
20/Sunstone



Omnis on Horizon
KENT ROBSON

H ISTORICALLY, Mormons have deviated
radically from the theology of traditional,
orthodox Christianity. This has been apparent in

many wa4zs. Ascribing to God a tabernacle of flesh and
bones, the talk of plural Gods, the denial of ex nihilo
creation, the assertion that individuals and nature have
necessary being, the claim that God became God
through a process of progression, and the claim that all
nature is material including spirit are some of the ways
that Mormon theology has expressed this radical
deviation. In the context of such important differences,
the use of attributes such as Omniscience (all-
knowledge), Omnipotence (all-power), and
Omnipresence (all-present) in talk of God has not been
frequent and conspicuous.

Recently, however, I perceive a new emphasis in
Mormonism in using Omni-attributes to refer to God.
This warms the cockles of the hearts of orthodox
Christians who always wonder whether Mormons
really believe in the same God in which they believe.
Hearing these Omnis comforts them and reassures
them that Mormons are after all regular people. In
addition, for Mormons these words have an expansive
and grandiose ring to them, and they enable Mormons to
wax mystical on the ineffable and incommunicable
grandeur and majesty of God.

When Mormons use these omni-words, however,
they are clearly not using them in the same sense and
with the same meaning as they are used by traditional
Catholic and Protestant theologians. Such usage gives
rise to confusion and misinterpretation by both
Mormons and non-Mormons trying to understand
Mormon teachings about the nature of God.

Three recent speeches by Apostle Bruce R. McConkie
provide examples of the confusion which can result. In a
recent General Conference address, Elder McConkie
first presented the view of God that is foreign to
Mormons. He said, "There are those who apply the
names of Deity to some spirit essence that is immaterial,
uncreated, and unknowable and that fills the immensity
of space and is everywhere and nowhere in particular
present." In the same address he continued, "How be-
littling it is--it borders on blasphemy--to demean the
Lord God Omnipotent by saying he is an idol, or an
image . . . or a spirit essence .... "1

Now the confusing element comes in. In the same
address in which Elder McConkie condemns the
orthodox Christian view as "blasphemy," he himself
goes on to say:

This great God, the Lord Almighty, is a personage of
tabernacle. He "has a body of flesh and bones as tangible
as man’s" (D&C 130:22). He is omnipotent,
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omniscient, and omnipresent. He has all power, knows
all things, and by the power of his Spirit, is in and
through all things.2

In orthodox Christianity the only way that one can
make sense of an omnipresent being would be if that
being were really, as Paul Tillich puts it, "the Ground of
all Being" or "all-Being." Elder McConkie uses the term
in a different way, however. He says that God is every-
where present "by the power of his Spirit." The Mormon
view then is one of a God that has a body and spatial-
temporal location and can influence all things by his
spirit, and the traditional Christian view is one of a God
who is only spirit or being and does not have spatial-
temporal location.

This same kind of definitional problem continues with
the use of the word omnipotent. In traditional Christian
doctrine omnipotent can be used only when God as the
only necessary, eternally existing being creates every-
thing out of nothing including all the material elements,
all souls, and all moral and natural laws.3 Everything else
is fundamentally different from God by being dependent
or contingent on God. God, in this context, has all power
by virtue of being able to make things come into
existence or go out of e~ence. This, of course, is not
the Mormon view. For Mormons, God didn’t technically
"create" but rather only "organized" previously exist-
ing elements, according to certain principles or laws.
Although there has not been a great deal of discussion
about the laws, it seems to me that they are clearly in-
dependent of God and to some extent out of God’s
control. I believe that what Mormons mean when they
use the word omnipotent is that God has all of the power
that any agent can have, and his power is quite sufficient
to bring about the Plan of Salvation. In the Catholic-
Protestant tradition, there are no limitations placed on
God’s power. We might agree to use the words more
precisely and carefully by calling the traditional Catholic
view "omnipotence-l" and the Mormon view
"omnipotence-2." Then we could easily differentiate the
different pre-conditions for the views and keep them
separate. As it is the discussion is potentially confusing.

What I have said about omnipresence and
omnipotence applies equally well to omniscience. In an
earlier article, I contrasted the Catholic view of extra-
temporal or out-of-time omniscience with what I take to
be the Mormon view that God is in time in some sense.4
The Mormon concept of omniscience is one in which we
say that God knows everything that can be known even
though there are some limitations to what can be
known.

