fears of the person who in May of 1975, two years after leaving Mormonism, read the letter she’d written herself five years before in high school, saying that Mormonism was the only source of happiness, that it was worth dying for.

“Never be happy again…”

I had been there. I believed.

The process of coming back to faith—in anything—was a difficult one, yet one whose steps I can recount. Though it sounds simple, this process was agonizing.

First of all, I looked around me at the beauty and diversity of nature, and concluded that such order and creativity indicated the existence of a Creator. But power and ability to create do not necessarily imply goodness—look at the bloodthirsty Hindu goddess Kali, for example. I looked again at nature and decided that whoever made all that was both complicated and good. If he created all of nature, and I was part of nature, he had created me. If he created me and all humankind, I concluded that surely he would want to communicate with us. Since I had seen the danger of unfettered “personal revelation,” I supposed that there would have to be a type of communication that would be beyond human contrivances, something truly reliable.

And that’s where the true leap of faith was—to believe the Bible was the inviolate communication of this good, relationship-seeking, Creator God. I couldn’t trust anyone or anything else on earth but that Book. But sometimes it was almost too painful to read, and I shrank from his touch.

Fellowship was not enough. Here is a truth my Christian friends probably don’t want to hear. In spite of having the Bible, and in the presence of a loving husband and a congregation of accepting and nurturing people, for years I felt desiccated inside. I wept in secret for what I had lost in Mormonism. My Christian friends had put me to work teaching “cradle roll” and children’s worship and running a church bus program, but no one knew how to teach me. In fact, they couldn’t know how empty I felt even as they invited us over for dinner or hugged me with genuine affection and shared their lives with me. I responded the best way I knew: I was there every time the church doors opened and first on the list to take food to the sick, babysit, help at church camp, cleanup.

But the Sunday school classes and devotional books and even the Bible seemed strangely colorless beside the exciting old stories of handcart pioneers and the prospect of living the United Order. Regardless of its truthfulness, nothing Christianity has to offer, after all, can top the possibility of being a god-in-progress, participating in a religious revolution. But around me, the big issues seemed to be squabbles over dancing or divorce or the Holy Spirit. Nobody talked (to me, at least) about fasting or spiritual disciplines or direct guidance from God in personal decisions. I guess they assumed that I knew what I was doing.

My church took egalitarianism, the one-level priesthood of believers, and the practical aspects of the Christian life of service and good citizenship and Bible knowledge to such a level that it seemed impolite to intrude with anything that might be construed as portraying oneself as holier than the thous of them.

And yet I knew God had put me in this group of people.

I began The Mormon Mirage to explain to myself as much as to anyone why I had made the decision to abandon the single most satisfying and soul-healing thing in my life. Of course, the head decision was reaffirmed constantly. I was startled over and over by the contrast between what I’d been taught in my BYU classes and what Mormon history really was like. The Book of Mormon continued to crumble before my eyes, unredeemed even by its quaintness and platitudes. Again and again the glaring difference between Bible doctrine and LDS doctrine disquieted me as if I’d never seen it before—new every morning.

But still I wanted to believe the best about Mormons themselves and was genuinely, continuously surprised by their actions as well. I didn’t want to believe that people would lie about an apostate who left for doctrinal reasons, until another woman who left the Church learned that it had been announced in Relief Society meeting that she—who had always been faithful to her husband—was excommunicated for adultery.

I didn’t want to believe that my own local LDS leadership could be deceptive until I asked to be excommunicated from the LDS Church several months before The Mormon Mirage was to be published. (Unbeknownst to me, a Mormon who was a self-appointed mole in ex-Mormon organizations was corresponding with me under the pretext that he had left the Church too and apparently had been reporting my research to Church leaders.) When the new bishop of my hometown ward told me that I couldn’t be excommunicated because they had no record I had ever been a Mormon, only the existence of my baptismal certificate and temple recommend made the procedure go forward. (And the legitimacy of writing this book thus was rescued.)

A similar situation happened when I requested repeatedly that my official college transcript be sent from BYU to UNM so I could finish my degree. Until a UNM registrar intervened with the documentation I had in my possession, I did not officially exist.

Why, knowing that Mormonism could not possibly be “the true church,” did I not at first feel satisfaction in a Bible-believing, faithful, and generous group of people? Nobody knew how to address the needs of a heart broken by a church.

The unarticulated and untargeted sense of betrayal I felt became the permanent inner garment of my soul. Charles Spurgeon articulated it best: “If God be thy portion, then there is no loss in all the world that lies so hard and so heavy upon thee as the loss of thy God.”2 I have tried to describe the state in which I lived for years after leaving Mormonism by comparing it to the aftermath of the discovery that your “forever” lover has left you and will never come back.

When Christians ask me how it felt, I ask them to consider how it would feel to wake up tomorrow morning and know beyond a shadow of a doubt that the God of the Bible did not exist. How, I ask, would one assess all the hours of church attendance, all the vulnerabilities of prayer and fasting and secret sacrifice, all the people whose lives changed because of persuasion and diligence and risking of relationships just to get them lovingly wrangled into serving that God?3 How utter the sense of loss, how unrecoverable the hours and years, how foolishly squandered the hopes.

Who do you blame when you have been duped by a church?

For me, I couldn’t find anyone to blame. Not my Mormon friends. I knew their good hearts. Not Church leadership. At that time I found it incomprehensible that people I knew—my bishops, stake presidents, regional representatives—could be aware of what I had found out. But how far up the chain of command would I look to find the ones who did know these things and had hidden them? Could it be possible they were unaware too? I had no way of knowing where the line of inner-sanctum complicity began.

I couldn’t blame myself, though the responsibility surely lay there. I wanted to reproach myself for being suckered—but how could I hold responsible the trusting eleven-year-old? The trusting teenager? The trusting college student?

If there is no loss as great as the loss of one’s god, there are few tasks to compare with setting out to learn to serve another One. If you’ve been burned by a god, how do you learn to trust another one? Make no mistake about it, I knew I needed what only he could provide: forgiveness of sins, eternal life, church and community based on truth, not beloved fictions.

I knew I had been bested by a superior, One who held all the cards, and I wrote this poem to describe the type of almost daily battle I fought.


