
Editors’ Note
This paper was delivered at SUNSTONE’s 1980 Mormon Theological
Symposium

p lato has suggested that man is the measure of all
things. I am not sure that I believe that, but I do
believe that man is the best example we have of

whatever it is that man measures. Most religious persons
have a view about man, even though they are usually not
aware of where the idea came from, what the view
means, or how it relates to what else they believe. The
confusion does not seem to alter the belief. In this coun-
try you need a license to fix a toilet. To be a philosopher or
a theologian you do not. This may be why most of the
toilets in this country work, and religions don’t.

Over the past few years I have been increasingly
aware of confusion in religious thought about the role of
man. 1 This stems, in the main, from my feeling that what
is usually said about man makes little sense to men; my
general belief in systematic theology (and consistent
philosophy); and my feeling that the selective rationalism
of much contemporary religious thought is self-
defeating. My hope in this short paper is to look at some
of the areas considered in a doctrine of man, to comment
on the disharmony, and to draw some preliminary con-
clusions.

Perhaps for this paper you will allow me to assume
that man is a metaphysical animal since he lives in transi-
tion between that which he is and that which he is be-
coming and because his knowledge of the process alters
the nature and the outcome of the process.

I
It is not difficult to see why the Mormon movement

has been reluctant to be involved in any large scale dis-
cussions about metaphysical foundations. Or why Mor-
mons would not pursue the philosophical assumptions
they so quickly make. To the vast majority of persons in-
volved in Mormonism, it is a religion; their experiences
relate to behavior, to worship, and to their personal
commitment. And, in the larger picture, they are con-
cerned about their dependence on each other, and upon
the love of God. Mormons, of most persuasion, share
this tradition because they did not begin with any a priori
affirmations about the cosmos; they responded to a faith
experience. It was not necessary to speculate about the
nature of the universe. Rather they reacted to faith in a
God who delivered them from the bondage of apostasy
and ignorance.

Just when it was that Mormonism made its unique
stand, and when the Reorganization left the role of Chris-
tian heretic to the Latter-day Saints is hard to define. I
would support Thomas Alexander’s suggestion2 that
prior to 1835 the expressed doctrine of Mormonism was
"not all that contradictory to existing Christianity." The
major doctrinal changes were made during what Alex-
ander has called the "Interim Period 1836-1890." The
most startling changes appear to have occurred between
1836 and 1844, a period when the Reorganization
suggests the church--and very probably Joseph
Smith--was falling away from the truth.

Consider the King Follett Discourse of April 1844. The
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LDS tend to see this document as a fairly clear statement
of their emerging doctrine for it included such things as
the plurality of gods, the progressiveness of man’s be-
coming, the rejection of ex nihilo creation, and the mate-
rial character of all essence.3 All of these positions are
further defined by Orson and Parley Pratt, Charles Pen-
rose, James Talmage, B. H. Roberts, and others. RLDS
thinkers, however, tend to ignore the Follett sermon de-
claring that the nature of its contents disprove its authen-
ticity. In general, they have never considered a serious
inquiry into the philosophical questions raised by the
sermon, regardless of who wrote it and when.

II
Contemporary thought is a conglomeration of Greek

and Hebraic ideas about the nature of the world. The
Greek mind, so dominant in the New Testament, iden-
tities actual experiences occurring when one stands and
reflects--with composure and self-control--and with the
expectation of answers constructed logically, in and
through space. Space is a philosophical given. Sight is
the primary sense, and through it all things are locked in
time and in space via the picture of what they "are."

In contrast, Hebraic experience is found in ceaseless
movement that arises through the expression of power
by way of deep emotion and life generating commitment.
Everything is in motion; therefore, thought is encoun-
tered in time, not in space. Logic gives way to psychology
as the decisive reality of the world becomes word. Thus,
it follows, that primary sensory experience lies in hear-
ing, for hearing is the blending of the changing flavors of
noise from which is plucked a meaning for the moment.

It is within the context of these conflicting concepts
that religious studies have been conducted. The method
has been historical (in an effort to recognize a pattern
through chronology), psychological (assuming that
when a person is thinking and acting religiously he is
acting and thinking in a manner different than when he is
thinking and acting secularly), or it can be philosophical.
This third method suggests that we deal with the truth
and/or falsity of basic beliefs on the assumption that one
may well be better off knowing such things prior to plan-
ning eternity on the basis of an emotion.4 My suggestion
is that the doctrine of man be considered in this manner,
and I suggest two major reasons for doing so.

