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ON BEING A MORMON HISTORIAN

by D. Michael Quinn®

Although Latter-day Saints have been trained as historians at universities
outside Utah for half a century and have been publishing Mormon history during that
entire period, only recently have prominent LDS general authorities publicly
criticized the éo??vitions and publications of Mormon historians. 1In part, this
cag be explained as a reaction to the increasingly "high profile" of scholarly
and 1ﬂierpretative Mormon history dﬁring the past fifteen years.

At a time of phenomenal increases in the numbers of new conversions in the
United States and throughout the world, there has been A a growing crescendo of
interest (perticularly on the part of Latter-day Saints with generations of .
experdence in tﬁe Church) in researching, vriping. and learning about the history
of Mormonism. Among the most significent examples of this trend are: the
organization of the institutionally independept~Mormon History Association in
1965 vhich has held annual conferences for the presentation of scholarly papers, and
vhose membership has grown from e few dozen toAmore than & thousand; the establishment

of Dialogue:_A_Journal of Mormon_Thought in 1966 with its emphasis on interpretative

Mormon history; the intensified historical focus of the periodical Brigham Young
University Studies which began devoting whole issues to LDS Church history from 1969
onvard; the gradual opening of LDS Church Archives to professional researchers by
Church Historien Joseph Fielding Smith in the late 1960s, the acceleration of that
trend by his successor as Church Historian Howard W. Hunter, followed by the
unprecedented appointment by the First Presidency of a professional Mormon historian
Leonard J. Arrington to the position of Church Historian in 1972; the launching of
history to the format of Sunstone Magazine in 1977; and the activity from 1972 to

1980 (under the-official auspices of Church headquarters) of the professionally

trained Church Historian, Assistant Historians, and a university trained staff who
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pudblished scholarly end interpretative books end articles sbout Hornon‘history.

.ihis explosion of professional, interpretative, and footnoted approaches to Mormon
history not only reached out to the community of Mormon schoi;rs end history buffs,
dut also hes extended to the general membership of the Church through faculty memberl.
at Erigham Young University, Ricks College, and in the Church seminaries and
institutes, as well as through scholarly historical publications by Deseret Book

Company, the Church Fewvs, the Ensign and Nev Era magazines and their international

counterparts.

Preoccu}ied with trying to assimilate hundreds of thousands of new converts
ennuelly into the LDS Church's present theological, social, &nd administrative
i8entity, some Church zdministretors heve vicwved with understendable misgiving this
burgeoning exploration of Mor&onism's fluid past. The concern of these Church--
leeders Les not been essuvaged by the fect thet coﬁtezpéraff‘viih tﬁe‘pralife;;tion
of Mormon historiens end histories there les been a shift {n enti-Yormon propagenda {rom
doctrinal dietridbe to the polemical use of elements from the Formon past to discredit
the 1LDS Church tocey. In reection to this confluence of devélopments; two merbers
of the Cuorum of the Twelve Apostles (Ezra Teft Zenson and Boyd K. Packer) have
specificelly identified Lettier-dsy Seint historizns es tﬁe source of difficulty. Elder
Penson geve two talks 2bout this subject in 1976, one of which states:

This hu=z=nistic cmphesis on history is not confined only to secular

history; there heve been £nd continue to be ettempts made to bring this philosophy

into our own Crurch qﬁ;tory. Again the emphasfs is to underpley revelation -

end God's intervention in significant events, and to inordinately humanize the

prophets of God so that their bumen frailties become more evident than their

" spiritual qpalities.l
Five years later, Elder Packer expanded upon the point of view of Elder Eenson in &
deteiled messege delivered to religion teschers but directed to Latter-dey Saint

histqrians.z As part of his indictzent against Latter-day Saints who wvrite scholarly,

{nterpretetive history, Boyd K. Packer has told his 1981 auvdience:
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Unfortunately, many or‘the {hings they tell one another are not uplifting,
go far beyond the audience they may have intended, and destroy faith.
One who chooses to follow the te;::s of his profession, regardless of how
they may injure the church or destroy the faith of those not ready for
“advnnc;d history" is himself in spiritual Jcopardy.3
In addition to these jaundiced ecclesiastical views of Mormon history writing by
Latter-day Saints, Mormon historians have also recently received criticism from
fellow academic Louis C. Midgley, political philosopher at Brigham Young University.
Midgley concludes a 1981 presentation on Mormon historians with the following statement:
It is depressing to see some historians now struggling to get on the )
stage to act out the role of the mature, honest historian committed to
something called "objective history," and, at the same time, the role of
the faithful Saint. The discordance between those roles has produced more
than a little bad faith (that is, self-deception) and even, perhaps, some
blatant hypocrisy; it has also produced some pretentious(,] bad history.h
As one of those historians who have struggled Fo get on the stage Midgley describes,
I would like to gxplore things that he and others have questioned: the motivations,
rationale, intentions, and conduct of La£ter—day Saints who profess to write
objective Mormon history.

I would not claim to speak for anyone aside from the one Mormon historian
1 know best. His biography is of no interest to anyone but himself, but elements
of his background are important to understand his activity as a Mormon historian,
his motives, and his reactions to the criticisms Ly his ecclesiastical superiors.
To begin with, he was born with a split-identity: seventh generation Latter-day
Saint on his mother's side, but of Roman Catholic, Mexican origin on his
father's side. Since his earliest childhood, hovever, self-identity was not
the most important emphasis of his life, but rather an intense personal relationship

with God. As long as he could remember, he knew God as personage and immediate

influence, and on occasion he hed heard His voice. Long before he had ever heard
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r"‘-“h 'e'bou,f- the Holy Chost, this young r=n Led vhat sce-ed to te constent 'C‘X;ericnce

vith a presence from God in comfort and revelation "like a fire burning™ vithin him,

end as an edolescent he vas surprised to discover in scripture descriptions of others'
experiences with the Holy Ghost that he had thought vere God's speciel gifts to him alone.
Although he @h alvays known God as Father, Christ as Savior, and the Foly Ghost as
Comforter and Revelator, at the age of eleven the young man realized that he had

becn a member of the LDS Church for three years without specifically asking God-

2bout its y'.ligity. Therefore, he sought and received knowledge through the Spirit

that the Book of Mormon vwas the word of God, tha.t. the Church vas true end necessary,

v .
£nd thet its president ves indeed a prophet of God. \

Althouzh tis relatior.-shi;-with God e5d the Spirit ves th!':-']sri-x;.&r.y—.dime-n.sion
end sufficient epistemology of his life, the young man felt fmpressed thet it vas
necessery to explore the tcmporal nanifestations of God's dealings with His people

end prophets, e&s well es their conduct. By age fifteen he had read all the Stendard