THE MATCH

Like Jacob and the angel

We face each other warily

Our eyes never releasing their vision-lock

What soundless circling,

Sliding of bared feet

Upon the mat of my life

I have heard the bell

For the opening of the match:

It rings even now in my brain

Insistent, insistent,

Sounded by

My divine Opponent

And I sigh

Because I do not know if I have the strength

I do not know the outcome

(For he with whom I joust Is also judge)

My crowded consciousness chants:

“Though he slay me

Yet will I hope in him”

The wrestling match

Begins



I knew from the beginning that I would walk with a spiritual limp the rest of my life, the price I paid for being there, and believing. From this I have learned a truth that those who hope to bring faithful Mormons out of Mormonism must acknowledge and somehow negotiate: The power of its sociology—its cultures, its traditions, its people—is of such intensity and persistent power for those who love it, that doctrine can pale in significance unless truth is more important than any other thing.

I came to a time when I hung on only by my fingernails and Scripture passages. The summer of 1983 I hungered so desperately for the ability to trust and be vulnerable to God that I asked him to take my life if I could not experience that. In 1984, in spiritual beggary, I read completely through the Bible eight times, fasted, prayed, and learned every synonym in English, Spanish, and German for the verb “plead.” God brought extraordinary friendship, spiritual companionship, into my life. Ten years after leaving Mormonism, I began to recover from it.

In my writing I explored biblical themes in book-length projects on hospitality, agape love, stewardship, crisis, Bible marriage customs. I earned a master’s degree from Trinity Theological Seminary and School of the Bible (Newburgh, Indiana, and Liverpool, Great Britain) and my PhD from Trinity Southwest University, a small, onsite and distance-education university in Albuquerque.4 In addition, I wrote Why We Left Mormonism, interviewing seven other ex-Mormons including Sandra Tanner, to show that there is no single factor that causes someone to begin to wrench free from LDS lifestyle, teachings, and community.

Everywhere I go, fraught people come to me and ask what they can do to help their beloved Mormon child, spouse, friend, neighbor, coworker. If there were a single answer and it could be sold, its originator would be the wealthiest person on earth, for I know people who would sell all they have for that one solution. But there is no magic bullet to get someone out of Mormonism.

I knew that my ministry is writing, not one-on-one ministry, yet I also saw an enormous need to minister to ex-Mormons. The mad-as-hell-and-not-going-to-take-it-anymore, hurt apostate has very different emotional needs than someone who had loved Mormonism, yet all need a way to think about truth and find a way to set pylons for the building of faith.5 So I set out to provide a resource to help Christians teach ex-Mormons so that they would not have the same kind of experience I had as a new Christian, and wrote another book, After Mormonism, What? Reclaiming the Ex-Mormon’s Worldview for Christ.6 In it, I used the “worldview” categories of James W. Sire7 to help a Christian assess and deal with the usually unarticulated assumptions of someone who has left the LDS Church.

I have often compared the holding of doctrines in one’s mind to filling up a bucket with water. One builds on what’s already there, and the liquid conforms to all the space inside. If a bubble forms, its surroundings rush in to fill the holes. When one leaves an all-encompassing and comprehensive doctrinal system such as Mormonism, one does not just dump out the contents of the bucket. Only when resilient solids of biblical doctrine and understanding are placed in the bucket are some of the contents displaced; and only after a settling into order of those solids can the last vestiges of old ways be identified and dealt with. (All in all, if my experience is any indicator, it can take a long, long time and much of one’s spiritual and emotional resources for the task. Perhaps it never ends—recently I found myself, over thirty years out of Mormonism, admonishing a flagging colleague to “magnify his calling”).8

But as years passed and my writing interests turned away from the Mormon Church to the Bible, people continued to write to me mostly about Mormonism. When The Mormon Mirage went out of print, a stranger (who later became a researcher for this book), Bruce MacArthur, wrote to me requesting permission to enter the text of the book onto his computer’s hard drive in order to create his own, searchable database. Friends Gary and Marie Smith disassembled a copy of the book and scanned it page by page so that I could put a copy of the book onto the Internet as a free resource. People I didn’t know wrote reviews of my out-of-print book, using superlatives and urging that it be reprinted.

I began to revise it, thinking that just updating sources and statistics would be the biggest task. But the LDS Church had made changes I thought I’d never see—the retreat from doctrines about blacks, the retreat from doctrines about American Indians as Lamanites, the retreat from traditional pan-American Book of Mormon geography into a tiny slice of Mesoamerica, and most incomprehensible of all, the retreat from the distinctively Mormon doctrines about God himself. Mormonism had morphed before my eyes into syncretism and assimilation. With it, an entire well-financed culture of Mormon apologetics arose to muddy once-clear distinctives. My book updates took years, not months.

THE BOTTOM LINE: ELEMENTS OF DISPARITY

In a way, this book is my last will and testament about Mormonism. The first part of the book describes what factors caused me to make a decision to leave Mormonism. This second part describes why the rest of my life ratifies that decision. It can be quite simply stated: Mormonism is not biblical Christianity.

LDS apologists such as Robert Millet say those who critique Mormonism usually use a strawman approach: characterizing Mormonism in terms of obscure statements by long-dead men, and using disputed or fringe teachings to describe LDS doctrines. Even some Christian writers have made the same accusation.9 Eric Johnson of Mormonism Research Ministry, however, has formulated a simple list of beliefs to which the vast majority of Mormons of the twenty-first century would agree:


1. The idea that “as man is, God once was; as God is, man may become.”

2. The idea that temple work is essential to reaching the highest level of the celestial kingdom.

3. The idea that ultimate truth is to be found in the Standard Works10 as well as the LDS prophet and apostles.

4. The idea that a person must be baptized in the Mormon Church to have an authentic baptismal experience.

5. The idea that Joseph Smith and succeeding Church leaders were given complete authority on earth.

6. The idea that the Mormon Church is the most trustworthy church in the world.11



To Johnson’s list I would add the following:


1. The idea that a complete apostasy from Christ’s teachings and Church began in the second century AD and necessitated a restoration instead of a reform.

2. The assertion that a personal, feelings-based “testimony” of events and doctrines outside of one’s own personal experience (Joseph Smith’s first vision, for instance) is a reliable arbiter and authenticator of truth claims.



This is the Mormonism of real Mormons today. And there’s not a single statement there with which an Evangelical Christian could agree, no matter how many friendly fireside chats are held between us. Just as they make Mormonism distinctive from traditional Christianity, these elements are also significant enough and powerful enough to disqualify Mormonism from categorization as Christianity.

In the previous two chapters I described nine issues that face the LDS Church in this century. Similarly, I would now like to address other less tangible issues and the conclusions to which I have come concerning them.

