


WRITING ABOUT MODERN MORMONISM 
An Essay Review on Samuel W. Taylor's Latest Book 

with Some Attention Paid to Other Works on the Same Subject 

S 
by Jan Shipps 

am Taylor has reached his anecdotage. And that is 
not all bad. It does, however, make the final volume* 
in his three-volume Mormon chronicle turn out to 

be an odd combination of terribly flawed history and 
delightful reminiscence. While Rocky Mountain Empire: The 
latter-day Saints Today concludes the epic which Taylorbegan 
in 1971 with Nightfall at Nauvoo and continued in 1976 with 
The Kingdom or Nothing, only a superficial resemblance ties 
this work either to the author's"factional"renderingof the 
Illinois period in LDS history or to his biographical 
treatment of the life of church president John Taylor. The 

- entire trilogy is written in a style which is described on the 
dust jacket as fast-paced and novelistic, but in the first two 
works the stories are started at the beginning and more or 
less carried directly through to the end. Here a linear time 
structure is not employed. Instead of setting the events 
forth in a fairly straightforward expository fashion, the 
author tells his story in fits and starts. The work is also 
fragmented from the standpoint of genre. Actually, Tay- 
lor's latest book is not one book, but two. 

Book One is an extremely selective, yet essentially 
historical account which carries the LDS story from 1901 
through the church's centennial celebration in 1930. 
Flashback sequences take the reader backward to the time 
of the death of John Taylor in order to tie this work to the 
earlier ones in the series, and a disappointing chapter which 
does little more than repeat previously published estimates 
of the current wealth of the church purports to bring the 
story forward to the present day. Book Two is a miscella- 
neous collection of literary set pieces. All pretense of 
chronological narration is abandoned and it is perfectly 
obvious that the purpose of this selection is not explanation 
about what happened, when, where, how, and for which 
reasons. Profiles of unusual personalities, reports of 
eccentric events, and autobiographical re-creations of 
everyday situations, Book Two's six chapters function as - windows which reveal the shape of the Mormon world as it 
appears from the somewhat peculiar angle of vision 
common to a disenchanted, yet often fond, and sometimes 
still faithful segment of the LDS general population. More 
concerned than is the case in the first section with 
reasonably contemporary people, events, and situations, 
Book Two-like its predecessor-has little except a final 
chapter (this one about Latter-day SaintsinRedwoodCity, 
California) which can justify the subtitle of the work, The 
latter-day Saints Today.  

Despite a vaguely De Voto-esque character which is 
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sustained throughout, the first and second parts of Tay- 
lor's latest book reflect completely dissimilar tones. Book 
One is called "Latter-day Laocoon" which, roughly para- 
phrased, would be something like "the church seduced into 
the coils of mighty serpents;" Book Two is, not without 
irony, called "Happy Valley." Bitterness is the underlying 
tone of the initial section; the prevailing tone of the second 
is not so much bitter as it is bittersweet. The keydistinction 
between the two parts is not tone, however; not subject 
matter, nor genre. The crucial difference between the two 
is the extent to which the two parts satisfy theextravagant 
claims which are made for this beautifully produced and 
slickly packaged volume. Is the "until now untold tale" of 
how Mormonism survived the trauma of the 1880s and 
1890s to become rich and powerful really told for the first 
time in Book One? Do the personal vignettes in Book Two 
truly bring "the central narrative of modern Mormonism 
to life?" 

That the story of Mormonism's survival and its develop 
ment into a wealthv institution is told for the first time in 
Rocky Mountain ~ m ~ i ; e i s  a claim sooverstated that it can only 
have emanated from Madison Avenue. Materials from the 
Salt Lnke Tribune and the official records of the Smoot 
investigation are skillfully combined with Taylor family 
lore to provide a graphic and moving portrayal of the 
human tragedy which followed in the wake of the decision 
to end the practice of plural marriage. But beyond that, the 
historical section of this volume contains no information 
that is really new. Notwithstanding frequent reference to 
Klaus Hansen's work on the political kingdom of God (a 
practice recently become very popular in somecircles) and a 
scrupulous care which is maintained to insure complete 
separation between the church and the priesthood (a 
practice even more popular in those same circles), the 
author has essentially played variations on themes first 
stated in narrative form by Frank Cannon in Under the 
Prophet in Utah,  an expose' published in 1911. 