- Yer)s (é::cept for helf of the 014 Testezzent), a2nd at seventeen he was reading the

seven voluse Fistory of the Church end Jcurnal of Digourses. To the occasionzl

Siscozfort of his 1LDS Senminery teachers, be subjected &ny religious proposition to

-igid =nelysis, perticulerly with reference to the co:npleté scriptural contexxt. By ege
| ezhteen, he ted resd &nd mede his own cerd index "of the 014 Testexent &nd other
iStandard Works, hed vritten independent studies of misconduct in Roman Catholie
i,_:a:;ss f-om Mercellinus to Leo XII and of unfeithfulness ip LDS generel authorities '

ii:‘rc»m Siéney Rigdon to Richard R. Lyman, had coxpared 21l proper nemes in the Book

of Morron with the Bible, and had conducted a line-by-line conparison of the 1830 and
ister editions of the Book of Hormon. "I will not accept any criticism of the Church

on fece value,” this eighteen-year-old vrote in his personal Journal, "but, 1ns'tead..

nd

seerch and study (end if need bde, pray) to find the truth. During these adolescent

years, tbhe young men not only prayed, but often vent on food and vater fasts of more

4hen three days o drav close to the comfort, strength, and guidence of the Spirit
4
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as he confronted the difficulties of maturation at the same time he submerged himself
in the intricacies of scriptural study and the diatribes of anti-Mormon literature.
A fes months before his nineteenth birthday, the young man wrote:
At present my evaluation of vhat I am going to have to do to be spiritually
educated in the Gospel is to become extremely well acquainted with the Standard

Works, Journal of Discourses, Times and Seasons, History of the Church, and

t.he discourses and writings of the Prophets. It is a monumental task at this

_alone, vhich requires more than a cursory reading or even a single, very

detailed reading of these materials. I can now Eee clearly, for really the

first time, that such a task will take a lifetimk to encounter, and longer

to master...
Over the next decade, & series of unforseen circumstances (which he now regards as
divine intervention) caused him to abandon his life's ambition to become a medical
physician, and in turn abandon his second-be-ast decision to complete a doctorate in
literature. Instead, after much prayer and soul-‘searching, he decided to turn his
intense avoca.ti.on of scriptural and Church history research into a life's work.
He began graduate study in history, even though he had enrolled in only a couple of
undergraduate history.courses and bad never taken a qaurse in LDS Church history.

Since that time, this Junior historian has played a minor role in the development
of Mormon history writing since Leonard J. Arrington was appointed Church Historian
in 1972. This yqung,historim has spent a decade probimg thousands of manuscript
diaries and records of Church history that he never dreamed he would see. He has
published a score of articles about LDS Church history_, several of vhich have been
described as "controversial™ by some people. He has alvays researched and written
about Church history with a continual prayer for the Lord to guide him in knowing
what to do and hov to express things in such a way that they might be

beneficial to the understanding of the Latter-day Saints.
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Re vould huve been satisfied to have rcmained indefinitely on Leonard Arrington’s

staff, but be quit his position there to begin Ph.D. study at Yale Univercity. BHe

did this only dbecause he felt impressed that it vas the Lord's vill for him to do so.
Although he had uprooted his family shortly after purchasing their first home in
order to go to Yale and although he had borrowved thousands of dollare in order to
study therg. he found himself ready to abandon his Ph.D. in the middle of vriti;xg

his dissertation because he vorried. thet 1t involv?d too many controversfes concerning
the LDS. Cburc!x' and its gcner;l suthorities. Hé asked the Lord to tell him if he
should stoi: writing something es controversial as his study of the pre-1933 general
euthorities had turned out to be, and.he told the Lord that he would stop end

even &esiroy his research if that was the lord's will. BRe ves in earnest end desired

to listen to the lord's will, not his owvn por eny one else's. This faltering young . -

historiea obteined a spiritual witness that it vas right to complete his dissertation,
despite the so-called "controversies” and "sensitive™ areas of Church history with
which it dezlt, end he then es)ed for ithe courage and_strength to fece the criticisos

end ccrseqQuences thet might result from those vho vere hostile to the kinds of

thincs he_ ves reseerching and writing.

. It is from this background that the present historian epprozdhes recent
criticicms concerning the writing of Formon history by Latter-day Saints. Ve vwill
proceed Irom szeller issues to more important issues concerning Sacred History,
Seculer ﬁistory. Pluralistic History, Monistic History, and Accommodstion History.

Elder Benson hes objected to MHormon historiens’ use of scholarly .'expressions
and terzinology” in describing. develo’p:_nents or characteristics of Mormon history.
smong the tercs bhe seys "offend the Brethren and Church ne.m)ers" are "alleged,”

Texperizental systems,” "communal-life,” "communitarienism," and "Christian

i;rimitivism.'., Elder Benson prefers that Formon historians use traditfional Kormon
6
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terms snd phrases even vhen Lutter-dey Saint historians are vriting for scholarly,
non-Mormon publicatibnl.