THE CONTROL OF LANGUAGE

One of the reasons that the Founding Fathers of the United States insisted upon freedom of the press is that they recognized that whoever controls language controls minds, and minds control circumstances. The distant history of the LDS Church shows a pattern of the attempt to control language, beginning with Joseph Smith’s manipulative “revelations” to his wife Emma and the destruction of the Nauvoo Expositor; and in the more recent past in its retooling of the Church’s logo to put “JESUS CHRIST” in the forefront. This trend has continued with the Church’s official website asking journalists to emphasize “Latter-day Saints” and “the Church,” a process of which Richard and Joan Ostling, professional journalists par excellence, said “is attempting to make water run uphill.”12

Why do people still hold out against LDS terminologies? Christian journalists and others are understandably resistant to the full implications of calling Mormonism “the Church” with a capital C or, alternately, “the Church of Jesus Christ.” Jan Shipps, a non-Mormon expert on the LDS Church, has also noted an “evolution” of language in which the word “Mormon” has gone from being a noun to an adjective, as in “Mormon Christian.”13

A new genre of what I would term LDS “conciliatory” writings, characterized by the increasingly ubiquitous LDS apologist-for-the-masses, Robert Millet, demonstrates the technique of the redefinition of terms to create linguistic accord. An example of this is when he backs away from the historic LDS stance that it is the only true church to a statement that it alone has the fullness of truth.14

The problem is, most Mormons do heartily believe that they are indeed the only true church—and they get this doctrine from Joseph Smith’s first vision in which he was supposedly told that all churches were wrong.

A friend at my church related how she tried to explain her faith to a Mormon neighbor who said, “We believe those things too.” The problem is, her lifelong Mormon neighbor had to at least suspect that though they each used the same words, such as God and salvation, the concepts behind those words in each of their minds were very, very different.

The problem is, the redefinition of words and ideas is done only on Mormon terms. In no place is this more glaringly evident in the way that LDS apologists are re-representing the teachings of Brigham Young on blood atonement (which of course, was fleshed out in now-undeniable incidents such as the aftermath of the Mountain Meadows Massacre). Today LDS apologists call the polemic and incendiary language of Young and others “revival rhetoric,”15 and say its purpose was solely to teach about the wages of sin. This bloody epoch of Utah history is something Mormons would like Christians and their own members to see as having commonality with Christianity, and so they have dubbed it the “Mormon Reformation.” (Why, one might reasonably ask, would a church under constant, direct, divine, supervision need a reformation only thirty years after its founding?)

This is “spin” and “plausible deniability” as an art form. In my career as a secular journalist I often interviewed experts who offer crisis training to large corporations. In the case of an industrial accident or other such disaster that might be attributable to the corporation, the following protocols must be in place.16 First, only one highly trained person or small group of persons can act as official spokesman and all other comments are disavowed if unfavorable or dissonant. Second, that spokesman is trained to do several things: to express distress over the situation and its victims without accepting responsibility, to parry questions which he or she cannot answer truthfully without accepting blame, and to skillfully turn questions and objections aside in favor of pointing out the positive aspects of the corporation and pointing to a future, though usually nonspecific, resolution to the problem. Here’s the LDS version:

The highly trained small group that can renounce any other teachings: “Only the President of the Church, the Presiding High Priest, is sustained as Prophet, Seer and Revelator for the Church, and he alone has the right to receive revelations for the Church, either new or amendatory, or to give authoritative interpretations of scriptures that shall be binding on the Church, or change in any way the existing doctrines of the Church.”17 With such a structure in place, anyone, even someone as visible and supportive as Millet, can be disavowed; and any past doctrine no matter how fervently held by its adherents and church leadership, can be repudiated.

An example of an official expression of distress without accepting blame: “That which we have done here must never be construed as an acknowledgment of the part of the church of any complicity in the occurrences of that fateful day.”18 (President Gordon B. Hinckley at the dedication of the monument at the site of the Mountain Meadows Massacre, September 11, 1999.)

An example of parrying questions that would bring blame or disfavor: “I don’t know that we teach it. I don’t know that we emphasize it…I understand the philosophical background behind it, but I don’t know a lot about it, and I don’t think others know a lot about it.”19 (Response of President Gordon B. Hinckley when Time magazine asked him directly if the teachings of the LDS Church today were that God the Father was once a man.)

An example of turning questions aside in favor of pointing out positive aspects: “I never pay attention to the questions—that is, if the interviewer is antagonistic. If he doesn’t ask the right questions, I give him the answers to the ones he should have asked,” said LDS General Authority Henry D. Moyle.20

There seems, however, something shameful and un-Christlike about a prophet whose most-quoted responses to outsiders are variations on the theme of “I don’t know,” yet purports to be the earth’s only authoritative spokesman for God; something just not right about a seer who cannot see.

Meanwhile, LDS apologists of the lower echelons, with a get-out-of-jail-free card for anything they say, often represent anyone who opposes the LDS Church’s teachings as “heresy hunters” who “gang assault”21 them. Of particular irritation to them are those like myself who characterize the LDS Church as a cult. Of course, the LDS Church of the past did everything possible to pursue and earn that label with its fiery condemnation of all other churches and its reclusive and clannish practices. (I was there. I believed.) However, the word cult (which according to the dictionary can have secular, business, sociological, and other meanings besides religious ones) is one that applies to several modern religious groups, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, Christian Science, and others.

In fact, the word cult itself is becoming marginalized. “We are in danger of losing a perfectly good word to the forces of political correctness,” says Los Angeles radio host Frank Pastore. “‘Cult’ is in danger of becoming the new theological ‘n-word.’”22

When Christian writers use the word cult, they mean a religious group that represents itself as being Christian—while denying one or more of the essential doctrines of biblical Christianity. Such a group would humanize God, deify man, ostracize Scripture, and provide a different view of salvation. Cultists often obscure these distinctives by redefining the usage of traditional Christian words and phrases. (I outlined other prominent characteristics, such as charismatic leadership, exclusivity, etc. in my book Why We Left a Cult.)23

Here’s where the Mormon blinders kick in—they do not understand that these four things, augmented by their attempt to control language, are just a few of many characteristics that continue to earn them the label of cult when outsiders assess their religion as a whole. Mormons are not unique in these characteristics. They are very much like the groups they too would agree are wrong, groups they would themselves probably call cults.

THE POWER OF REPRESENTATIONS

Probably one of the most useful concepts in my life that has helped me understand the authenticity of the Bible, and so to compare it to less-authentic systems of thought such as Mormonism, is an area of study about which I wrote in my dissertation. Representational research acknowledges the triadic nature of the things of God. God is triadic. A full understanding of reality shows it to be triadic, consisting of the invisible world of God, linked purposefully by the Holy Spirit to the visible world.24 Even our own ability to process information about the outside world is triadic.25 It is this relationship of facts (the things, events, conditions, etc.) to representations (images, language, other ways to “access” the facts) that has given me great insight into Mormonism, and buttressed my faith in the Bible at the same time.