Quite possibly this was not Taylor's intention. When his 
volume is considered in its entirety there can be no real 
question about the author'sgoal. This is the finalvolumein 
his elaborate Mormon chronicle and public disclosure of 
scandal long hidden was not its object. His clear intent was, 
rather, simply the recounting of a fascinating series of 
events which would bring the LDS story up to date. But 
Mormonism has changed dramatically in the last 75 years 
and Tavlor found it im~ossible to talk about the Latterdav 
Saints h a y  without iccounting for the change. 

As was Cannon, Taylor was sure that the cause and 
fundamental nature of the change had to be clarifiedwith a - 
thoroughgoing rehearsal of the events which occurred 
during the period of transition between the old and the 
new, a period which was inaugurated with the death of 
President John Taylor and brought toacloseabout the time 
President l o s e ~ h  F. Smith's life came to an end. Alas.alsoas 
did canndn, Gylor  tried to establish causation ancl assess 
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Taylor places the events of the troubled 
decades on both sides of 1900 almost 
entirely within the over-simplified 
framework of polygamy, finance, and 
politics. 

responsibility by placing the events of the troubleddecades 
on both sides of 1900 almost entirely within the over- 
simplified framework of polygamy, finance, and intra- 
ecclesiastical as well as federal, state, and local politics. 
While he carried the story further into the twentieth 
century than did Cannon and his collaborator, Harvey J. 
O'Higgins, his conclusions and their conclusions are pretty 
much the same. They agree that Joseph F. Smith and Reed 
Smoot were villains, that Matthias F. Cowley and John W. 
Taylor-who, not incidentally, was Samuel W. Taylor's 
father-were victims, that the Saints were duped (and 
quite possibly defrauded) and that, around the turn of the 
century, the Mormon pioneer heritage was somehow 
betrayed. 

Despite its similarities to Under the Prophet in Utah,  how- 
ever, Book One of Rocky Mountain Empire is more than a 
gloss on that caustic and bitter diatribe. Frank Cannon, the 
former U. S. senator from the Mormon state who pro- 
vided the particulars of the story found in the earlier work, 
was a son of one of the plural wives of Apostle George Q. 
Cannon. Because he had been forced to watch as his 
father's authority was curbed and his advice devalued in 
the councils of the church and as his own influence had 
been curbed and superseded in the councils of the nation 
and the state, Cannon's interest in both ecclesiastical and 
secular politics clearly overwhelmed everything else. Sam 
Taylor is likewise the son of one of the plural wives of an 
apostle. But the situation was very different. Because his 
father had continued to marry plural wives after the prac- 
ticing of polygamy was abandoned as a worthwhile 
demonstration of commitment to the LDS faith, he was 
forced out of the Quorum of the Twelve in 1905. Hence 
Samuel, born 1907, had no personal memory of a time 
when his father sat in the councils of power. Although the 
youngster grew up knowing that his father had once 
exercised great authority in the church, his understanding 
of the nature of that authority and the reason why it had 
been stripped away was squired within the domestic 
context, at his mother's knee, as it were. as a result, when 
the boy became the man and made writing his career, he 
consistently placed more emphasis on polygamy than on 
politics whenever he wrote about the Saints. 

Found almost in its entirety in Rocky Mountain Empire is 
Frank Cannon's extended description of intra-ecclesiasti- 
cal intrigue which led to an increase at the expense of other 
influential LDS families of the power wielded by the family 
descended from Hyrum Smith. Repetitions are included 
too of the, by now, well-known accounts of the political 
machinations which, at the same time, made Moses 
Thatcher odd-man-out and diminished possibilities for the 
Democrats while elevating the political fortunes of Reed 
Smoot and his Republican colleagues. Yet all of these 
stories are recounted from the perspective which sodiffers 
from Cannon's perspective that, in the end, reading the 
first section of this work is more like revisiting Taylor's 

Family Kingdom than hearing again what it was like to live 
around the turn of the century Under the Prophet in Utah.  
Thus, even though Mormon history as written by Sam 
Taylor sometimes seems to be Mormon history written in 
an anti-Mormon vein-LDS history written to undermine 
the church through systematic revelation and analysis of 
falsehood and perfidy-the similarity between the two is 
more apparent than real. 