(1) It is central to the questions of man’s moral actions
and thus deals with the question of purpose. It is the lack
of such answers that has driven modern persons into
Existentialism, Phenomenology, and even into LDS
Neo-orthodoxy which offers responses, of sorts, to the
questions of ethical purpose.

(2) The doctrine of man as expressed in contemporary
LDS thought is potentially one of the most unique state-
ments on man that exists in Western religion. Thus one
who does not understand the LDS position on man can-
not understand either the uniqueness of his own reli-
gion, sense the concern others have about his religion, or
recognize the ethical and moral responsibilities implicit
in the doctrine.

III
The Hebrew view of creation borders on a compro-

mise between the priestly accountss and the tradition-

historical6 account in Genesis neither of which is
homogeneous. While major translations suggest that the
creation ideology rests on the statement "God most high,
maker (acquirer) of heaven and earth," the use of the
term "maker" is consistent with the more orthodox view
of creation from chaos. 7 The term "acquirer" implies re-
ceipt of something or perhaps the organization of the
chaos. There is nothing in Genesis which really tells us of
the origin of heaven and earth, but it is hard not to as-
sume the process includes the making or dominating of
an essence. Judaism has always emphasized that creation
is not spontaneous, nor the result of accident, but is the
work of the author of everything in accordance with
definite plans and laws. 8

Protestantism maintains man was created by and from
the will of God through a process that stresses man’s total
dependence on God. Man is because God willed it. He,
man, had nothing to say in the matter; he could not have
chosen to be, or not to be. It is a characteristic of modern
Protestantism, both liberal and fundamental, to suggest
that since man was created from nothing he will return to
nothing, unless God intervenes for him. The assumption
of man’s anxiety over nothingness is given as the basis for
understanding how dependent we are on God to main-
tain our somethingness. 9

There is no doubt whatsoever that man is equally as
dependent in Catholic thought. While man is a creator in
his own right, he is unlike God who is uncreated and
thus does not have the essential quality of independence.

The LDS, as indicated, hold that man also is neces-
sary. The LDS Doctrine and Covenants1° says "man was
also in the beginning with God. Intelligence, or the light
of truth, was not created nor made, neither can be." In
this context the LDS movement is an alternative to Exis-
tentialism and to Protestant Neo-orthodoxy because it
rejects the contingent nature from which the absurd pes-
simism emerges. In LDS thought man could not, not
have existed; thus it is difficult to make a connection with
human anxiety over non-being. Every man is the ground
of his own being--not God. Man’s existence is a given, as
is God, and the elements.

It is important to note two things. First of all, to say
that something is non-being does not mean that it has no
existence, but that it does not have the existence of true
being. It could be "something-besides-being"--like an
illusion--for the opposite of being is not non-being, but
something other than being. To have been created out of
nothing, or to have had non-being at the time of creation,
is not the same as having no existence.

Also, we must be aware that what has been called
Mormon Neo-orthodoxy (to avoid confusion I shall use
LDS Neo-orthodoxy) accepts man’s necessity but, as
David Yarn has indicated, emphasizes the contingency of
man’s pre-mortal condition. They raise the question of
the legitimacy of the ex nihilo argument. For the question
is not from what was man created--or did he exist
independently--but if that which is, is dependent on
God. The LDS Neo-orthodox say yes to the latter but de-
clare the first unimportant. 11

If one follows the LDS position to the logical conclu-
sion then it is necessary to deny the absolute nature of
God and to accept free will and salvation only through

Sunstone/44



The doctrine of man in LDS thought is
potentially one of the most unique
statements on man that exists in Western
religion.

divine grace. And, in fact, LDS theology accomplishes
this. In doing so they are not guilty of the sin of pride, but
they deny that the attempt to be like God is a sin. For man
is essentially of the same substance, progressing from
man (immortal spirit clothed in a mortal tabernacle) to
spirit (immortal man free of fleshy tabernacle) to angel
(an immortal spirit quickened with a lesser glory) to a
God (an immortal man possessing the fullness of celestial
glory). 12