The Bible is the mind of God in linguistic form.26 In representational terms, he is the ultimate Fact, and the Bible is the exact representation of that mind in the same sense that Jesus Christ was the exact representation of his being.

(No confusion there—Jesus was, after all, the Word made flesh. This connection of the personality and ontology of Jesus to linguistic representations is one reason, apparently incomprehensible to many Mormons, that Christians take strong exception to the LDS belief in the insufficiency of the Word of God, the Bible. Such a deficit speaks by implication of a God too impotent to protect it, a Savior who abandoned its advocates, and a hell which could indeed prevail against them for 1,700 years.)

Mormonism and Christianity alike fall apart if, as many believe, the Bible is not a reliable document. The truthfulness of the Bible is presupposed by the nature of the God it represents. Such a God is entirely truthful and consistent. He is entirely able to protect that linguistic representation of himself—the Bible—from error. Likewise—and this assertion bears repeating—he is able to keep his commitments to protect the people who adopt those representations of reality (the mind of Christ) as their own thinking processes: The gates of hell, he promised, would not prevail against those people as a body, as the Church.

Such people recognize that everything they know is accessed through representations and not through any direct contact with facts; and they choose biblical representations over the report of their own experiences, emotions, and senses. Just as those who celebrate the Passover in the twenty-first century say, “I was a slave in Egypt,” so those who accept those representations of reality as articulated in the Bible consciously appropriate the facts of biblical history as if they happened to them personally. This was the kind of faith that Jesus congratulated—that which is based on the reliability of eternal truth, validated by someone who came back from the dead. Such “knowing” he himself contrasted to inferior, direct experience: You see and believe with your own senses, he conveyed to the doubting Thomas, but blessed are those who operate on authentic representations of truth, once removed, representationally speaking, from experience.

So what does that have to do with evaluating Mormonism? My first doubts about Mormonism came about when I saw that the depictions of early Mormonism given to me in Sunday school, seminary, and university classes were illegitimate representations of the facts as I could myself read them in early LDS documents (those written by Mormons sympathetic to their own cause—not detractors nor apostates).

Later when I sat looking at the woodcuts in the Pearl of Great Price and saw that Joseph Smith had labeled what was obviously a woman as a man, that was the jarring discovery of a representational deception. When I read of a flesh-and-bone, finite, space-bound God in a grove, I was seeing Prime Reality redefined, re-represented. When I read that Joseph Smith said that all churches were not only false but deliberately, maliciously so; and when I read the Book of Mormon’s description of the Bible as something that causes men to stumble and gives Satan power over them, I saw a re-representing of the facts of God-protected, traditional Christianity and the Bible on which it is based. I was witnessing the wresting of representational authority away from the Bible to be placed in the hands of a line of prophets who themselves would be systematically denounced by their successors.

I began to write about my findings and entitled my book The Mormon Mirage—and now, years later, I understand that a mirage is by definition a false representation of reality, one that not only deceives, but through its deception can mislead, disappoint, and possibly destroy by taking attention away from what is verifiably true and essential.

Thus I should not be surprised that the battleground marked out for our conflict with false religion is that of language. Words are the representations that are at stake. The way God chose to communicate with our minds, from eternity to our time-bound selves, is language (could he not have used downloads of nonverbal impressions, had he chosen, or other methods)? Words merely symbolize the facts they intend to depict in the mind.

Representational fraud is committed when one assigns new and privileged meanings to otherwise commonly understood words without informing the correspondent. This is what happens when Mormons tell Christians, “We worship the same God,” or “Of course we believe you Christians will be saved” and speak thus because they want our approval or possible adherence more than they want representational truth. They have divested themselves not only of the shared meanings of linguistic symbols of Christianity, but even some of the precious iconic ones: There are no crosses anywhere in Mormonism. There is no wine in the Sacrament. A baptized person can remain dead.27

THE REPUDIATION OF HISTORY

When I was a Mormon, I carried in my purse a small pouch that contained three by five cards. In every church meeting I attended, I took detailed notes, and it was from those cards that, years later after leaving Mormonism, I checked myself to make sure that I accurately portrayed what I had heard and responded to as a faithful Mormon when I was there, and I believed. However, the circulation of such ad hoc notes from regional and stake conferences is no longer permitted: The First Presidency of the LDS Church in 2004 issued a statement, read to members in local wards, discouraging members from circulating their own accounts of such meetings. Because the precipitating incident was apparently an Idaho stake conference in which an apostle humorously characterized his fellow apostles, the unusual warning was interpreted by many as the triumph of a “sanitized” portrayal of their leaders. However, in this action LDS leadership has acknowledged an important representational principle: the representations, if not constrained by a sense of some ultimate authority beyond them, will become more powerful than the facts themselves—as Mormon history has continued to demonstrate.

The Mormon people have had a love-hate relationship with their own history, practically from the beginning. While espousing books that supposedly tied their religion to the history of the very ground they walked on—as garden of Eden, as home of the Lehites, as site for the second coming of Christ28—even the earliest of them had to overlook a bicameral history in the making from their new prophet. Joseph Smith created two narratives about his own marriages, formulated multiple narratives about the foundational vision that he said started it all, and pronounced repeatedly documented, thus-saith-the-Lord prophesies that just never came true.

And thus the parallel realities of “faithful history” began.

Entire books have been written documenting the multiplied thousands of changes in various editions of the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price. The LDS History of the Church has undergone more than 62,000 words added or deleted, often leading to changes of meanings of the passages there.29

(And they accuse early Christian scribal copyists of altering the Bible.)

Even today’s LDS apologists would agree that the Journal of Discourses records grassroots-leadership theology run amok. Joseph Smith wrote the “Lectures on Faith,” and prepared them for inclusion in the Doctrine and Covenants, where they were Scripture with a capital S (despite denials of that fact today) from 1835 to 1921. These lectures now lie in Mormonism’s burgeoning theological dustbin of oddities. No one could have foreseen a day in which entire libraries of LDS history and doctrines would reside in the home of any person who could point and click to empty out those dustbins and wonder at their dissonant contents.

Though those who would characterize themselves as post-modern Christians would have no problem with the concept, other Christians are sobered by the trend in Mormonism to periodicize its own sacred words and to encourage the home-brewing of any theology’s hemlock. When someone says that a teaching in the Bible is no longer relevant to our time, that person has periodicized the Bible; and Mormons rush after this bad example by distancing themselves from some of the teachings of their own prophets, seers, and revelators without even the excuse of thousands of years or antipodal cultures for their actions.