His very obvious skepticism about much of Mormonism 
and his flippant episodic style to the contrary notwith- 
standing, Taylor approaches the LDS past with theintensi- 
ty of a true believer. Unlike so many readings of the 
Mormon record, however, his reading is neither intended 
to support nor deny fundamental LDS claims. Instead, 
Taylor's reading of the Mormon record reveals his need to 
believe that his father was a martyr to thecauseof truth(at 
least truth as far as his father understood it), and it also 
discloses over and over again Taylor's refusal to conclude 
that he is the son of a man who was merely infected, in Bill 
Nye's words, "with a morbid desire to get married." 

First stated in narrative form in 1951 in a much-praised 
portrait of John W. Taylor's farflung menage a sept, Samuel 
Wooley Taylor's understanding both of what happened to 
his family and what happened to Mormonism has re- 
mained virtually static for nearly 30 years. He has neither 
enlarged his vision by attempting to see his family's 
extraordinary story as anything more than an idiosyncra- 
tic part of the history of a sui generis set of peculiar people, 
nor has he narrowed it by lining Taylorfamily history upso 
that it figures significantly in the pertinacious argument 
about whether or not the church repudiated its legitimacy 
and its priesthood when President Wilford Woodruff 
issued and the church accepted the Manifesto of 1890. 
Taylor accepts at face value his kinsman Lorin C. Wooley's 
report that an 1886 revelation required that the Saints 
should continue to practice plural marriage under any and 
all circumstances, and he creditsas well Wooley'sallegation 
that a restricted inner circle was set apart by President John 
Taylor to see that "no year passed without children being 
born in the principle of plural marriage." Believing that 
certain members of the priesthood kept on marrying the 
brethren into plurality even as the church assured the 
world that its leaders were neither teaching polygamy nor 
permitting people to enter into its practice, Taylor fully 
comprehends and maintains a distinction between the 
church and the priesthood. But he does not accept the 
notion that the former is apostate while the latter is not. 
He also suggests, as have others, that thechurch meant to 
reinstate the practice of plural marriage after a cooling-off 
period of indeterminate length following Utah's admission 
to the union and that this would have been done had Joseph 
F. Smith and Reed Smoot not subverted the plan. But Tay- 
lor does not picture President Smith as any more or less a 
prophet than the others (except his own grandfather) who 
had occupied the presidential place. In summary, while he 
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consents to the truth of certain facts which Fundamental- 
ist Mormons of various stripes have used to construct an 
alternative version of LDS history, the implications of 
accepting those facts as truth aredifferent for themand for 
him. They look at modern Mormonism and are outraged, 
seeing only a movement which has repudiated its begin- 
nings. Sam Taylor looks at the Latterday Saints in the 
twentieth century and, instead of being outraged, is 
puzzled and amused. 

The amusement he turns to great advantage in Rocky 
Mountain Empire's Book Two. The puzzle he deals with, 
much less successfully, in Book One. His casual explana- 
tion-his solution to the puzzle posed by the difference 
between Mormonism as his father described it and Mor- 
monism as he has come to know it-is not very perceptive. 
It is not very perceptive because, finally, it is so firmly 
rooted in Taylor's personal experience that its explanatory 
power is exceedingly limited. Just as the pressure of the 
Smoot investigation precipitated John W. Taylor's ouster 
from the Apostles' Quorum and the subsequent change in 
his family's fate, so his son holds that the Smoot investiga- 
tion was the crucible, the trauma out of which modem 
Mormonism emerged. Plural marriage had been Mormon- 
ism's touchstone and its loss-a loss which Taylor believes 
the church sustained as a result of the senatorial hearings 
about Smoot's seat-left Mormonism bereft. But not for 
long. Adapting itself toUunrelenting pressure," the church 
switched its allegiance, so Taylor seems to say, from 
principle to principal, moving forward out of the patriar- 
chal order into an age of gold. 