One epproach in responding to this criticism is to observe that zany of. the
terns and phrases ve Hormons use have highly specialized meanings unrecognizable
to anyone dut another Mormon. This either requires ct;rnbersonéexplmations of '
vhat is es;ential];y' Hormon ;1argon or the substitution of vord:. and phrases fa;:iliu'
to the rest of the English-speaking world. Historians usually adopt some combination
of th'ose.ivo aiternatiires. Just as do LDS missionaries vho encounter blenk starss -
e2s they cesually use familiar M;;mon term:s in explaining the Church and Gospel to |
pca-lormons. If 'there is going to be eny comnunicetion betveen lormons and non-
iormons ebout the characteristics of the Church, then Mormons often have to use
terms femiliar to non-lormons rather than treditionel Mormon useges. There i;
no Justification for this necessity being regarded as su;bversive vhen Mormon scholars
do it end admirable vhen Mormon missionsries do it, merely becsuse the formex: mey
e=ploy the scholerly terms of the gereral languege wherees the letter enploy

converseztionel terns of the general languege.

Se{'eral of £léer Benson's exemples of offensive scholarly expressions are £lso
virtually the sexe as phreses in earlier, official Church publications. "Christian
Primitivisn” is simply enother form of the phrase "the Primitive Church™ vhich eppesrs
in Jo;eph Smith's Sixth Article of Faith. Im 1930, 'the };irlt Presidency epproved,

copyrighted and. published A Comvrehensive Historv of the Church, vhich descridbed

the United Orders of Utah as having a "communistic character”™ and the first high

N

school LDS seminary as being “in the. nature of an experiment.” It vill be an

avxverd situation, indeed, if bhistorians are expected to shun not only secular

terminology in Mormon history, but also terms vhich had approval of tbe First

Presidency in former times. . . .
7
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Related to the above question of terminology is Boyd K. Packer's advice to

historians not to pudblish or refer to sensitive or controversial items merely dbecause

they have already been pudblished before. The criticism of “coumunistic-conzunal-

communitarian™ as applied to the Church's United Order of Enoch despite similar
usage in previous officia.l publications is a xinor {ssue compared to the one Elder

Packer raises. General authorities in recent years have criticized Mormon historians

for repudlishing in pa}t or vhole out-of-print Church publications such as the 1830

Book of Momon. the Journal of Discourses (edited and imblished for thirty-two years

L

under the euspices of the First Presidency). and statements taken from former

Charch ceg zines p.:'blished for the children, Youth, and general menbership of

the Church.9 It is an odd situation vhen present general asuthorities criticize
historians for re-printing what previous general suthorities regarded not only_ .
2s faith-promoting dut es eppropriate for Mormon youth and the nevest converts.

Eléer Packer specifically varns egainst historians using "the unvorthy, the

WISEVOTY, Or the sensational™ from the Mormon pest, merely beceuse it has been

ceviously published somevhere else, and be berates historisns for their "exzggerated

loyelty to the theory that everything must be told."lo But this reises the gquestion

of personal honesty and professional integrity. If a historien wvrites zbout eny

subject unreleted to religion, and he purposely fails to make referesce to pertinent

2aforcetion of vhick he hes knowledge, hé is Justifiedbly liadle to be criticized

Jor &ishonesty.

¥het 8 true outside tbe topic of religion is equally true in vriting sbout

religious history. That is the reason First Presidency Counselor J. Reuben Clark

Jr. criticized Church I;Istoria.n B.H. Roberts and the seven-volume History of the

Church. President Clark told a meeting of the First Presidency and Quorum of

tbe Tvelve Apostles $n April 19k3:
The Documentery History of the Church unfortunately as printed does not
8
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contain all of the documentary history as it vas wvritten. Brother Roberts
made some chuanges in 1}- Ve do not know alvays vhat the changes vere or vhat
they are, 50 that, as an absolute historical sot'u-c-e, the printed Documentary
History is not one that ve can invariably rely upon....Brother Roberts® work
is the vork of an.advocate and not of a judge, and yo;l. cannot alwvays rely on
vhat Brother Roberts says. Preguentivibe aturted ouk apparently to establish
a certain thesis and he took his facts to support his thesis, and if some fects
got in the vay it wvas too bad, and they vere omitted.11

It does di-s§ervice to the cause of the Church for Latter-day Saint historians to
render thenselves 2nd the Church itself subject_ to Justified criticism decause

they heve ignored readily available end pr_eﬂox-:sly pudblished materials in tﬁe
writing of i-:ormon history. _If such material is sensitfve. controversial, um.;ortlw..

unszvory, or sensetional, then it is a patter of the author's judgment of its

importance vhether the iftem should be quoted, perephresed, or only referred to

in & footnote.

In cornection vith Elder Packer's counsel to avoid reference to previously

Pudblished sensitivities, Eld&er Bezson varns historiens agafinst environmental

explanations of the background of revelations and developments in LDS history.

Tl8er Benson gives a3 examples the discussion by bhistorians of the American
temperzance movenent in. the 18305 as part of the circumstences out of which Joseph

Smith obtained the revelation on the Word of Wisdom, and he referred to historians

vho explained the revelation on the three de;;'ees of glory in terms of contemporary

e @ % e e e el .

Questions by Azerican philosophers about.the afterlife.
v °" Li¥e the juestions-of previously published items, a historian writing about a

n-on-religious subject would be considered inept at best and dishonest at worst if

be described someone's Innovation or contridbution vithout discussing the significance

of previously existing, similar contributions and i8eas of wvhich the historical person
9
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vas undoudtedly evare. If a Latter-day Saint historian discusses the r;vehtion to
Joseph Smith about'gﬁstincnce from tobacco, strong drinks, and hot drinks, and thep
fails to note that during the 1830s religious refome;-s and social reformers vere
involved nationllli in urging abstinence from these ;dentica.l things, any reader

.has cause to criticize the bhisctorian's accuracy, to question his Jotives, and to
doudbt any affirmation the historian might .give to tbe. revehtbn!t truth.