Making official history solely relevant to the present, as Mormonism now attempts to do, is a daunting, twofold task. The first is that of creating a history by acclamation, and through the threats and authority of leadership, getting people to accept that official, imposed representation of events and doctrines. But in the second place, they must convince people to posit historical truth in a single body of elderly men who, themselves, will be subject to revision after their deaths when they are replaced by new “living prophets.”

One of the most striking demonstrations of this process appears in LDS apologist Millet’s writings. If the LDS Church does what the Christian Church might call “soft theology,” then Millet is its dean. He tells in his book Getting at the Truth: Responding to Difficult Questions about LDS Beliefs of a Mormon woman who told him she’d heard for years that God the Father had sexual relations with Mary. Millet’s response was to ask her if she’d ever read it in LDS scriptures or official Church curriculum or heard it taught in an official proclamation or general conference. The woman was greatly relieved when she could not recall any of those as the source of the story that had troubled her, and she thanked him fervently.

The misleading nature of Millet’s response is not in the accuracy of the information his questions elicited: It is true that no current LDS scriptures nor official documents of the present teach this. But he wasn’t honest with her. Millet allowed her to conclude that what she had heard was somehow the stuff of gossip and legends—that is, representations with no basis nor connection with any facts of history. The LDS Church asks of its members that they accept only the Church’s current representations of all past facts in its history.

But of course there were times in the past that another nameless woman could have asked the same question of a fellow Mormon, and would have gotten the answer that this very doctrine was indeed then presently taught by a prophet of the Church and proclaimed in official publications.

When, all thinking Mormons should ask, did representations become the sole possession of the present, and the exclusive mental domain of a transient group of men?

Apparently a great many men high in LDS leadership espouse “neo-orthodox” Mormonism such as Millet espouses. But there are a considerable number of both writers and LDS members who believe the Millet camp is selling out.30 It is not only anti-Mormon writers who continue to point out and appeal to the Mormonism of the past.

However, I believe the die is cast and the impetus too great as the LDS Church continues to put away as privily as a disgraced fiancée its own repudiated past. The age of the miraculous (if indeed the sparse and momentary existence of such a nineteenth-century phenomenon could even be hypoth-esized) in Mormonism is gone. The remnants of wonder are found in the often-awkward voyeurism of the temple ceremony, that repository of the last representational uniqueness of the religion; and it, like all other aspects of LDS history, morphs periodically into a whittled-down, more politically correct version of its many prior audacious selves.

TRUTH

The last major article I wrote about Mormonism has been republished online as much as anything I’ve ever written. Entitled “Mormonism and the Question of Truth,” the article shows that the Mormon concept of, and approach to, the subject of truth is radically different from that of the Bible in at least nine ways.

A Mormon sees truth (1) as constantly changing; (2) as going, in culture and practice, far beyond written doctrine; (3) as determined by subjective feelings; and (4) as often divorced from its history. (5) The Mormon approach to truth is compromised by a heritage of deception as practiced by leaders from founder Joseph Smith to Elder Paul Dunn to current dissimulations. In addition, (6) truth to a Mormon is “layered” in the way that it is presented to prospective converts. And (7) the Church itself routinely edits both its own history and doctrine to make it seem consistent and palatable. In practice, therefore, (8) truth often yields to what the Church views as expedient. In the final analysis, (9) the Mormon concept of truth depends upon the character of its god, who as defined by LDS doctrine is constantly changing and himself ultimately human in nature.31

Nor is this assessment contradictory to what journalists Richard and Joan Ostling said of truth as Mormons would conceptualize it:


For Mormons history—and truth, which is supposedly embedded in history—is dynamic and fluid.…As Mark P. Leone writes in Roots of Modern Mormonism, in Mormonism truth is not absolute or fixed; it is changeable, flexible, and additive. According to Leone, “it is no wonder that the church has discouraged any intellectual tradition that would interfere with disguising historical factors or with maintaining much of the social reality through the uncritical way lay history is done.” Mormon teachers are required to present the currently acceptable, faith-promoting, official view of history, Apostle Boyd Packer said in a famous speech to the annual Church Educational System Religious Educator’s Symposium in 1981.32



Such a view of truth has cornered today’s Mormon apologists into astonishing statements that I—and an entire lecture hall of BYU students in my “Teachings of the Living Prophets” class—would have thought surely to be heresy. Millet now speaks of a Brigham Young who preached as a man in the morning but for the Lord in the afternoon33 and concedes that any Mormon, including the prophet of the Church could “say something that simply isn’t true.”34

My concern is not so much that Mormon leaders of the past said things that do not agree with current LDS teaching. That is a given. Nor am I shocked, as I once was, by the fact that LDS leaders could make doctrinal pronouncements that were lies or false prophecies. I can even understand the exigencies that would cause the doctrinally encyclopedic Apostle Bruce R. McConkie to plead with readers to forget everything he’d ever said—even as he had quoted his forebears as support—on the issue of the traditional LDS explanation for blackness of skin.35

But a representational understanding of truth demands clarification—is it the representation that has changed, or the fact on which the representation is based? What do Mormons mean when they say, “We don’t believe that anymore”? Did representations change, or facts?

Consider several issues that are current Mormon doctrine:

When the ban on blacks and priesthood was lifted, that was a representational change. Did it imply that the “fact” of a state of unsuitability of all black males for priesthood changed on that calendar date?

When “eternal” ordinances in the temple were removed, altered, and added to, did that mean that the “fact” of the ideal temple ordinance in the mind of God changed too?

(Now, to be fair, Mormons and Christians alike might respond that these two events in Mormon history could be paralleled by precedents of which the same fact/representation questions could be asked: the revealing of the “mystery” in the New Testament that extended all gospel blessings to Gentiles; and the cessation of Old Testament temple worship and ordinances when their fulfillment was met in its permanent High Priest, Jesus Christ.)

But recent LDS events demonstrate something that has no biblical parallels.

When Mormonism’s leaders can change its own time-hallowed and multiple-prophet-validated scripture—as in the change of wording of the Book of Mormon promise of “white and delightsome” skin for Native American Mormons—is that not the changing of the fact itself on which their decades of official doctrine, and statements by the prophet, was represented?

Surely, Mormons and Christians alike can see the serious ramifications of declaring scripture incorrect; or, alternately, as being in need of amendment or re-representation of any sort by anyone less than God on earth.36 Theologically speaking, the “correcting” of one’s own scriptures is a representational implosion.