In support of his contention that money is the decisive 
factor in the twentieth-centurv develovment of Mormon- 
ism, a contention which is pervasive in Book One, Taylor 
singled out President Lorenzo Snow's handling of money, 
emphasizing the importance of Snow's "in'spiration" that 
tithing ought to be preached as a form of disaster insur- 
ance. Together with the internal instead of external 
borrowinn which President Snow insisted uwn. increased - . . 
tithing revenue made possible "bootstrap finance," the 
thing which put the Saints "on the road to becoming the 
richest of all peoplenand put the church, implied Taylor,on 
the path of success. Book One also includes a consideration 
of the 1880 Jubilee and 1930 Centennialconferenceswhich 
attemDts a dramatic contrast between President lohn 
Taylor's expressions of concern for the welfare of the 
Saints and President Heber J. Grant's glorification of 
progress and his gratitude that in the Utah desert the labor 
of the Saints had been blessed and they had been allowed 
"to become wealthy and be happyas theyparticipatedin the 
blessings which the Lord our God has pronounced upon 
(our land)." More important, Taylor's only real treatment 
(as indicated earlier) in Book One of the Latterday Saints 
today is found in its final chapter. Entitled "Latterday 
Profits," this chapter ignores practically everything about 
contemporary Mormonism except the financial worth, 

His skepticism and fli pant episodic style Y notwithstanding, Tay or approaches the 
LDS past with the intensity of a true 
believer. 

which is alleged to be enormous, of the LDS Church. 
Showing that the support Taylor has marshaled for his 

argument is not entirelysound is easy enough. Because he 
depended exclusively on Frank Cannon for "inside" infor- 
mation he concluded that the Saints, despite heavy bor- 
rowing to finance church projects, had somehow escaped 
the clutches of eastern financiers before 1900. As a result, 
he clearly over-estimated the significance of President 
Snow's decision to scotch the sale of church bonds to non- - -~ 

Mormon investment houses. In addition,whenTaylorwas 
writing he was apparently unaware of an episode-one 
which Ron Walker brought to the attention of Mormon 
History Association members last May-in which Heber J. 
Grant, in a desperate deal to save the credit of the banks in 
Zion, placed his people and ultimately his church at the 
mercy of the New York banking community in 1893. Since 
that debt was liquidated without its having hadany serious 
effect, except possibly some effect on Heber J. Grant's 
relationship with some of the brethren, Taylor was just 
plain wrong when he concluded that "no one will ever 
know what might have happened had the church goneinto 
bondage to the Gentiles." 

But these are small points. The larger question is 
whether the wealth of the church is responsible, as Taylor 
indicates that it is, for Mormonism's survival and its 
current success. Restated in a wav that can be answered. - - - -  

the question is: Does the breezy andeasy-to-read narrative 
in the first section of Rocky Mountain Empire really convey to 
the reader the "until now untold" storv of how Mormon- - --~.-. 

ism survived its fin de sikcle trials to become a rich and 
powerful institution? The answer is nay, nyet, negative,no. 
This story has been told before, much of it told by the same 
author. But infinitely more important, this recital of events 
is, on the one hand, so spotty and incomplete and, on the 
other, so personal and so dictated by Taylor's own interest 
in "how Mormonism survived to become one of the fifty 
most powerful'corporations'in America" that it is nothing 
more nor less than one man's extended memorv of the 
Mormon past. About the role of money in twentieth- 
century Mormonism, it reveals only that Sam Taylor 
thinks that money has been supremely important. 

If the promised untold tale proved to be an old familiar 
story in Book One, the same cannot be said about Rocky 
Mountain Emvire's Book Two. While it does not cavture the 
central narrative of modern Mormonism, it contAns much 
material which brings to life Mormonism as it is evaluated 
and experienced by a particular part of the LDS commun- 
ity. And bringing that portion of the Mormon world to life 
is a rare accomplishment, one that ordinary historical 
studies may never manage quite as well. 

