
~nhU have just heard from one of the astute minds in
e history of western thought and especially the
terrelationships of philosophy and theology. My

response will have three segments. First, a few quibbles
and an attempt to clarify the problems. Second, some
overview observations on elements of the Mormon
ethos which McMurrin has not included in his reckon-
ing and third, two major questions which, in fact, are
criticisms.

To the quibbles then. First, if Christianity has for-
gotten its Jewish roots Mormonism has not. McMur-
rin’s contrasting of the parochial Judaism which has
somehow transmitted by Paul into a universal religion
has its modern analogy in Mormonism. But he seems
to contrast the clear purpose of bringing everyone into
the faith with a more restricted view of calling Israel
out of the world. I do not know of any Mormon
sources which explain the scattering of the seed of Is-
rael as due to the Lost Tribes of Israel. But I find many
passages that suggest that beginning with the Ab-
rahamic covenant the scattering has been indeed per-
vasive and even universal and that therefore the
gathering effort must be universal. Presumably there
are degrees of inheritance of the chosen family. But it
would be difficult, I take it, to find anyone who has no
Israelite heritage. Incidently the complicated inheri-
tance that you and I and everyone gathers from his
past is mind-boggling. If you trace simply your pater-
nal ancestors in a direct line you could conceivably be
back to Abraham in 70 steps. That is a very small
number. But if you trace altogether the exponential
generations and go back a thousand years do you
know how many relatives you have? Someone esti-
mates about 500 million. It is a little hard, therefore, to
know who has what in the way of inheritance.

Secondly, McMurrin says that "every Mormon
knows that America was and is the promised land." In
fact, it is already a clue to Mormon pluralism and uni-
versalism that it insists from the beginning on two
promised lands, two capitals, two gatherings and that
it defines America in a way which in his last year
Joseph Smith clearly meant to include Canada and
South America.

Number three, the gathering to the center place so
prominent in early Mormon practice was viewed very
often as preliminary to the reverse process which was
the leavening. It was a gathering of gatherers. Spencer
Palmer reminds us that consistent with what McMurrin
calls the biological adoption process, when converts
recognize the forces of belief, of faith and spiritual re-

ceptivity they become the Church and Kingdom and the
elect of God. Notice I said "become" which can be
combined with "already are in part." "Adoption" is in
fact in the Mormon vocabulary a very ancient and hon-
ored Jewish-Christian doctrine, that of sanctification
and transformation. The Mormon view, I take it, is that
this is a needful transformation for all men the worst
and the best.

Fourth, McMurrin wonders how many descendants
of the twelve sons of Jacob are around for us to reach.
He mentions Japan, the Fiji Islands, India, Africa as
non-Israelite countries. It is a further confirmation of
my point about the everywhereness of the scattering
that many converts from these very places have been
assured in their patriarchal blessings that they are of
Israel and even of Ephraim. Though the Patriarchs are
not always clear on whether that is a claim of lineal
descent or a promise of being grafted in, it is real and,
if you like, literal.

Fifth, the Temple, McMurrin tells.us is a kind of
symbol of the universal commitment of Mormonism.
He finds the idea of proxy baptism a rather large order
that "surely must entail insuperable practical difficul-
ties." It is awesome. But it is indeed a commitment to a
universal all-inclusive concern. At the Washington
Temple I heard President Kimball announce (and there
are precedents for these predictions) that there will be
thousands of temples in the millennium. If you multi-
ply thousands of temples by a thousand years I sup-
pose it can be done. But undergirding the entire Tem-
ple symbolism is the conviction of the actual father-
hood of God of all mankind and not simply a union
with the father, but a reunion.

So much for the quibbles.
Now, just a few elements of what I would call im-

plicit universalism in Mormonism that McMurrin has
walked over a little lightly. There isn’t time for me to
dramatize the moment but in 1834 (a rather early date)
there was a gathering of about all the priesthood of the
Church in a small cabin in Kirtland. The reminiscence
is Wilford Woodruff’s; present were Brigham Young,
Oliver Cowdery, Orson Hyde, the two Pratt brothers,
Heber C. Kimball. Joseph Smith reportedly asked them
to arise and talk about the destiny, as they understood
it, of the Mormon restoration. Each did his best. I have
sometimes imagined it was a "can you top this" ses-
sion. But when they finished Joseph arose and said:
(and I quote almost precisely) "You no more under-
stand the destinies of this Church than a little child on
its mother’s lap." I sometimes think when I compare

18



what we are up to and how we think of it and what I
can find in his writings (Joseph Smith’s) that we are
still mere babes. He went on to say, "This Church,
brethren, will fill the whole earth." I stress the word
"fill." Not simply "draw from."