Unfortunately, the LDS Church has chosen the equally counterproductive tack of bolstering its own legitimacy claims by denigrating the Bible. “The Bible is all they have,” says LDS apologist and unofficial spokesman Robert Millet patronizingly; and he speaks of the way that Christians put an “impossible burden” on a book that is “poorly preserved.”37 (Only preserved, we must assure him, by the God who swore that his Word would never pass away.) He is an educated man who nonetheless speaks of the Bible as “copies of copies of copies,” as if the Bible were passed a single copy at a time through history like Barney Fife’s lone bullet, instead of what Millet must surely know of the many-branched manuscript families that have served as checks and balances on stray renegade scripts.

And this denigration of the document with the most manuscript attestation of any document from the ancient world,38 the Bible, from a group that asks people to pray about the veracity of a book with the sole provenance of the assurances of one man; a church that presents to the world as divine the certifiably incongruent translations of ancient papyri; an organization that excises troublesome scripture passages as if they were tumors.

THE SHAMBLES OF A BELOVED FICTION

There is no more basic doctrine that defines a religion than that of its God—its bottom line, its prime number, its fact upon which all representations are based. One of the greatest struggles I have had in coming from faithful belief in the compartmentalized gods of Mormonism, is the lifelong task of apprehending the concept of a single, triune God in three Persons. I reject axiomatically the contention that since the Mormon concept of three separate gods is easier to understand, it must therefore be the right concept—because the God of the Bible attests that he is not like us and cannot be apprehended, in all the senses of that word, by any human being. The mysteries of Jesus’ statement that he and the Father are one, for instance, still elude me in the sense of a plenary understanding, but I can still respect, love, honor, and seek to know him. After more than thirty-five years out of Mormonism and scores of readings of the Bible cover to cover, I have reached conclusions.

First, the Holy Spirit of the Bible is far more multifaceted, emotive, and powerful than the apocryphal, shadowy Holy Ghost of Mormonism. The biblical Holy Spirit fostered and protected the birth of Jesus. He is the spark and guardian of doctrine, breathing into holy men to give them new eyes that looked beyond fables and used only facts to produce Scripture. He brings truth to the minds of those who meditate on it, and comforts us in the absence of the Savior whose company we crave.

Second, I can at last articulate why I cannot (except in some points) find fellowship with Mormons on the subject of Jesus Christ. In the Bible, he promised that he would never leave or abandon us, which apparently the LDS Christ did for 1,700 years. In addition, the LDS version of Jesus Christ is body-bound to a location; however, LDS doctrine would allow his “Spirit” to be with us, and with that I can find some doctrinal agreement. But the following anecdote demonstrates why this touchpoint is an anomaly.

Recently my husband and I discovered that a woman had printed up checks with a fictitious name and address but containing our bank routing number. Unbeknownst to us, this woman had used these checks and a false identification to drain our bank account of thousands of dollars in just a few days. She had appropriated our resources, which represented hours of work and sacrifice, and used them as if she had earned them.

This incident helped me understand and articulate to others a truth about Mormon doctrine. The LDS Jesus does indeed have important points of correspondence with the Jesus of the Bible, just as our bank routing number and the money in the bank were a commonality between me and the woman who wrote those checks. But histories that have only commonalities diverge at some point. The Jesus Christ of the Bible, for instance, did not visit Nephites nor appear in a grove to Joseph Smith to set him on a course to prove that the Bible—the prior record of his ministry—was defective and misleading.

Nor is the LDS Jesus our “elder brother” whose history intersects with ours in a mythical preexistence with common parents. Christians love Jesus because he emptied himself of what he was to become one of us—not because he was inherently and ontologically a sibling. His Father adopts us; we can claim no prior relation.

Now, I am greatly heartened by the LDS Church’s attempt to bring attention to Jesus Christ through emphasis on his name. That was not the case when I was a Mormon—though his name was most often uttered at the end of a prayer, his teachings usually took a backseat to those of latter-day leaders.

My observation of the current LDS temple ceremony is that he is hardly the focal point there, at the secret heart of Mormonism. The incidental Jesus of the temple ceremony does not resemble what God the Father intended for his only Son to be for humanity when he vested all his own authority and power in Jesus. Look at every sermon in the book of Acts. The point of every single discourse there was not the establishment of a church or the steps to salvation. The point was the fact—on which every subsequent representation was to be based—of an unprecedented and inimitable event: God came to earth and died and was resurrected.

That indeed was history enough; and only at the point of intersection with representational truth in the Bible is the Mormon Christ, therefore, “true.”

Third, I affirm my conscious and repeated decision not to embrace the Mormon God the Father. Perhaps the most thoughtful and effective expression of my reasons for this resolution was articulated by Francis J. Beckwith in his article, “Philosophical Problems with the Mormon Concept of God.”39 Beckwith demonstrates that our God is personal and incorporeal versus the Mormon deity which is personal and corporeal or embodied; omnipotent versus limited in power; omniscient versus limited in knowledge; omnipresent in being versus localized in space; immutable and eternal versus mutable and not eternal (as God); both the necessary and the only God versus contingent and one of many gods.

A significant insight from Beckwith is the conclusion that the Mormon god is a contingent being. That is, he originated from another source and is dependent in some ways on factors outside himself. He’s not a standalone God, for the Mormon god is subject to the prior existence and restrictions of laws of nature, one who can manipulate those laws but never dominate them. He is more a craftsman than a creator,40 with his creativity merely variations on themes worked out an infinite number of times in similar processes by other, older, gods in a sequential eternity.

In representational terms, there is a vast difference between an organizer of ancient spirits and elements, and a God whose verbal representations precede and call into first-being the facts of every other single thing that would ever exist. Our God spoke, and all became.

Because of his uniqueness, God is very jealous of his identity: No other so-called gods were ever to compete with him in the minds and affections of his followers. He didn’t want his history intersecting with any false ideas. When the Israelites made a golden calf and said, “Here are the gods that led us out of Egypt,” he was incensed because he couldn’t abide the idea of having his miracles attributed to a cow. Likewise, he won’t suffer all his biblical deeds of power, his history, to be attributed to a mythical once-human said to dwell near Kolob.

Eventually after leaving Mormonism, I ceased to mourn the loss of its gods of the misrepresentations of reality, to miss the shambles of the beloved fiction. The shambles were, after all the tears, only shambles.

Now more than ever, the goal of progressing toward that fiction, to aspire to become a deity to be worshipped by my own creations, seems more presumptuous and unnatural than ever before. I can scarcely believe I could ever have been convinced to want it. My divorce from all that is Mormon godness, I sense, is final.