Some historians argue nowadays that, to be valid, 
history ought to be written by insiders; they believe that 
black history should be written by black people, that the 
history of women should be written by women, and so on. 
Although it would not make sense for this writer toaccept 
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the merits of such an argument, it seems only fair to point 
out that while the best description isnotalwayssupplied by 
"one who knows," the case of superannuated deacons in 
the LDS Aaronic ~riesthood could verv well be an exceD- 
tion. No matter hdw gifted the scholar, how exhaustive t i e  
research, how rigorous the classification, or how elegant 
the analysis, formal study will probably never tell us as 
much as San Francisco Stake's "oldest deacon" tells us here 
about that certain group of Saints ("inactives" or "social 
Mormons" are not proper descriptive terms) who discover 
that"1ike it or lump it" they area part of the Peculiar People. 
In short, this section is as successful as the first section is 
unsuccessful and, in many ways, it is as useful as it is 
delightful. 

Unfortunately, the charm and value of its final chapters, 
and most especially its final 20 pages, cannot outweigh the 
serious shortcomings of this work as a whole. It is true that 
Fundamentalists will find the account of the demise of 
polygamy in Book One very comforting, that Jackmor- 
mons will find Book Two awfully funny, that BYUalumni 
will enjoy the chapters on Benjamin Cluff and "Professor 
Kochand a ~ ~ r e c i a t e  the tribute to Professor Poulson.and . . 
that non-Mormons will find the entire volume easier to 
read than many books about the Mormons because it is 
written with style and elan and is filled with LDS stereo- 
types. But that is not enough. With its subtitle Taylor's 
work announces itself as a book about The Latter-day Saints 
Today. Despite its success in illuminating one part of the 
world of modern Mormonism, this is false advertising. 

The ordinarv evervdav members of the modern Mor- 
mon Church Gho reid ;his work are bound to be disap 
pointed and the magnitude of the disappointment will be 
directlv correlated with the distance of the Saint from Salt 
Lake c i ty  and the length of time the Saint has been in the 
church. The disappointment of the LDS reader will not 
surprise Sam Taylor. He will expect it. But he may not fully 
grasp the reasons why his work will be so unsatisfactory to 
so many of the Saints. Even though they are generally 
ready to be defensive, the disappointment of these Latter- 
day Saints will not be based primarily on the many harsh 
things Taylor has to say about the church and its leaders in 
Book One. Likewise, even though they are generally very 
serious people-one would sometimes think that they are 
sure that had they been there at the time, Shakespeare 
would have let Puck sav, "Lord, what fools these mortals 
be, all except the ~atter-day saints."-their disappoint- 
ment will not be based on the way Taylor so often makes 
the Saints look ridiculous in Book Two. Todav's Latter-dav 
Saints will be disappointed in the dated and threadbare tak 
the book contains, but they will be even more disappointed 
because Tavlor has not even started to deal with what thev 

, see as the real story of the Latter-day Saints today. 
A veritable catalogue could be compiled of the things left 

l out: the fantastic growth of the church, its international- 
I ization, its expanding bureaucracy, its geographic expan- 

sion beyond the boundaries of the Rocky Mountain 

"empire" and the ending of the gathering pattern, the 
population explosion in the Mormon missionary ranks, the 
extraordinary emphasis on the family unit, the increasing 
tendency of the Saints to refer to the man who sits at the 
head of the church as "the prophet" rather than simply 
speaking of him as "President" Kimball, Lee, or McKay, the 
building of temples throughout the nation and the world 
and the concomitant increase in temple work. The list of 
vitally significant things could go on and on. But because 
things that seem crucially important to one person may 
appear less than significant to another, extending the list 
would do little more than indicate the difference between 
the things Taylor thought important and the things 
thought important by others. But while a compilation of 
omissions would not be very useful, clear recognition of 
the enormous extent to which Taylor's unsatisfactory 
portrait of modern Mormonism is rooted in his account of 
how the Latter-day Saints survived the demise of the 
kingdom only to build a wealthy and powerful empire will 
be very useful indeed. 