There is also the cosmic pluralism of Mormonism
which imposes on the old scheme of an earth-centered
theology; a set of insights as B.H. Roberts said "rising
to meet the grandeur of God’s universe." God is
creator of multiple, indeed infinite (at least beyond our
power to count) worlds. And these have gone or are
going and will yet go through the stages of transforma-
tion. Here is the majesty of a religion that insists God is
conscious of the falling of a sparrow here and yet at the
same time is infinitely extended in his conscious influ-
ence through a dominion beyond our power to con-
ceive. In such a view man is a mere speck, and utterly
humbled. On the other hand as a son of that same God
he is exalted.

There is also the recognition in Mormonism of the
everywhereness of God; not the metaphysical distor-
tion in classical Christian views not omnipresence in
some non-spatial, non-temporal way. But the insis-
tence that in every land and clime, even in the minds
of those we are pleased to call aborigines, there is
something of the light of God. The Jewish rabbis speak
of it occasionally as the sparks of God. Just this year
the First Presidency issued a letter insisting not only on
the reality of that but on the reality of revelation in
measures and degrees given to all mankind.

There is an anxiety, finally, in Joseph Smith that
"we (talking here, of course, of the Mormons) must
gather all the good and true principles in the
world"mhe doesn’t just say "in the religious world"
and "treasure them up or we shall not come out true
Mormons." At one level we are sent forth to teach and
not be taught. But this statement clearly presupposes
that we must be enriched, we must gather from, we
must learn from the wider world and be open to its
accredited findings.

Now to two major difficulties. McMurrin uses the
Roman Catholic Church as a model of success in adap-
tation and unity. It is no paradox to agree with that and
yet quickly to add that from the Mormon temperament
it is also the worst model. It was its absorption of cer-
tain Hellenistic assumptions (the impact of Plato on
Augustine, the impact of Aristotle on Thomas and the
impact of both on the intellectualizing of the Jewish-
Christian roots) that lead to accommodation that was in
fact dilution and eventually to the destruction of the

original impetus and insight that gave the Church its
strength. What was held on to and what in a measure,
a large measure, was its unity was as McMurrin knows
more adequately than I, a philosophical husk. The sec-
ond Vatican Council in our lifetime has turned a bit the
allegiances of the Church to a restatement of Biblical
theology and a toning down of the philosophical over-
lay. But the present mix is symbolized by the recent
visit of the Pope to Americamthe unity has been re-
tained on the things which for the Mormon theologians
may matter the very least. (In time it would be worth
discussing the proposition that the holy Roman Empire
is not holy, not Roman and not an empire.) But the
concrete result, I am afraid, is that the Pope himself,
loveable and even charismatic, is welcomed as a per-
son. But official acts on the part of his own bishops
show that they believe his utterances, even those ex
cathedra, can be safely ignored.

Now, I take seriously Thomas O’Dea’s comment
that Mormonism began as a "near nation phenome-
non" and then took its lumps at the hands of the very
nation in which it was nurtured. It has accommodated
without theological compromise. It must now function
as a Church subject to widespread alternative
nationalities some of whose structures and cultures are
as difficult to reconcile as was slavery in the time of the
preaching of Paul. Yet Paul went to slaves. And so
Spencer W. Kimball intends that we go. This, inciden-
tally, brings us in direct confrontation with serious
political problems which McMurrin hasn’t mentioned. I
am sure he is aware of many of them.

Now the second comment is this: McMurrin dis-
claims for himself pretentions of theologizing. He also
excuses his university from doing that. By his own
training, in fact, he is widely and wisely informed on
what is and is not Mormonism and Mormon doctrine.
Translation has become an awesome responsibility.
And the decision on when and what and how to
translate is being settled daily at the rate of about 15
new languages a year. Just last year, for example, Gil-
bertese was included, the language spoken on the Gil-
bert Islands. Let me give you an example. The word
"quickening" occurs frequently in the Doctrine and Co-
venants. It carries connotations of enlivening not simply
causing or speeding up. It has no known synonym in
Cantonese and in the effort to translate the Doctrine and
Covenants in Hong Kong they had no alternative but to
create a new Chinese word to try to convey the spirit of
that word. Now you say that doesn’t matter much. But
it is an example of many other words which do. I
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suggest that our problem, and it is a huge one, to dis-
criminate authentic concensus and to translate it cor-
rectly is real. And my own prediction is that there will
be a pragmatic necessity of clarification and perhaps
even a minimalizing (not minimizing but
minimalizingmdeciding what is absolutely essential)
the doctrine. And some of our (Rocky Mountain front,
Utah) cherished over-beliefs (in William James’
phrase), fifty or a hundred years from now will be rec-
ognized as interpretive and speculative. And then the
formula of B.H. Roberts will be a little more operable.
He said, "Unity in essentials, tolerance in non-
essentials" and, I think he could have added, patience
in the controversial.