It is obvious that Elder Benson opposes those vho night argue that Joseph Smith

/
simply invented something he called a revelation that actually vas a product of

his ovn mind n.ml of the contewporary culture and .enyironment. Jot only as a -
believing iatter—day Saint.'but also &5 a historian, I also oppose those vho mske
éuch conclusions. One can acknovledge the influence of e;:vii-oment end contemporary
circu:s;.ance. and still affirm the. actuality of divine revelations like the Word

of Wisdom that seem to relate directly to the contemporary environment. 1In P'ormon
.doctrine, revelations come because_of specific q;zestions that individuals or prop‘hets

2sk Cod, 2nd those questions arise in the minds of prophets because of conditions ;

+hey otserve or e»perience.
Without environmental influences or surrounding. circm:sta;aces of eignificence

to the.propbet, there would be no revelations from God to the prop)iets. And the
thenging circucstences end environnent of the vorld are the very ressons Latter-day
Eeints affirm that there must dbe living prophets on the earth to respond with the vord
of the Lord to the pev circumstances. If we vrite Mormon history es though its
revela.tion: and developzents occurred without any reference to surrounding circumstences,
This is one of

ve undermine the claims for the Restoration of 1iving prophets.

zeny sreas in Mormon history writing vbere an alleged defense is actually a

disservice to the Saints.

-

In a more precise discussion of Elder Qenson'l concern about environmental
erplenations of Joseph Smithls revelations, Boyd K. Packer varns Mormon historiens:

"itere is po such thing as an accurate, objective history of the Church without
' 10




-

Kistoriun--11

consiae;ution of the spiritual povers that attend this vork...vitlout consideretion

of spiritual guidance, of discernment, and of revelation. That {s not st:hollt.nu-sl’xil:u."13
I agree vith hia fully, dbut (particularly vith reference to Latter-day Saint
histox-ians) Elder Packer has created an enexmy that does not exist. It is impossidle
for even an atheist to write about Joseph Smith or Spencex' W. Kimball without
acknovledging that they CIULn to be prophetl of God, that they have made proncuncements

in the name of God, and that they have proclaimed specific documents to be divine

instructions ‘hen by revelation from God. 'l‘rue. a2 writer can express a tone of -

\

ridicule or u‘!‘imation, hostility or sympathy, detachment or advocacy vhen writing

z'bout such prophetic claims, but no reputadble historien (leest of all a believing
Latter-dey Saint) excludes consideration of the spiritual dimension in witing sbout
men like .Joseph.Smith.. Influenced by Freud or other theorists » historiens may--. —. -
give alternative explanations for Joseph Smrit‘h and other prophets, but they mﬁst

2lso acknowledge the prophetic claims of these men. .

- Frofessor Louis Midgley'!s central criticism of lormon historiens is that _their

\.Titingk eb=st Joseph Smith do not positively affirm to the world their personel
testinmonies tbat he vas God's prophet, and Eira Taft Benson seems to indicete this

same expectationh vhen he says, "We would hope that if you feel you must wvrite for .

tbe scholerly jJournals, you alvays defend the fnith."lh But vhy is it pecessary

for Latter-day Saint historians to do more than the wvriters of Sacred Ristory did

vhen they simply stated that Moses and the other prophets said, "Hear ye the vord

of the lorar® Bo.yd K. Packer himself once counseled an LDS Seminary teacher to use

the vords "The lLatter-day SBaints believe” and "they claim” in his Pb.D. dissertetion,

ratber than portraying the spiritual experiences as facts.1d ¥ost Latter-day Saint

historians simply report tbat Joseph Smith said he sev God and Jesus Christ, and that

be ennounced numerous communications as 8irect revslationl from Cod. Occesionally,

a ¥ormon bistorian writing to a general qudie;)ce (primarily non-¥ormon) may also
' 11
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sucgest -lj.crnntive cxplanations for the prophetic clainms, wvithout stnt:ing the
historiun's own beliefs about vhat is Incvitadly a q:estion of personal faith.
Skeptics are often unmoved by the most ud;nt personal testimonies, and . .
earnest inqQuirers have occasionally'been converted to the Church after lecarning
!;b(_:\!:t. it from anti-Vormon publications. It is inconceivadle to me that a Lattc;r-day
Saint vith a petsonal testimony would begin to lose that téstinon.y sinply because
he‘or she ie;d a publication by s Kormon historian who reported the revelations
of Joseph Smith '\;ithcfut 1nc1ud_1ng the h;’utorinn's personal testimony of the truth

-4

of those reyelations. That kind of scholarly detachment does not threaten testimoﬁy .

" 2nd is not subversive to the Church.

Centrel to the ebove criticisms by Flders Bensgn end Packer and by Profe‘s.sor
Louis ¥idgley is their essertion that Morzon historians have ;dopted the asusump'tions
of secular scholership and have a'bandoned't.he verities of the Spirit in their
;presentat:'ton of Formon history. Ezra Teft Benson ;per.ks "of this trend, which
see=s to be &n effort to reinterpret the history of the Church so that it is ;nore
retionelly eppeeling t? the '-'orld,i' Boyd K. Pecker varns egainsf the tendency for
¥sr=on ac.géezics, end historiens in particular, "to begin to judge the Church, its
goctrines, orgenization, and leelership, ?resent and pest, by the principles of
their owvn profession,” and Professor Louis ¥idgley writes that "it is now possible
to find historiens ﬁmétioning wvithin the Church defending the proposition that the
Resiored Gospel must be studied and -evnluated entirely with vhat tbhey choose to call
ike 'naturnlisticassu:iption.s' of certain vholly secularized professional historip:.'
In oilher vords, they accuse Hormon historians of writing to accommodate non-Mormon
pssumptions. This involves the distinction detveen monistic history and pluralistic

bistory.
As used here, monistic history refers-to the villingness of & historian to

ccnsider only one explanation for historicsl developments, and pluralistic history

refers to the willingness of a historian to consider more tban one explanation.