Santayana's dictum about people who ignore history 
being doomed to repeat it has been so often used tocounter 
the anti-historical influence of the 1960s that now it is 
practically a part of our culture's conventional wisdom. 
Although the consequences can be almost as serious, no 
comparable maxim explains what happens when people 
pay close attention to history, but to a particular version of 
the past. Those consequences can be demonstrated in the 
study of almost all peoples, but they are especially plain in 
the Mormon world. The Saints may not be fully conscious 
that this is the thing that they know, but they are 
nevertheless very much aware that if enough of their 
brethren come to accept as true an alternate version of 
Mormon history then schism is the consequence. After all, 
they understand very well that the Mormons who accept 
as correct the notion that Joseph Smith did not really 
introduce plural marriage into Mormonism are by and 
large a part of the RLDS movement, and they also know 
that Mormons sometimes become Fundamentalists if they 
accept as true the notion that the 1890 Manifesto was a 
tactical maneuver which was not originally meant to really 
stop the practice of plural marriage. Not many people 
realize, however, what happens when a limited vision of the 
LDS past is accepted as complete. Yet a direct relationship 
exists between the way people understand LDS history 
and the way they comprehend and deal with the modern 
Mormon world. 

Rocky Mountain Empire illustrates this point perfectly. 
Unlike it was for his grandfather John Taylor, it has never 
been the "kingdom or nothing" for Samuel W. Taylor. Yet 
the perception of the kingdom which he gained in his 
childhood has remained so powerful that, for all its 
impertinency, Taylor's work, at a very fundamental level, 
asks Latter-day Saints to remember how they once lived 
"in the wilderness in a land now sown (when) Israel was 
holy to the Lord." For reasons of family unable to regard 

46 Sunstone 



History as it really happened and written 
hstory will never be one and the same. 

the demise of the practice of plural marriage, the death of 
the political kingdom, and the postponing of the millennium 
as necessary steps in the development of a religious 
tradition which could transcend time and place, Taylor is 
forced into the path of the seventeenth-century Puritan 
divines who kept reminding their hearers that they had 
forsaken "the fountain of living waters and hewed out 
cisterns for themselves." Compared with living in the 
kingdom, the twentieth-century Mormon experience is 
to this saucy Jeremiah not even a pale copy of that honored 
primeval pattern. It appears tohim tobe suchadistortionof 
early Mormonism that its very success can only be 
explained in terms of money and power, terms that have to 
do with the profane rather than the sacred world. With 
such limits restricting his understanding of what has 
happened to the church in the past 90 years, Taylor was 
bound to paint an incomplete and distorted portrait of The 
Latter-day Saints Today, which would reduce all the complex- 
ity of modern Mormonism to a single, essentially profane, 
dimension. His work is a useful index to a particular vision 
of the Mormon past and to a particular perception of the 
Mormon present. But it must be recognized as that and 
nothing more. 

In spite of the popular misconception that the very best 
historical works (the ones most elaborately researched and 
most carefully written) are able to recapture the past"as it 
actually was,"history as it really happened (bygone reality) 
and written history (regenerated reality) will never be one 
and the same. If for no other reason than practicality, no 
historical account ever covers everything. In addition, if for 
noother reason than that, by definition, written historyisa 
reconstruction of past situations and events, all historical 
accounts proceed from intricate assumption sets which did 
not obtain in the time and place, however recent and 
however close, when and where the events in question 
occurred. Moreover-and this is often overlooked by read- 
ers and sometimes even by writers-all historical accounts 
provide answers to either implicit or explicit questions, 
questions which may be straightforward, but are usually 
incredibly complicated. It could be just a question of "what 
happened, when, where, and to whom," but historians 
more often deal with the infinitely more perplexing 
problem of why things happened when, where,andas they 
did, and what exactly was the situation and what were the 
roles of those involved, whether they be people, groups, 
power blocs, institutions, nations, and so on. Whether 
simple or complex, however, the questions are always 
there. What is put in and what left out and the assumptions 
underlying an historian's work are, of course, important. 
The questions historians decide to address (and remember, 
historians are not necessarily persons trained to use 
historical methodology; historians are simply people who 
are "doing history" by attempting the reconstruction of 
past situations and events) are even more important. 