OF SEAGULLS AND HOSANNA SHOUTS

Of ex-Mormons it is often said, “They can leave Mormonism, but they can’t leave it alone.” Of course many can and do and never give it a backward glance, but they are the minority, I think.

Some can remain publicly silent about their experiences as I did for most of the last fourteen years. With many of us there is the residual and often resurgent illogic of the scam victim who is too ashamed to admit a loss; and the greater the loss, the greater the shame. Those who loved it and left it haul its sorrow ingloriously, just as Paul bore all his life his unresolved grief for the stubbornness of his own resistant people, the Jews.

Theologically speaking, Mormonism was my first love; and it broke my heart. At the very beginning, it left me without hope for anything other than a knuckling under to a Conqueror I couldn’t begin to know how to trust. Nothing about leaving Mormonism seemed courageous nor noble at the time: It was pure spiritual survival, the escape from the burning building into the arms of strangers.

Some of us go still-singed into atheism, or simmer in anger, or distract ourselves with other things. Some pick at their own wounds. Some choose to still sing in the choir. We are millions, we are variegated. If some of the statistics are right, we may even outnumber the ones who stayed behind.

Some of us, through the grace of God, learn to love him. Often that one act can be the greatest sacrifice of will in our lives, to respond and surrender to his love for us. This is dearly bought relationship, extravagantly expensive union, and it rewards us with a clear-eyed and settled appraisal of where we’ve been.

We were there. We believed.

Just as LDS apologists tell the Christian world that Mormons must never allow someone not of their faith to “instruct” them in what they believe,41 I cannot let the Mormon Church deny what it taught and believed when I was a Mormon, when I was there, and believed. There is no seamlessness in Mormon doctrine but rips and patches and raw selvage and fraying edges. The LDS Church has become more mosaic than monolith, and its struggle is to maintain control and coherence of an image within itself as much as the one it portrays to the world. It is not yet a postmodern entity, but beyond question it caters to a postmodern audience for whom, as well, truth is fluid and personal.

What can be said about a church that is as much corporation as minster? What can we intuit regarding divine messages that went from “Thus saith the Lord” to “To whom it may concern”? What can we conclude from seeing a prophet who dodges questions in the media? I ask myself if I do not see a church that is losing its nerve, and ponder the implications.

During the last five years I have been researching to update this book, I have sometimes been assailed by self-doubt. Have I taken heed that I be not deceived? Am I indeed their gainsayer? Do I lie in wait to deceive? Will I make the innocent offenders for a word?42

I had to know. In the summer of 2005 I went alone to a city out of state and attended a local LDS ward there where no one knew me. I was not looking for ammunition but dispassion. The meetings I attended were just as I remembered, as if time had stood still.

I found that I slipped back into that culture as smoothly as an expert diver parts the waveless water. It was seamless, without a ripple. It was home. I saw the relaxed and congenial banter of people comfortable with each other, the half-hearted singing, the formulaic prayers delivered by shy people who looked as if they would faint from the exertion but were proud of what they did. I saw all around me the fervency and sincerity of my own lost days, the cheerful supportiveness of an audience toward lay speakers who spoke of missions and food storage and told stories about the lives of twentieth-century prophets.

After I left the meeting I shuttered myself for five days and read the 1966 edition of Mormon Doctrine, the definitional book of my college days at BYU, cover to cover. I remembered exactly how I thought and how I felt, when I was there, when I believed.

The whole experience was disconcerting and dismaying. I felt homesick for a place of my memories that no longer existed. But through the sickness of heart I was able to representationally reenter the world that I would have to portray fairly in this book.

I have found that I am still reluctant to charge with any wrongdoing the individuals of the Mormon Church. I prefer to believe that they are as I was, sincere and unknowingly devoted to a false representation of reality. When they lose a part of their history of faith, I feel it too.

I felt a sense of personal loss, for instance, when I learned recently that the famous “miracle” of the seagulls in Utah was apparently not a miracle at all, at least not in the opinion of the people who witnessed it. According to Mormon lore, in 1848 the Utah pioneers had abundant, hard-earned crops, but a horde of crickets began eating the crops—until a great flock of seagulls miraculously appeared and ate all the crickets. But an examination of the diaries of the people who witnessed the event firsthand shows that most didn’t even mention any seagulls, and the official First Presidency report that year said the gulls were “helpers but certainly not rescuers” of the harvest. In the words of journalists Richard and Joan Ostling, the story just kept growing far past the facts, an example of what they call Mormon “ritualized history.”43 It was one of the first stories I ever heard about the Mormon pioneers, and I cherished it even until a few months ago and only relinquished it with sadness and great regret.

Those birds, like many of the elements I so loved about Mormonism, simply were never what the Church said they were.

Mormon apologists want people to believe that we ex-Mormons who write about our experiences and assess Mormonism’s doctrinal failings are territorial separatists, like willful children who don’t want Mormons in our clubhouse because some of them misbehaved in the past. So, they imply, we will exaggerate and caricature them and so prejudice others against them.

But Mormon history is what it is. When its past prophets spoke, they were the “true and living” ones whose words were supposed to accurately represent the God they said guided them. Their voices are the warp and woof of all of Mormonism.

This book is no more perfect than I am, because it is a representation of my own mind—my experiences, my processing of repeated readings of the Bible, my reactions to the deceptions and changes in Mormon doctrine and those who administer it, even my faults and prejudices. For those failings I apologize.

Please, Mormons, do not follow your leaders of the past and shoot the concerned messengers who bring you warnings. Your house is burning down around your ears. How will you explain the fall of the set of linguistic representations you now defend as absolute truth, when you tell your children, “We don’t believe that anymore”?

It is the spokespeople of the Mormon Church—leadership and unofficial apologists alike—that I challenge. They are presenting as crucial the wrong questions to their people. The central question is not what Joseph Smith may or may not have seen in a grove. Such a question becomes moot if one can correctly answer what is indeed the most vital question of all time: Was Jesus Christ resurrected from the dead?

If he was resurrected, he is the Son of God who has the power to enforce his promise that the gates of hell would not prevail against his own blood-bought Church.

The supposed complete apostasy of the Christian Church never happened; it is a Mormon fiction. Christ’s own possession, his Church, never ceased to exist, in spite of its own history as the victim of repression, persecution, genocide, and internal struggles. No restoration was necessary: We, and he, have been here all along. We extend to you fellowship on the basis of shared facts of Bible truths, not on the basis of words alone. Nothing would please me more than to see a true Mormon Reformation: to have Mormons come to him, and to him alone, divesting themselves of all the myths of Mormonism, throwing over their shoulders all its contingent doctrines, all its temporary prophets.