12 .. -
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‘:n;e forner is closed u_?d the latter is open. Elders Benso;: and Pucker and Professor
Hidéle;' dcmend. thnt_' interpreters of Vormon history be “open™ to the spiritval dirmensica
of revelaticn end prophetic identity in Mormon history, ratler than simply dismissing
out of hand tke possibility of divine revelation and prophetic calling. But inm
reality, they are not asking for a pluralist interpretation of Mcrrmonism. TLey are

" asking that &any intefpreter simply change the monistic category of Joseph Smith as
fraud.. or'religious genius, or personality disorder, for the equally monistic
lnterpretatifn that Joseph Smith vas e divine prorhet. 1If asled to give a cstegorical
definition of Josepl Smith, Y (end virtually every other Letter-day Saint historier)--
wvould sey that he vas a divingly-cnl]cd ‘Jrcrhet of God, but in ell honesty ve must

elso acknovledge that other reescneble, honest, &nd conscientiocus interpreteticns

are elso possible: -

loreover, the recuirement for a monistic interpretation of Morror history does

not stop with categories of definition, but also extends into process. For exasple. - —-

Zoyd K. Pecker de=znds that Mormon historizns dcmonstrate and effirm that "the hLznd

of the Lord [hes deen] in every hour and .svery rorment of the Church from its

teginning till now."17 This would regquire a single, monistic explenetion for every

event in Mormon history, but there &re compelling reesons why Morrons ought to be

wvilling to consider alternative explenations vithin Kormon history. _

Personally, I am not willing to simply say thet "the hend of the Lord" is a
sufficient e>plezpation for all the events end developzents in the Mormon pest, and

there is profound Sé'riptural precedent for being willing to consider pluralistic

explenations for even the most crucial events in Mormon history. One of the most

irportent developzents in the Sacred History of the Book of Mormon was the destruction

of the TNephite pebple. yet the prophet-writers of that history suggested several
' 20

.. s .-
different causes: ldultery.%s-: fornicltion.:w the Gadianton Bend of Robders, -
’ 23

secret combipations in genera.‘l.zl unrighteous levyers end Judges.22 or pride.

Although some of these explapations are interrelated; .others of these historicel

18
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interpretntions in Book of Mormon Sacred History are distinct.

1f wve vere to adopt secular terms to descridbe these explanations by prophet-
historians, we could substitute moral disintegration, social disorganization,
political discontinuity, and socio-economic disparity. Which of the various
historical explanations within the Book of Mormon is the "true" or "real" reason
for the decline of the Nephite civilization? I don't know, and apparently the
historian-prophets who wrote the record didn't know,either. But they felt an
obligation to examine the evidence, reflect upon it, and offer the best explanation
or interpretations they could.

In like manner, Mormon historians may share the convictions of the Rephite
prophets and Boyd K. Packer that the "hand of the Lord" operates throughout history
and that "His purposes fail not," but they also have an obligation to examine the
evidence, reflect upon it, and offer the best interpretations they can for what
has occurred in Mormon history. The human record is characterized by comple xty,
both in the Book of Mormon peoples and in Latter—d;y Saints. There is nothing
subversive about interpreting these developments from different points of view,
even perspectives of understanding in secular disciplines.

A more serioﬁs problem of Mormon history is involved in the implications of
Boyd K..Packer's demand that historians demonstrate that "the hand of the Lord
fhas been] in every bour and every moment of the church from its heginning till now."
Every Mormon historign agrees with Ezra Taft Benson that "wve must never forget
that ours is a prophetic history."zh but there are serious problems in the
assertion or implication that this prophetic history of Mormonism requires "the
h and of the Lord" in every decision, statement, and action of the prophets. This is
a far larger question than the historical exploration of environmental backgrounds to
decisions and revelations or the application of secular understanding to explain
specific events in religious history. Central to the apparent demands of Elders

Benson and Packer is the view that the official acts and prouncements of the prophets
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“are slveys the express vill of God. This is the Mormon equh'ralent of the Roman
Cstholic doctrine of papal fnfallibility.

The Cetholic dogma of infallidility 4s not that the pope is incapable of human
veeknesses, but that his statcments and decisions are fnfallible §n all matters of
faith and morals. It vas not until 1870 that Rém.n Catholicism officially adopted
the infallibility doctrine, and the Mormon Church would have to dispense vith some
of its fundamental doctrines in orde;r to adopt a position of prophetic infallibility.
The LDS doct:;in'e of free agency is central to the e'ntire Hormon view of existence
in time and_eternity; and thet doctrine is inconpatible with the view that a Latter-dey
Seint is free to meXe mistzkes in vhat he says and does until he 'beco;nes a prophett
ir e prophet is incepeble to personal opinion, buman limitation, end err.c:r in his
decisio;as end statements, then that prophet has no tre-e a'gen::y as a prophet ami -
no personal responsibility. If an LDS pz:oph.et is incepadble of mekinz mistakes in
his prophetic cal’iing. then he Is the only Letter-day Saiot vho §s excused from
"rené:z.-ing &n gccountix-:g of his stevaréship unto God,"™ es reguired in the fimm 3

lorzon ﬁoctrine‘of each individual's absolute responsibility for his own esctions

end for “ke callﬁngs’ given to the individual by God on earth.