Mormonism at its sesquicentennial is not the same 
Mormonism which celebrated 50 years of existence in 

1880. About that everyone agrees. Opinions vary radically, 
however, about the nature of Mormonism in 1880 and 
Mormonism today and about the extent of the difference. 
Opinions also vary about whether the change represents 
progress or decline. If the latter, if the Mormon world in the 
days of Brigham Young and John Taylor is regarded either 
as more spiritually perfect or more perfect in a generalized 
romantic sense than the world of modern Mormonism, 
then the twentieth-century historical record will have to 
read so as to account for thedifference. Thedifference may 
be explained in theclassic terms of theconspiracy theoryof 
history, as Sam Taylor has explained it. Or, drawing on 
Klaus Hansen's insightful suggestion that the Saints 
succeeded so well that "the metaphysical individualism of 
the kingdom of God became the social and economic 
individualism of the city of man," it may be worked out in a 
much more sophisticated fashion. One way ortheother,or 
something in between, however, such readings of Mor- 
mon history are, in the final analysis, answers to questions 
which assume decline in the very way they are framed. 

On  the other hand, if-despite the inevitable confusion 
which accompanies growth and change-progress on the 
spiritual as well as pragmatic plane seems to be signalled by 
the building up of a missionary program which can 
(realistically rather than symbolically) carry the LDS 
gospel message throughout the world, by the perpetual 
reorganization of wards and stakes and thedevelopment of 
an adequate administrative structure to accommodate the 
growth of the church, by the ever more rapid construction 
of LDS temples, the success of correlation, the thriving 
church welfare plan, et al ,  then the historical record of the 
last century will have to be read so as to explain that 
progress. This is essentially what James B. Allen and 
Richard Cowan have done in their very useful expanded 
annotated outline of Mormonism in th; Twentieth Centuru. 
Moreover, answering the question of how progress came 
about is the fundamental task of the Historical Depart- 
ment of the LDS Church. It is a task that, at its core, is 
congenial not only to Jim Allen who, of the three historians 
at the Historical Department's helm, is most directly 
involved in writing recent LDS history, but to Leonard 
Arrington and Davis Bitton as well, as is abundantly made 
clear in The Mormon Experience, their fine new synthesis of 
LDS history. As did Allen and his co-author, Glen Leonard, 
in the portion of The Story of the Latter-day Saints which deals 
with the twentieth century, Arrington and Bitton have 
likewise answered questions which assume progress rath- 
er than decline. This is not to say that they have prevailed 
upon the eminent Alfred A. Knopf publishing house to 
atone for N o  M a n  Knows M y  History and The Lion ofthe Lord by 
bringing out a sanitized pollyanna version of the LDS past. 
The authors have not avoided all the hard questions along 
the way, but underneath and throughout there is an 
optimistic thread which clearly indicates that they are 
explaining the progress of   or monism in the twentieth 
century. 
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more than an thing else; it is not a 
matter of "eit er-or" so much as "both- 
and." 

K 

A comparison of The Mormon Experience and Rocky Mountain 
Empire reveals much about the problems which must be 
overcome if the multi-faceted world of the Latterday 
Saints today is even to begin toemerge in allits richnessand 
complexity from out of the pages of a history of twentieth- 
century Mormonism. Because the work by Arrington and 
Bitton is a survey of the entire sweep of Mormon history, 
this comparison resembles in some respects the compari- 
son of apples and oranges of the old cliche'. But as Taylor 
was, Arrington and Bitton were careful to tell the modern 
story and to try to portray contemporary Mormonism 
and-given the large print, wide margins, and short 
chapters in Rocky Mountain Empire-they devote nearly as 
much attention to it as Taylor does. Comparison shows 
that, beyond any doubt, Arrington and Bitton come far 
closer to capturing in print the world of modern Mormon- 
ism as it is known topersons who haveseriousinstitutional 
commitments to Mormonism; it also shows that Taylor 
has written about a part of the LDS world, the existence of 
which Arrington and Bitton hardly acknowledge. Forallits 
virtues, and they are many, the final section of The Mormon 
Experience is like Rocky Mountain Empire in that it projects an 
incomplete picture of modern Mormonism. Arrington and 
Bitton describe modern Saints who live in a world entirely 
made up of "active" Mormons, "inactive" Mormons (birth- 
right Saints and converts reside in both categories), and 
non-Mormons, persons increasingly regarded as "poten- 
tial" Mormons. Taylor's Saints live in a different world, one 
populated by Mormons who are a believing people, Mor- 
mons who are Saints by virtue of lineage and little else, 
Jackmormons, and Gentiles. These two worlds occupy 
exactly the same time and precisely the same space, yet 
their dissimilarity is immense. The two handsome new 
trade books which describe them turn out, in acurious way, 
to be almost mutuallv exclusive. 