The RLDS Church has accepted the more orthodox
position that identifies God as the creator and sin as sep-
aration from God. In a very real manner the RLDS
movement does not deal with the mechanics of, or ques-
tion the nature of, creation. They have preferred rather to
describe the responsibilities of what is called man. Joseph
Smith III accepted the literal historicity of the Adam and
Eve accountla but does not seem to have understood just
what that meant. The RLDS Doctrine and Covenants
states: "... and that he created man, male and female,
after his own image and in his own likeness created he
them.’’14 While the RLDS Basic Beliefs Committee used a
lot of space explaining the fact that man was created to
know and to act, it leaves the reader with less than noth-
ing in explaining creation itself. Man achieves his pur-
pose from creation for he alone of all God’s creatures
"holds the earth in His [man’s] hands;’’is and because he
is the "junction of flesh and spirit hung halfway between
heaven and earth, both liking and hating the honor";16
and because "God is source He is ultimate being.’’17

They further state that all man has, is given him. He is
created to know God, he receives his freedom as a gift, he
is saved by grace; all of which imply that man is not
necessary. And it implies creation in the sense of "mak-
ing." It "seems inconceivable that the boundless uni-
verse, the earth, or the complex nature of life is the result
of blind chance."18

The primary question of creation for the Mormon
community lies in the difference then, between neces-
sary and contingent being. For the LDS, in opposition
with nearly all other theological positions, man is a
necessary being. That is, he is co-eternal with all that is.

Philosophically the question is this: Does man need to
be, or is his existence a matter either of chance or choice?
This is certainly not a new argument. Uncreated, thus
necessary being, was discussed by Plato who saw matter
and form as givens. This has been a theme of Idealism
ever since and was defended in a variety of ways by such
persons as John Boodin, Burdon Parker Bowne, George
Howison, Alfred N. Whitehead, and James McTaggart
Ellis McTaggart. The Personal Idealism of McTaggart
probably comes as close to the LDS concept as any--
despite the fact that McTaggert saw no room for God at
all. McTaggart held "the necessity that a substance
should have an exclusive description arises from the fact
that two substances cannot be completely similar, and
that a substance which is not completely similar to any
other has necessarily an exclusive description’’19 thus a
separate existence emerging from the opposition in all
things. 20

There are some interpretations of Judaism that have
considered this idea of necessary man. Modern Judaic
thought, however, emphasizes man’s absolute depen-
dence on God. At creation God breathed into man the
breath of life and made a living being. Prior to that, man
had dust but he did not have life. Man does not have a
soul, he is a soul. Man is contingent on the will of God,
who for his own reasons gave life.

Yet, within all these views, how do God and man dif-
fer? One is immediately drawn to the priestly account of
Genesis: "Let us make a man in our image, after our like-
ness.., so God created man in his own image, in the
image of God he creates him, male and female he created
them." This would seem to settle it. But it does not. The
Judaic tradition suggests that we are often too restrictive
when we interpret the word "likeness." Certainly, we
cannot ignore the assumption of the similarity of form,
but man’s similarity to God may well consist in man’s
dominion over the animals, his sharing with God crea-
tion and dominion. 21

The Christian concept of the difference is probably the
easiest to understand since it is the one presented by the
great media religions. God is supreme, the creator, om-
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niscient, the ground of all being that can neither be com-
pletely known or adequately loved. Man is simply the
opposite. Because of the assumed differences implied in
Christian theology, attempts to identify the differences
have received little attention. Primarily, I believe, be-
cause the tautology of such explanations are lost in the
implied assumption that the difference is the tautology.

It is a different story for the LDS. "God, angels, and
men are all of one species, one race, one great family,
widely diffused among the planetary systems, as col-
onies, kingdoms, nations...,,22 The primary difference
between Jesus Christ and men appears to be a difference
in the current structure; thus the difference between
Christ and other immortal and celestial men is that man
subordinates himself doing all things in Jesus’ name. The
difference between Jesus and God lies in age--really in
seniority--an answer that fits well into the concept of
progression, but does not fit as well with the LDS state-
ments of co-eternal existence. 23

LDS Neo-orthodoxy accepts the otherness of God but
accentuates the inadequacy of human reason to discover
the difference between man and God. Thus they have no
ground to describe the difference other than to repeat
their assumption of God being that which man cannot
fully know. 24

IV
The basic Christian view of man is that he is bad. The

pessimistic concept was born when the Greeks became
aware of the precariousness of the human condition. Ob-
viously man is not a creature of divinity and will never be
intimate with the gods. Yet, man is aware that life is de-
termined by a destiny which alots him time-~short, pain-
ful, and unknown--between life and death.2s On the
contrary the Jewish and LDS share the position that man
is basically good. This primary optimism is one of the
unique characteristics of the LDS message. The RLDS
view is less defined. In a twelve-page discourse by the
Basic Beliefs Committee, man is represented as one who
is free and loved but so beset with crime, corruption, sin,
and apathy that it would make an Existentialist weep. My
mother used to tell me that "children were natural born
thieves and liars and it was her job to teach us differ-
ently." While unofficial, this statement appears in keep-
ing with the RLDS assumption that man is good but it is
an awful condition to be in.