{I

The Apostle Peul vrote authoritetively to the Saints, but noted that "I spekk
this by permission, 2nd not of. comrandment." Alth.ough the Book of Mormon vas written,
preserved, end tr.anslsted by propbets of .God. the title page decleres, "And pow, if
there -ere feults they are tl.:e mistekes of men.” A Book of Kormon prophet expressed
his ;'opix;ion' ebout doctrines only partially revealed to him. Joseph Smith specificelly
denied that everything a prophet said vas the vord of the Lord, end affirmed, "A prozbet
+2s 8 prophet only vhen h-e vas acting as such.” When J. Ret;ben. Clark announced a
decision of the First Presidency to a general conference in 19%0, Presideat Clerk
observed, "k;e are pot infallidle in our Judgment, and ve err, but our constant prayer

‘§s that the Lord will guide ul. in our decisions, and ve are trying so to live that our
16




minds vill be open Lo His inspirution.” To the Church Eeninary and Institute teachers
in 195k, P:.csidcnt Clark also declared that “even the President of the Church has
not elveys spoken under the direction of the Holy Ghost."25 . .

Formon historians would be false to their understanding of LDS doctrine, the
Sacred History of the Scriptures, the realities of huran conduct, and the docurentary
evidence of Mormonism ‘1:(‘ they souvght to defend the proposition that LIS prophets
.vere infellidle in their decisions and statements. Moreover, it would be hardly less
f&lse.to alls\-' readers of Mormon history to arav the conclusion thet LDS prophets
were i‘nfani‘ble in their statements and decisions, becsuse the Mormen historisn
presented Church history as t_bovsb' every decisit;n end stetement éeﬁ.e-gs the resuvlt
of direct reveletion to the px.-ophet. Therefore, the Mormon historien bes both a
religious &nd professicnal obligation not to conceal the exbivalence, debate; -
give-end-tzke, uncertainty, &nd simple pragriatism that often attend decisions of
the prophet end First Presidency, &nd not to conceal the liritetions, errors,
end negstive conseguences of some significent stafzcments of the prophet end First——
Prcsidﬁg&y. In like manner, hovever, the Mormo'n historien would be eouvelly _
felse if he feiled to. report the inspiretiom, visions, revelatifons, end solemn
testinonies thet heve also ettended propbetic éecisions end stetements throughout

¥ormon history.
. A Tev critics heve been more specific in their criticism of Horpon hist~riens
+ho porter.y the hunen frailties of LDS leaders. Ezra Taft Benson observes that
¥or=on historiens tend "to inordinatgly bumenize the prophets of God so tbat tbei_?_
hunen f-ra.ilties beco;nc more evident than their spiritual qualities,”™ and Boyd K..

Packer Les recently made the folloving comments about a }Mormon historian': talk:

V¥hat that historian 4id vith the reputation of the President of the "Church

wvas not vorth doing. He seexed determined to convince everyone that the i

prophet vas a wen. We knev that already. Al of the prophets and all of the !

® _ Apostles have been nen.

It would bave been much more worthvhile for bim to have
16
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3 convinced us that the man vas a problet; & fact quite as true as thre fact that

he vas a men.

He hes teken somelhing avay from the memory of a prophet. He hag
26

destroyed faith.
This is,.in part, related to the infallidbility question. Elder Packer criticizes

historians for eliminating the spiritual dimension from their studies of prophets,

and be accuses such historinns of distortion for failing to &ea) with such a '

funlenental c}.n’dracteristic. Yet Elders Benson and Packer also demand that historiens

7

oxmit eny re_feren;:e to human frailty (aside from physical problems, I suppose) ic

stuéies of LDS lezders, and emphasize only the spirituel dimension. Elder Packer

-
cuite rightly observes that omitting the spiritval, revelatory dimension from the

life of a Church leader would also deny the existence of the spiritual and-
_rc\'elat.o.ry. but it is equally true .that t;mitting reference to huren veaknesses,
faults, &nd limitatit;ns from the life of & prophet is also a virtual denial of

the existence éf bu:aniwca‘knesses end fallidbility in the prophet. Must Church histery
writing portray LDS lezders &s infallidle, doth es lceders end es men? This is

not tbe Sacred HRislory ve know.

Sacred History (which is conteined in the Bible, Book of ¥ormon, Doctrine end _

Covenznts, and Peerl of Great Price) is &n absolute refutation of the kind " history

Tlders Bepson apd Pecker seem to be t.dvocatiné. Sacred History presents the prophets
2nd espostles es the most hucan of men who have been called by God to prophetic
responsi‘bilijty.. Sacred History portrays the spiritual dimensions &ad achievenents

of God's leaders es facts, but Bacred History also matter-of-factly demonstrates

+he veetnesses of God's leaders. Exanples are the scriptural accounts of Abrahenm's

abendonment of his wife Hagar and son Ishmell. Foah's drunkenness, Lot's Incest,.
Moses' arrogance, Jonah's vncillaf..i.on, Peter's impetuosity and covardice, Peter and

Peul's mutual criticism, Lehi's doubt, Alma the Elder's former vhoredoms, Alma the
17
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“Younger's former sposiasy, and the progression of Corienton from sdulterous missionary,
through repentance, to one of the three presiding high priests of the Church among the
Rephites. Moreover, the Doclrine and Covenants .contnim i‘r;quent-condemnations of
Joseph .Smith 't;y the Lord. Sacred History affirms the reality of divine revelation

and inspiration, but also_matter-of—factly demonstrates that God's lcaders often

disagree and do not alvays follov His revelations consistently. An example is

Peter's continued shunning of Gentiles despite his revelation at Joppe, for which

Peul publicly condezned him.
e} ' -
According to the standards of history apparently required by Ezra Taft Benson

end 3oyd K. Packer, such a writer of Scripturel Sacred History is suspect at best

&nd rEith—destroying at vorst. To use Elder Packer's vords, "instead of going up

to. vhere [God's leadgrs] vere, be devised a wvay of collecting mistakes and‘ veaknesses -
and limitetions to compare with his own. In that sense he hes attempted to bring

E histori.cal figare dt:;'-.-n to his level &nd in that \'a;; feel close to him n;:d perheps

to Justify his ow-n w:ca‘r.nesses."27 Sacred Fistory presents God's lezders as

cersienceble Lizzn beings with vhom tre rezder can identify beceuse of their wezknecse:

&t the sz=e tize be reveres the pr.ophetic centle. Szcred Ristory enriches-ithe lives
of readers Sy cocovraging them to identify &nd empathize with i‘alli’ble. hurzzan prophets,
rether than discourzging them by presenting the proph.ets as othervorldly. personages

for vhom the reeder can feel only zve end edoration. A young conterporary of Jcseph

é:ith 'expr;ssed the importence of fjdentifying with fallidle prophets in this wvay: "I ¢
Joseph Smith the Prophet do things which I d4id not npprgve of; and yet...I thanked God
thet he would put u;pén a man vho had these imperfections the power and authority which
~ he placed upon him...for I knev I myself had weeknesses and T thought there vas &

chance for me."™ This young man, Lorenzo Snov, even‘.uan; Yecame an apostle '..na_pre?ie_.-

of the LDS Cburch.zarbe‘recent biography of Spencer W. Kimdball 4{s virtually Sacred

buman prophet of God, vhereas the Formon

Bistory in its presentation of a lovesbly
' 18




history of benignly angelic Church lcaders spparently advocated by Elders Benson

and Packer vould border on jdolatry.
Ezra Teft Benson, Boyd X. Packer, and Professor Kidgley accuse Mormon historisns

of writing Church history to accommodate non-Kormon scholarship, but Elder ‘Packer,

in particuler, advocates another type of Accommodation History. He assaults the

philosophy and conduct of Hormon historians because their objective Church history
';:ay unvittingly be giving 'equel time' to the adversary,” and becsuse such history
"may be reed by those not mature enough for 'advanced bhistory' and a testimony in
seedling stzge mey dbe crushcd.'” In regard to this latter point, he takes historiesns .
to tesk for being "so willing _to ignore” the necessity for teaching mnde.r;entals
balore presenting-tdv&nced inforgation, and Elder Packer observes that "teaching
some thin.gs that ere tx:ue prematurely or at t‘);e vrong time, can invite sorrovw and -
heartbreek instead of the Joy i;tended to accoxpany 1earning."3o
But Boyd K. Packer i1s not advoceting the gradual exposure of the Seints to
hisloricel truth. He excludes that possibility by warning historiens eéainst .
.publishing c:bjective history even in professional journals that "go far beyond the
gvdience that they hzVe intended, &2nd destroy faith,” and he asseils Formon historiers

vho "went to tell everything vhetber it is vorthy or feith promoting or not."31

Flder Picker is mot advocating Paul's dictun of milk before meat,>- but he demends
thet Xorcon historiesns provide only a Church history diet of milk to Latter-dey Seints
of vhetever experience. Yo historien has the kind of insen:iﬂvity for prereguisites
that Elde;' Packer accuses us of, and I am personally very sex.!sitive to the peed to
reassure and cushion the Saints due to the fact th&t-hnlf my ovn family are éatholics,
several are recent converts, and others eare inactive members of lon; standing. But
a diet of milk alone will stunt the grovth of, if not kill, any child.

Aside from urg.ing the Xkind of Church history that would not surprise or offend

even the nevest convert, Boyd K. Packer urges that historians write Church bistory
rmation that enemfes of the Church could

from a siege mentality to Qeny any info
‘ 19




;:ossibly uée to criticize the Church. By this stendard, x'nost of the Oid Testinnent,
the Cospel of John, many of Paul's epistles, .nnd the Book of Revelation vould never
be approved for inclusion In the Bidle. MKoreover, at the very time the Romens vere
persecuting and martyring the early Christians (to an extcnt never equalled in
Yormonism), the Rev Testament writers wvere including candid discussicns of Peter's
foidbles, disegreements dbetwcen the apostles, and epostc;lic condcmnations of whole
ammunities' of Christians. Tn.nid‘-nineteen'th century, vhen the Hormons wvere generally
heted and per.s’ecnted and vere routinely attacked in the p\;\;uc press, President
Erighen Young and other LDS leaders published sermons vhich spoke quite openly about
Joseph Smith's weaknesses 'at the seme time they testified of bis prophetic calling.
Vny does the vell-established end generally respected Mormon Church todey peed &
protective, defensive, para:noid approach to Its history that the actually ecbattled
earlier Szints did not employ? '. ’

}:zr'a '."ai‘t Eenson 2nd Boyd K. Packer vant Church history to 'be es elcmentary
es possidle an;! es defensive as possible. This is Accommodation Ristory for
consunption by the wvezkest of the conceivedbly weak Saints, i‘or the vilest of the
conceivedbly vile enti-lormons, and for the most impressionable of the world's
sycl.ophants. In coptrest, the Sacred History of the Scriptures is presented for
tbe instruction end enlightenment of the Saints, ;'ith the affirmation that the weaker
Seints cen become strong by knowing the full truth end dy: seeking the pover of the
Spirit, tret the enemies of God's truth vill distort things to their own
destruction anyvay, 2nd that the praise of the vorld is seductive. On the latter
point, First Presidency Counselor J.. Reuben Clark told priesthood leslers in the
1950s that there "is a startling parallel™ betwveea second century Christfenity and
second century Momonifn:. and tbat in the early Church the Saints "vere extremely

anxious for tvo things: First, to be well thought of by the pegans. Their ears

itched for praise. Do any of you brethren ¥nov enything aﬁout such a tendency as
20 -
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1':1::1.2"33 Sac}gd History is not timiaq, 8cfensive, or public-relstions oriented,
and ¥oimon historians are b‘ctter to use it ag their guiée rather that! the Accommodation
Ristory that hes oftén characterized twventieth centu.ry Yormonism and that sone
generel euvthorities apparently vant to perpetuate indefinitely.