In response to the church'scurrentgrowth,newassaults 
on basic Mormon truth claims are everyday being mount- 
ed. Moody Press, "Concerned Latter-day Saints," "Ex- 
Mormons for Jesus," and who knows how many others, are 
joining the Modern Microfilm Company in the field. 
Whatever their immediate topics, their not-at-all-hidden 
agenda is a call for a negative answer to thel'isit really true" 
question. As do LDS missionaries whose work they 
attempt to counter, these evangelicals set up a true-false 
dichotomy and ask their readers to accept one or the other. 
It is extremely important to recognize that pointing out a 
disparity in descriptions of modern Mormon worlds does 
not likewise set up a true-false, right-wrong dichotomy. 
The worlds which Taylor and which Arrington and Bitton 
describe are actual Mormon worlds, and there are a host of 
others, too. The differing descriptions reveal diversity 
more than anything else; in this case it is not a matter of 
"either-or" so much as it is a matter of "both-and." 

I 

Competing truth claims do not disappear when they are 
I set inside a larger frame, but a longer perspective some- 

times resolves differences by revealing them to be separate 

aspects of a larger unity. This is the situation here. 
Mormonism, even when it was new, was sectarianonlyina 
restricted sociological sense; it started life as a church. But 
along the way to today something happened: as the early 
LDS church began to introduce its radically new form of 
Christianity into the world, it soon ceased being just a 
church and became a movement, a movement which, in 
producing its own unique religio-cultural matrix and 
staying confined within that matrix long enough togive it 
historical reality, became a religion. Then in transcending 
but not repudiating its own historico-religio-cultural ma- 
trix, Mormonism became a religious tradition. 

As far as their histories are concerned, churches and 
religious traditions operate in entirely different fashions. 
At the theoretical level, at least, a church has a history, one 
which it maintains as a part of its dogma. A religious 
tradition has many histories, all based on essentially the 
same data, but dissimilar in that different meanings are 
ascribed to the information which the historical record 
contains. For a very long time historians of Mormonism so 
concentrated their energies on reconstructing the time of 
beginnings that the twentieth century was treated almost 
as a postscript to nineteenth-century LDS history. Nobody 
really knew very much about what has happened since the 
turn of the century. This is now changing. So much 
information is being extracted from the record that the 
general outlines of the modern Mormon story are fairly 
well established. Because the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latterday Saints exists alongside other forms of Mor- 
monism, including forms of Mormonism which have no 
real institutional focus, many different historiesof modern 
Mormonism will surely be developed. But rather than 
suggesting either dissimulation or incompetence on the 
historians' parts, the very differences in these histories will 
demonstrate that Mormonism has become more than a 
church or a religious movement. Although the ecclesiasti- 
cal powers-that-be will never be able to officiallyacknowl- 
edge it-indeed, the nature of their tasks prevents them 
from so doing-the existence of its multiple histories 
makes it undeniable that Mormonism has truly developed 
into a living religious tradition. If this tradition is ever 
reincorporated into a single ecclesiastical body and if that 
body is ever translated into the church universal, then the 
many worlds of Mormonism will converge and the truth 
about the history of the Latter-day Saints in the twentieth 
century can be contained within the covers of a single 
historical work. 

Until that time, histories of modern Mormonism will 
have to be read with the same care as histories of early 
Mormonism-and histories of everything else for that 
matter. One eye must be kept on the written word and the 
other on the perspective from which the words were 
written. So it is with Rocky Mountain Empire. So it is with all 
the other historical accounts which treat twentieth- 
century Mormonism. And so perhaps it will ever be. . . 
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