The doctrine of original sin has become a very conve-
nient scapegoat for the failure of twentieth century op-
timism. In modern LDS thought the phrase "original
sin" means first sin--the sin of Adam and Eve as mortal
parents. The term is altered to mean something very
LDSish and avoids the traditional view that this is a sin
for which all mortals must pay. The alteration does not,
however, prevent mortals from paying. Apostle James
Talmage explained that men are in no way responsible
for Adam’s transgressions. In fact, it would appear logi-
cal that men be beholding to Adam for making the choice
to begin man’s journey on earth. Either way, however,
man is not responsible for Adam’s, sin and is not to be
held accountable. And yet, all men have suffered death
and separation. 26

In the Journal of Discourses, Brigham Young wrote,
"The Savior came.., to redeem the earth and the chil-

dren of men from the original sin.., committed by our
first parents.’’27 Charles Penrose, writing thirty years
later, explains the somewhat paradoxical nature of this
affirmation. There are two kinds of sin, he states, original
and actual. Actual sin is the act of an individual for which
repentance is due. Original sin is that sin committed by
Adam and Eve, which was passed on to all of their post-
erity and through which we experience death and sep-
aration of body and spirit. However, since LDS thought
assumes that man in the contemporary world is not re-
sponsible for Adam’s sin it follows that God would not
hold him accountable for original sin--accountability
somehow being different than accepting the results of the
sin through death and separation.

LDS Neo-orthodoxy appears to accept the e~fects of
original sin. They do not deny the innocence of birth and
accept the fall as having some positive effect, but on the
other hand they adopt the Christian position that as a re-
sult of the fall natural man is God’s enemy. In this they
come as close to the Christian position as they can with-
out denying Mormonism.2S

The essential works of Christianity with its natural as-
sumption of man’s depravity have assumed that the sin
of Adam--whatever that might have been--has been at-
tached to every human being since.

The Judaic idea that the sin of the first man was his de-
sire to be like God29 presents such sin as objective, an in-
carnation of all the powers in life that are hostile to God.
But sin is a daily fact of life. For the Jew the "psalmist la-
ments that he was brought forth in iniquity and con-
ceived by his mother in sin." But this passage is not de-
signated to make all sex sinful as much as it is to portray
the speaker as totally sinful.

It appears that the RLDS hold a much less identifiable
position. They land somewhere between the LDS and
the Protestants. There is little doubt that in written and
delivered statements man is viewed very pessimistically.
The whole concept of original sin would be supported by
the vast majority of church members. However, the re-
port of the Basic Beliefs Committee does not deal with the
question directly and in fact it seems to have been
avoided. The best we have in terms of documentation is:

In following the dictates of pride and in declaring his in-
dependence from God, man loses the power to fulfill the
purpose of his creation and becomes the servant of
sin .... This condition, experienced by our ancestors who
first came to a knowledge of good and evil, is shared by all
who are granted the gift of accountability.3°

Without interpretation this leaves the question of original
sin very flexible. What interpretations are available,
however, tell us that man’s sins are in his will and not in
his loins; thus this sin is not generic. The message of the
atonement is that all men have the power to choose
Christ. It is not clear if this atonement relieves man of the
sins of Adam or not. 31

LDS Neo-orthodoxy presents a concept of salvation
which is certainly LDS but maintains a difference in em-
phasis. They are less concerned with salvation via obedi-
ence, laws, and knowledge of God and are more con-
cerned with a totally redeemed man--redeemed through
a spirituality that is hard to distinguish, if distinguish you
can, from the Christian concept of grace.
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LDS Neo-orthodoxy becomes more
and more willing to accept the Christian
and the RLDS God, who is not
progressing.       "

V
I am amazed at what little attention evil receives in

contemporary theology. In a very real way, of course,
neither Protestantism nor Catholicism accepts evil as re-
ality in and of itself. They tend to indulge in a compro-
mise between a pantheistic "best of all possible worlds"
and a dualism designed to preserve God from the re-
sponsibility of evil by dividing the world. Paradoxically,
it is considered a heresy to deny the truth of the con-
tradictory assumptions (1) the power to cause implies
the power to overcome and (2) the power to overcome
implies responsibility for existence.