The meaning of the word Hosanna is not “praise” as some suppose. It is actually an urgent word, one that pleads for immediate action: “Save!” or even “Save now!”

This book echoes that urgent plea before the true and living God, as the final and ongoing “hosanna shout” of my life.

More than anything, it is a symbolic representation of the actions of the waving of a white handkerchief before the Lord, as I ask him again and again through liberating truth44 to save those people who are as I once was, when I was there, and I believed.




ADDENDUM—EVANGELIZING MORMONS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Although I have no statistics to prove it, I believe it is nearly impossible to convert a Mormon missionary to Christianity while he or she is on a mission. There are several reasons for this. First, he is called on constantly to “bear testimony” of his Church. Many missionaries will admit frankly that they had no real “testimony” of their religion before going on a mission. Lewis Price noted, “Testimonies exercise a kind of thought control, sometimes even a hypnosis over him. He is a victim of his own propaganda.”45

Even if a missionary were to begin to doubt Mormonism, his companion would surely notice, and duty-bound, report it to his leaders in weekly meetings. The wavering missionary would be transferred to another district before he knew what was happening to him. I have heard countless stories from Christians who felt like they were “making progress” in their discussions with missionaries, only to find that one or both were suddenly transferred to a distant town.

With chances so slim of converting a missionary, what should a Christian do with the fresh-faced young men who knock at his door? The Bible tells us that we are under no obligation to receive any person who does not teach true doctrine (2 John 10; 1 Tim. 1:3). Don’t feel guilty for not opening the door if you are unprepared! Many churchgoers have done so, and are now sitting in Mormon pews each Sunday, singing, “We Thank Thee O God for a Prophet.” If, though, you feel prepared to witness to them, consider that you may only have one shot at making one or two strong doctrinal points. Don’t shotgun; aim with those points.

One thought-provoking one-shot tack I’ve used—though I didn’t invent it46—is to question a missionary (or any Mormon) about the importance of the Book of Mormon and why it is so necessary. Give him plenty of time to talk about its doctrinal importance. Then ask about his concept of God. He will (probably reluctantly) respond that God is anthropomorphic, eternally progressing; he was once a man, etc. Then ask this Mormon to find substantiation for these concepts in the Book of Mormon. (There is none.) Then ask how that book could be the “fullness of the everlasting gospel.”

Bob Witte’s book Witnessing to Mormons is a good tool too and has an excellent handbook of original documents that can be used to show doctrinal inconsistencies.47 On the Utah Lighthouse Ministry website (www.utlm. org) many books are available to help you try to share the true Gospel with Mormons. Jerry Benson and Diana Benson in their book How to Witness to a Mormon48 suggest scenarios in which a Christian can courteously ask a Mormon to contrast current Mormon beliefs with Bible passages—not to start a debate, but to spark questions.

Another excellent, very detailed book is Janis Hutchinson’s The Mormon Missionaries: An Inside Look at their Real Message and Methods.49 It gives useful and well-documented information about the missionary lessons.

Those of us who are “old hands” know that dedicated, contented Mormons are not won to Christ in one sitting. That rarely happens. First Corinthians 1:18 tells us to expect this, for “the preaching of the cross is to them that perish foolishness.”

However, there is a single weapon that every devoted Christian possesses. It can be used effectively because of a misconception that Mormons have. When I was a Mormon, I believed that the only way to peace and joy was through Mormonism. When I knocked on the door of a Christian to invite him or her to church and that person slammed the door, or had a sour facial expression, or said something insulting, this just reinforced my belief—shared by every Mormon—that Christians are unhappy and incomplete without the Mormon gospel.

So what is the tool? It is your ability to tell them that your relationship with a living Savior Jesus Christ, and the fellowship of your Christian brothers and sisters is completely satisfying to you. That the Bible is complete, and enough. That you know Jesus, and love him, and know that he loves you.50

Though some of the most extreme LDS teachings of the past and present are the greatest witness to a Christian of the false nature of Mormon doctrine, often such are unknown (or if known, not a bit disturbing) to the LDS listener. Enough controversy exists even within Mormonism, and friction between LDS scholars and Church leadership as well, that there is little profit in debates based on doctrines that are disputed even among them.

However, the Bible does command us to confront wrong teachings about God. According to Bill McKeever and Eric Johnson, “The word ‘confrontation’ has been given a bad connotation. It is inaccurate to assume that those who actively share their faith without building a long-term relationship automatically exhibit a lack of love for the Mormon people. Many times we have seen Latter-day Saints lovingly ‘confronted’ with challenging information that has led to long-term relationships and even conversions.”51 (I myself, of course, am proof that the results of what some might term confrontational literature can indeed be effective and long-lasting.)

What do I do when I have the rare opportunity to share my faith with a Mormon? I must admit that it is a painful thing for me, since I am empathetic and know the cost of the kind of decision I’d like to lead them to. When missionaries show up at my door (they’re not supposed to come to anyone’s home who has been excommunicated, but they sometimes do, apparently by accident), I tell them that I am an ex-Mormon and that I made my decision to leave the Church when I was about their age. I offer to buy them each the biggest steak in town at any restaurant they want, and arrange to meet them there. I assure them that I will not force any information on them, that they will be able to leave if they are uncomfortable, and that I will try to answer any questions they might have about my life and my decision.

Once at the restaurant I keep the conversation light and enjoy asking each about his hometown, family, and plans after the mission. They always eat as if they are famished. Usually they are waiting for me to “spring” something on them or attack LDS doctrine, but I don’t. They soon begin hesitantly asking me about why I left the Church, but I am gentle and retrospective in my answers. I tell them how much I loved the Church—its doctrines and its practices and its people.

I tell them I was there, and I believed.

I describe to them how difficult my decision was, but how it has been worth it for the sake of truth. Toward the end of the dinner I show them two genuine first-century oil lamps from Israel and tell them of my interest in archaeology. I remind them of the story of the wise and foolish virgins and show them how the larger lamp with a large reservoir for oil was for a home, and the smaller one was a type of ancient “flashlight,” holding just enough oil for a short trip. They are always genuinely excited to hold something from the time of Christ, and I am excited to share it with them. Gently I remind them that artifacts that support the existence of the Israelites and their biblical culture are all over Palestine—so common that even I could own some of them. But artifacts that reflect the hundreds of years of uniquely Nephite and Lamanite culture—as described in the Book of Mormon—don’t exist, except as “possible” links in museums. I ask them to keep that in mind, and to think about it, maybe later when their missions are over.
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