The Accommodation History sdvocated by Elders Benson and Packer and actually
pruct.ice;! by some LDS writers §s intended to protect the Saints, but acfxally
disillusions ‘Ehem and makes them Vulnereble. Ezra Taft Benson reporis \r.i'th obvious
irritation thz fa._c.t that LDS Seminary and Institute teéchers.lsk him, "When and
vhere can ve 50.813 to tell them our real story!™ and Elder Benson observes, "Inferred
in_thet ques.tion is the accusatiox; that the C);urch has not been telling the truth."Bh

i
The tregic reelity is that ther-e heve been occ,'ksions when Church leaders, teachers,
end vriters heve not told the truth they Inew sbout difficulties of the Kormon pest,
but heve offered to the Seints instead a mixture of plgtitu.des. half—tru:t'hs.
onmissions, &nd pleusible denials. Elder Pecker and others would justify this
beceuse "ve ere at var with the esdversery”™ and must elso protect any Latter-day Saint

35

~hose "testirony [is] in scedling stege.” But such a public-relestions defense

of the Cruch is actuelly a leginot Lipe of sendy fortificetions vhich "the enemy”

cen eesily bresch &nd vhich hes been duilt up dy digging lethal pits into vhich

the Saints will stumble. A so-called "faith-promc;ting“ Church history vhich conceals
controversies znd difficulties of the Normon pest actually undermines the faith of
Zetter-f=y Seints vho eventually learn about the problems from other sources.

One of the most painful demox;strat;ona of that fact hes been the continued '
{spread of weauthorized polyga.my. among ‘he Latter-day Saints during the lest seventy-
[five yea.rs.-:".espite the concerted efforts to Church leaders to stop it. Esseptial
rto this Church cempeign is the o!;ficia.l bistorical argument that there vere no plural.
serrieges 2uthorized by the Church or First Presidency after the 1890 Kanifesto, and

‘Lhat vbatever plural marriages occurred between 1890 and the so—called "Second Kanifesto®

21 .
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;: Akpril 190k scre the sole responsidbility of tvo rencgade apostles, Jchn W, Taylor
end Hutthies F. c°"1¢.’f-36 A lifelong opponent of post-1890 polycemy, J. Reuben Clark !
spearhcaded the adninistrative suppression of the polygamist Fundamentalists from '
the time he entered the First Presidency in 1933, but he ruefully noted in 19L5,
"Lhat one of the reasons why the so-c.aned 'Fundamentalists® had made such inroads,
among our young people Vas because we had failed to teach them the iruth."37 fme
truth ves that more than 250 plural marrieges occurred from 1@90 to 1904 in Mexico,
Canada, and the United States by authorizetfon of the First Presidency, and by action’
or essent of all but.one or two merbers of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. The...
officiel Geniel of that fact i-n LDS Chx-n'ch stetements and his.tories actually hes given
credibility to the Fumfémentalists in their promotion of new plural marrieges efter
1504 1n.defiance of First Presidgncy nu?.hority.-s§ Despite his recognition of the
preblem, Fresident Clerk himself wvas trepped within an administrative policy of
historicel defensiveness vhich he did not create end vhich he decided not to resist.
The coniirced bettle of Church euthorities egainst present df\y polygamy might heve
bteen mcocre successful Led they encouraged a full disclosure of euthoriced post-Mznilssto
poiviexy ihet vould entdble a contrast to de cede vith the unsuthorized polygezy thzt
hes continved to the present. This would ccrtain}); .respond to J. Reuben Clark's .
zsses-s:.ent of the situati;m thirty-six years ego, and would elso reflect Church
Presicdent Jonn Teylor!s philosophy:

Scoe people will sey "Oh, don't talk about it." I think a full, free talk

is frequently of érent use; wve vant nothing secret nor un_derhe.nded, and for

one. I vent no essociation vith things that cannot be talked about and will

not dbear investigation.39 o

A; a Mormon historian, I desire to use.the skills of scholarship in research

and documentetion, to emulate the examples of Sacred Bis'tory in approach and philosozthy

&nd to help the Saints understand the vitelity of ¥ormonisn from a position of . )
: 29 )
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Ynovledgeadle strength. Tn verning Mormon historiens apainst objective history end
a;air;st telling too nuch Lruth sbout the Hormon past, Boyd K. Packer says, "Do not
sprced discase gernsl"ho To adopt the sym'boiism of Elder Packer, I suggest that it
is apostates and anti-Hormons vho seek to infect the Saints with dtsease germs of
doudbt, disloyalty, disaffection, and re‘bellﬂion. These typhoid Marys of spiritual
contagiog obtain the materials of their assaults primarily from the readily available
docuncnts an§ :pu'blications created by former LDS leaders and menbers themselves.
Historirns heVe not created the problem areas of the McCron past; they are trying

to respond to then. Believing Vormon historisns like myself scek to wvrite candid ™"~ .

Church histéry in & context of perspective in order to inoculate the Saints against

the historicel diseezse germs that apostates and anti-lormons mey thrust upon them.
The criticisn we have received in our efforts would be simiiar to leaders of
cighteenth century tovns trying to combat smallpox contegion by locking up Dr. Edverd
Jerner who trizd to inoculate the people, and killing the cows he vanted to use for

his veccine.

n.e cernirel ergunent of the enemies of the LDS Church is historical, and if wve
seek 1o 2ild the Kingdom of God by Sgnoring or denying the problexm ere=s of our pest,
we ere leeving the Seints unprotected. As one vho hes recei;red deeth threats from
znti-Yor=ons beceuse they perceive ce as an enemy historfan, it is discoureging to
“e rer:rced es subversive by men I sustain s prophets, seers, end revelators. Dedicetle
o8 believing Yormon historians are seeking to build the Kingdom of God end to str.enst}.s
+he Seints by "sperking the truth in love,” es Paul counseled.u For this Mormon
historien, tbe vords of a familiar Church hymn express his hope:

0 Thou Fock of our suvution; Jesus, Seavior of ;he world,

In our poor and lovly station We thy banner have unfurled.

Gether rou;xd the standard bearer; Gsther round in strength of youth.

Every dey ‘the prospect's fairer While ve're battling for the truth.
23
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