Philosophically the question is a significant one. The
concrete nature of evil in the world indicates either that
evil is equally as powerful as God or that God is unable to
be both all good and all powerful or that God is not all
powerful or that evil is really good in disguise. Once
again it is the Idealistic tradition that has faced the ques-
tion by realizing that in the insolvable conflict between
God’s power and his goodness, power must go. The loca-
tion of this lost power--inside or outside of God’s
mindmis really irrelevant. Hasting Rashdall states "God
possesses all the power there is but is not all powerful. ,,32
E.S. Brightman holds to a total finiteness for the "cosmic
artisan" while his successor Peter Bertocci allows for
God’s infiniteness, except in the areas of power and
knowledge. The logic of this appears incomprehensible
to me.

The Jewish tradition sees evil in the manner in which
one discusses the results of sin, and it is considered con-
crete only in the sense that sin has results. For them there
is an inexorable connection between man’s actions and
the state of his life, a connection that most Jews see as di-
vine retribution.

In Christianity the paradox becomes a test of faith.
What disagreement there is lies between the poles of con-
servatism and liberalism rather than between Protestan-
tism and Catholicism. The vast majority of Christian au-
thors seem to accept the fact that faith requires them to

take refuge in the mysteries of God’s way rather than to
accept any concept of a finite God. The more liberal main-
tain that God might be limited by what Brightman has
called "The Given" which was a recalcitrant segment of
God’s nature. This limitation, the Quaker Eldon True-
blood has suggested, places God and man together in the
battle against evil.

Mormonism is once again divided. LDS thought rec-
ognizes that evil has elemental existence. These elements
are found among the uncreated facts where God main-
tains his consistent battle to influence blind process.
When it comes to explaining the effects of moral evil (that
which men do to themselves) and natural evil (that which
the universe does to them), the LDS produce about as
many unconnected answers as other religions. There are
two exceptions. First, evil is real. Evil exists in the inevit-
able fact that it does exist, and thus that it stands in "op-
position" to good. It does not exist because there must be
opposition to good but because it does exist, and it is in
opposition to good. Second, the paradox of natural evil
does not exist. God, like man, is conditioned by his envi-
ronment and thus is limited. This relieves God of the ob-
ligation to take responsibility for natural evil. All the
world that God deals with and controls is good; but there
remains some parts of something somewhere--
including hurricanes and rototillersnthat God does not
control. Thus the essential goodness of God is preserved.
All it costs is the absolute nature of God.

The RLDS position is an acceptance of orthodox Chris-
tianity with the temptation to be Augustinian. Evil is
identified as a semi-existent state that needs to be, but
which is connected in some undisclosed fashion with the
distance between God and man; a distance I might add
that is seen as being necessary for man to know God. In
most commentaries that have come out in the past fifty
years evil has been discussed only in terms of behavior;
and to try to get some official statement on the nature of
evil and its place in God’s world is like trying to milk a
steer.
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vI

The five traditions I have been discussing agree that
man has free will--certainly enough freedom to allow
him to respond to the call of divine grace and enough that
the responsibility for sin remains on man’s shoulders (or
independent) and is not transferred to God. Protestan-
tism says man can move through his freedom to appeal to
God through Jesus Christ. To Catholicism free will is
such that man remains a rational being who, though he is
no longer capable of spiritual goodness, can still chose
natural goodness. In Judaism man’s freedom is a gift.
God taught right and wrong; man is free to choose and to
suffer the consequences for the choice.

Nowhere is there a stronger belief concerning free will
than in LDS writings. Sterling McMurrin, one of the most
insightful authors on LDS thought, has stated it so well
that it is best to quote him:

Nothing is permitted to compromise that freedom as the
essential meaning of personality, whether human or di-
vine, and at every turn of Mormon theological discussion
the fact of moral freedom and its implied responsibility
must be met and accounted for.., man stands against
God or with him.33

It is here--the ultimate freedom of man’s will--that the
LDS uniqueness rests, for it is here that the LDS take
their stand against the traditional attitude of human pes-
simism, the idea of salvation by grace alone, any concept
of divine election, and all forms of determinism.