That leads to my final comments. Observers of
Mormonism have repeatedly sought (sociologists, his-
torians, theologians) to trace and to account for the ob-
vious survival and unity of Mormonism, in teaching, in
esprit de corps, in attitude and even in what McMurrin
called "the standardization of thought.". This is a fact.
It has happened. Yet Mark Leone, the latest to come
along with a theory, is stunned (that is more than
being impressed) at the diversity, the individual eccen-
tricity, the amazing tolerance of personal views in the
Church. To put it negatively, he finds it very difficult to
get out of the Mormon Church. McMurrin ascribes this
mainly (and, by the way, he is correct--sin is one way
out), to what he calls religious sentiment, enthusiasm
of faith, social programs, religious colleges.

That pretty well sums it up. Does it leave anything
out? McMurrin feels that "a stronger intellectual foun-
dation" is needed. Perhaps. The very attraction of that
idea worries me a little. My own perception is that
Mormons are more accustomed to basic statement or
treatment of basics, even in their approach to the scrip-
tures than they are to tracing implications and applica-
tions of ideas. What I take to be more important than
all the factors so far named by sociologists (and years
ago they ascribed Mormon unity to insulation, isola-
tion, persecution, and even its power of conversion is
put amazingly and somewhat awkwardly in the hands
of nineteen year olds). It results in that subtler, per-
sonal, individual assurance which Mormons call a tes-
timony. It has, of course, intellectual ramifications but
it is also a blend of the deepmost sense of the sacred
and ones own response to God. Therefore, Mor-
monism is not carrying to the world (not exclusively) a
body of doctrine. It is carrying an inspired recommen-
dation for establishing a relationship. It is trying to put
men not in touch simply with what God has spoken

but in touch with God Himself. And the union, I re-
peat, that is thus taught and caught is a reunion of
those crucial kinships that make us literally one.

Let me close with an anecdote. As I turned the
corner some weeks ago up mainstreet with the John
Dillenberger, s in my auto, Jane Dillenberger who is
something of an expert on American religious art
looked up at the Temple and then said, "Is Mor-
monism going to take the world?" I stalled a bit and
said, "What are you really asking?" She said, "Well, is
Mormonism flexible enough to take the world?"
"What do you mean flexible?" Her answer is fascinat-
ing. She spoke of Catholicism. She spoke of its being
wedded to a position, a philosophical tradition, in-
cluding the idea of natural law, absolutistic moral
judgments, and how it has been unable, in her judg-
ment, to face not only new problems but old problems
which arise in a new context. Then she asked again,
"But what about you Mormons." I find it interesting
that in response to a series of letters that came to Elder
Bruce R. McConkie after the 1978 revelation on blacks,
letters which in effect said, "You have written some
things and here they are and they are not reconcilable
with what has now happened." He simply arose in a
group about this size and said, "I was wrong. I wrote
at the time with the best light I had. We now have
further light~’ That’s flexibility of a proper kind. I went
on to say to her that some kinds of flexibility are simply
betrayal. But that Mormonism (as I think McMurrin
says in a slightly different way) combines not simply a
heritage which makes it conscious of the past, but it is
wedded to the notion that it cannot be closed in either
direction, upward or downward. That is, it cannot ig-
nore further revelation nor the burgeoning of data and
scientific findings presently coming through.

A comment on myths. Science itself is a kind of a
myth. Of course, my colleague is using this to mean a
sheer ficton. I don’t think all that Mormons have said
about inheritance can be reduced to that kind of fiction.
Science itself is a myth but a very useful and helpful
myth. And it is growing and self-correcting. I would
use precisely those same words to describe the Mor-
mon commitment to the openness of revelation, "self-
correcting, adapting, and growing" but not giving up
that which is crucial and central to its message. In my
judgment it is that kind of flexibility and only that kind
that can actually claim in the long run to be a world
religion.
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