The Reorganization expresses the opinion that God
has endowed all persons with the potential freedom of
moral choice, not as something granted after creation but
as a part of the character of man.34 Yet such agency re-
quires us to love God.3s It is difficult to see how this either
follows or makes sense. But there is little doubt that in
RLDS teachings man can choose either to do good or to
do evil and that if he chooses evil God will not interfere
until men have "learned their lesson. ,,36

VII

I have five short concluding statements which emerge
from my inquiry: they are the heart of the inquiry.

(1) The tendency to seek to understand Mormonism
either historically (through chronological emergence) or
psychologically (assuming persons act different when
being religious) rather than philosophically (giving sig-
nificant treatment to theology) is a major reason why the
movement is not better understood. It is this sort of ap-
proach that led Fawn Brodie to make a major error when
she suggested that Joseph Smith left a barren spiritual
"legacy," a religious movement "devoid of spiritual con-
tent.’’37 For the spirit of Mormonism lies, as most Mor-
mons know, in the testimonies of the individual--
testimonies that carry meaning from generation to gen-
eration in a manner that chronology usually misses and
with a message of sacred/secular embodiment that
psychology does not have the methods to understand.

Does this mean that the rea! story of Mormonism is to
be found in philosophical inquiry. Obviously not. But
within the testimonies of the church is a foundation that
is understandable and which can be challenged, cor-
rected, and directed. In disagreement with the LDS
Neo-orthodox, I believe man has the ability to know and

it is in the search for his foundations that he will best use
this ability.

(2) The RLDS Church has not considered the doctrine
of man to be an essential part of their message, and they
make little or no effort to understand or express it. As re-
cently as the 1980 Mormon History Association meeting,
Geoffrey Spencer, President of the RLDS Temple School,
presented a paper which traced Reorganization thought
through three periods: Joseph III, the 1920s and 1930s,
and the late 1970s. Yet nowhere in this rather extensive
look did he mention the concept of the doctrine of man,
nor was there any suggestion the movement has given it
thought.38 While we are constantly being told that the
report of the Basic Beliefs Committee is not official, it is
the only semi-official statement we have, and the lack
there of any treatment concerning the doctrine of man is
conspicuous by its absence. Commentary or interpreta-
tion of RLDS assumptions are openly discouraged and
rarely attempted.

(3) While LDS theology has dealt with this question in
some fashion, there is still considerable confusion about
the difference between human and divine freedom, the
concept of foreknowledge, and the effect such freedom
has on man’s responsibility and predictability. Marden
Clark in a very interesting article in Dialogue39 makes an
attempt to deal with this. He starts out indicating that he
wishes to ignore the philosophical questions involved.
So far he is traditional Mormon. He goes on to suggest
that if the case for God’s knowledge is that he knows us
(like a parent knows a child) and thus knows what we
will do, then man is mechanistic. Clark will not accept
this and here his LDS attitude emerges. His explanation
appears to me to be one that suggests first of all that man
is of necessity free, that God created him free, and that
God then is contingent (at least in his freedom) because
he could not exercise the freedom to make man anything
but free. Thus, it seems to follow, God is less free than
man since God made man totally free but was not himself
free not to make man so. This is something like curing
dandruff with a guillotine.

This seems to be inherent in most LDS arguments for
free will, and yet God, as finite as he might be, is still in-
volved in our behavior. Despite the fact that the question
argues against the creation concept of LDS thinking (if
God did find himself compelled to make men anything),
there is even a larger question. If, as Dorothy Sayers has
suggested, the artist creates more in his own image than
the parent, who simply begets, then it is important for us
to consider if man--as the artistically created person God
was forced to make---is not more like God than Christ.
For Christ as God’s only begotten reflects God’s matter,
but man his creation reflects his form. Is there a case here
for the Creative Personalistic concept that perhaps man is
a better example of what God is than is Jesus Christ, thus
turning our study from Christ to ourselves?

(4) Thomas Alexander has stated that in recent years
"the failure explicitly to confront the doctrine of man has
opened the way for a type of Mormon Neo-
orthodoxy.’’4° Kent Robson has expressed the same
opinion. They are absolutely correct. The radical expres-
sions made in LDS Neo-orthodoxy concerning the nature
of man are, I believe, the direct results of the failure of the
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Man is so beset with
crime, corruption,

sin, and apathy
that it would

make an
Existentialist

weep.

LDS people to understand the impact of their concept of
man. This view has chosen to underscore contingency
and in doing so seems tempted to suggest that man is
evil, using today’s persons as evidence. The Neo-
orthodox do not go quite this far. Instead they admit to
the fact that they are disillusioned with man, with the
concept of his reason, and certainly with his knowl-
edge.41 They have become suspicious of the ability of
man to carry out the laws and to understand the princi-
ples necessary for his own salvation. Thus they turn to
revelation--a sort of simplistic revelatory statement--
that will give them information and in fact provide them
with a grace unheard of in more orthodox LDS thought.

While they have adopted this very strong attitude to-
ward simplistic revelation they have not, as noted by O.
Kendall White, made the mistake of equating religion
(the working out of revelation) with the vain attempts of
man’s knowledge. I am not sure if they will take this final
step, but I suspect they will. Finally, given their under-
standing of the limits on the nature of knowledge they
become more and more willing to accept the Christian
and the RLDS God, who is not progressing. They man-
age to carry this off within the context of their own ter-
minology: God has progressed so far that he cannot pro-
gress further (only expand control); thus though God
continues to be finite in his definition, he is infinite in the
nature of things.

This is not well thought out in Neo-orthodoxy. In fact,
the charges against them of anti-intellectualism and lack
of sensitivity to ethical and moral issues are realistic
charges, best substantiated by examining the internal na-
ture of their statements. Someone once indicated that
after 1835 the LDS moved on to become the left wing of
the church and that in time the RLDS became the right
wing. If this is true, LDS Neo-orthodoxy is trying hard
for the center and has gone way out on a limb to ac-
complish it.

(5) The LDS have the best potential theodicy in the
Western world. I have never understood why they are so
reluctant to take their views into the armed camps of
philosophical critics and theological double-think. The
non-absolute character of the LDS God is not unique
within metaphysics42 but is fairly unique among
theological statements. If God’s goodness is not in ques-

tion then neither is his love for man nor the worth of man
tangled up in the extremes of evil. One does not get hung
up on why being human is such a damnable combination
of inconsistencies dealt with in a manner which seems to
treat the "good, the bad, and the ugly" alike.

The difficulty in the LDS position is that while it ar-
ticulates this basic response to a question as old as God, a
systematic explanation that could be fed by consistent, if
not totally rational, argument has not been attempted. A
further problem is the use of orthodox Christian ter-
minology for concepts which are radically different, with
resulting confusion of meaning.

The distinction between the LDS and the RLDS does
not lie in the hundreds of idiosyncrasies each church has
developed like twins living apart. We may have had the
same parents, but the two are so far apart that their only
commonality rests in good memories of the "old days"
when we lived in the same neighborhood and shared a
common language. For our attitude toward man divides
Mormonism like nothing else can.

Francis W. Holmes, Sr., published a book some years
ago in which he stated, "It is the contention of the author
that all the differences between the two churches (LDS
and RLDS) are based on-doctrine and ideas that were in-
troduced into the church after the prophet’s death..."43
I disagree with his dates--Alexander and others have
pretty well convinced me it was more like 1835 or so---but
with this clarification I agree with him. The primary
agreement I find with the early church is epistemological
not doctrinal.44 But the LDS movement seems to have
followed the changing doctrine that emerged about
1833-35 and have made numerous attempts to interpret
and to systemize these ideas.

The RLDS Church seems to have grown out of the
need to identify itself in terms of what it was not--the
Mormon Boundary as Dick Howard calls it4S--and their
position as a religion was born from the act of disclaiming
doctrine.46 The claim that the RLDS Church’s distinction
is a clear breakage from the 1844 exodus is simply not
true. Any reading of early Heralds will indicate that such
things as the plurality of gods and the Book of Abraham~v

were still under consideration.
Both traditions have made interpretations from their

own experiences--the LDS with more direction and in-
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sight than I would have expected, the RLD$ with little
apparent interest in dealing with doctrinal foundations.
If I am correct about my views that the key distinction lies
in the concepts surrounding a doctrine of man, then the
distinction between the churches (which is one question)
and the contribution of each (which is the larger ques-
tion) will be seen in a faithful look at the significance of
their foundation arguments.
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