In another talk he gave at the Marriott Center in
Provo to a Fourteen Stake Fireside at BYU on 1 June
1980, Elder McConkie continued this same kind of
mixed usage. In the first of "The Seven Deadly Heresies"
Elder McConkie discusses the concept of God: "The
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saving truth as revealed and taught by the Prophet
Joseph Smith is that God is omnipotent, omniscient, and
omnipresent. He knows all things, has all power, and is
everywhere present by the power of his spirit .... "This
qualifier "by the power of his spirit" substantially
modifies the view that God is simply and totally every-
where present. Another major qualification occurs
earlier in the first heresy section. There Elder McConkie
says that God "has graduated to that state of exaltation
which consists of knowing all things and having all
power."s Here is a hint of Joseph Smith’s view that God
was not always God, that he was once as we are but
progressed and became exalted. Such a view is radically
different from the Catholic-Protestant position which
says that God can only have all power by creating every-
thing out of nothing and by being completely
unchanging eternally. Yet using the same words as in
the Catholic-Protestant tradition, it is easy to assume
that Mormons mean the same thing.

Elder McConkie also defends the view that God is
totally omniscient, asserting that God’s progression lies
in having "his kingdoms increase and his dominions
multiply, not in the sense that he learns new truths and
discovers new laws."6 The implication is that there was a
time when God did have to learn new truths and
discover laws. Such a view would never be tolerated in
orthodox Christian theology. Thus the word
omniscience must be used by Mormons with a
qualification.

Perhaps the qualification that Elder McConkie has in
mind is this: since God became God, he does not learn
new truths or laws even thou~;h he did previously. Now
he is omniscient although ~t before. Even if this
distinction is a good one, it points out that God is in time
and does not have the kind of extra-temporal
omniscience that God would have in other Christian
views. Moreover, this view of Elder McConkie is directly
opposed by no other than a previous Prophet in the
Mormon church, Brigham Young. In a famous
controversy with Orson Pratt, Brigham Young warned
that Pratt’s interpretation of the omniscience of God:

"was a fals doctrin & not true that thare never will be a
time to all Eternity when all the God[s] of Eternity will
seace advancing in power knowledge experience & Glory
for if this was the case Eternity would seace to be & the
glory of God would come to an End but all of celestial
beings will continue to advance in knowledge & power
worlds without end.’’7

The idea of the omniscience of God without a
possibility of God advancing in knowledge seems to be a
theme of Elder McConkie. In a more recent speech, "The
Foolishness of Teaching," given in 1981, he presents
"some doctrines that weaken faith and may damn":

Somebody can teach that God is progressing in know-
ledge. And if he begins to believe it, and emphasizes it
unduly, and it becomes a ruling thing in his life, then, as
The Lectures on Faith say, it is not possible for him to have
faith unto life and salvation. He is required to believe, in
the Prophet’s language, that God is omnipotent,
omniscient, and omnipresent, that he has all power and
he knows all things.8
This statement is particularly interesting because it

points to Elder McConkie’s source for his belief in the
importance of the Omni-attributesin discussing God as

The Lectures on Faith. It is obvious that this document was
also the source for the statements which Elder
McConkie made in the "Deadly Heresies" speech. After
discussing the importance of believing in the
omniscience, omnipotence, and omnipresence of God,
Elder McConkie asserts that Joseph Smith taught that
three things are necessary to exercise faith: an idea of
God, a correct understanding of his character and
attributes, and a knowledge that the course one is on is
in accord with God. These ideas come straight out of The
Lectures on Faith, lecture number three. McConkie asserts
that these ideas were "revealed and taught by the
Prophet Joseph Smith."

The Lectures on Faith were written from November of
1834 to March of 1835.9 The date of writing is important
in my judgment. Remember that the organization of the
Church occurred in 1830. In 1835 much of the doctrine
of the Church had simply not yet been revealed or made
known. As a result, Mormons in the early 1830s
conceived of God much as did many other Christians.1°

In addition, as a recent computer word study of The
Lectures on Faith strongly suggests, it is unlikely that
Joseph Smith wrote all of the lectures. The Second
Lecture, in which omniscience, omnipotence, and omni-
presence are used, appears to have been written by both
Sidney Rigdon and Joseph Smith.11 As a former
Campbellite minister who had been converted at the end
of the year 1830, Sidney Rigdon might have used
language of traditional orthodox Christianity. Only the
Fifth Lecture appears to be totally by Joseph Smith.

In an interview on 22 July 1940, Joseph Fielding Smith
gave the following reasons why the lectures were
removed from the Doctrine and Covenants: (1) The
lectures were never received by Joseph Smith as
revelation; (2) the lectures are only instructions relative
to the general subject of faith and are not the doctrine of
the Church; (3) the lectures are not complete as to their
teachings regarding the Godhead; and (4) it was thought
by Elder James E. Talmage, chairman of the committee
responsible for their removal, that to avoid confusion
and contention on this vital point of belief (the
Godhead), it would be better not to have them bound in
the same volume with the commandments and
revelations.12 Any defense of the Omni-attributes based
on The Lectures on Faith may thus rest on somewhat shaky
ground.

It is ironic that just at a time when theologians and
philosophers in the Catholic-Protestant tradition have
begun to raise serious questions about the Omni-
attributes in regard to human freedom, the problem of
evil, and other such issues, Mormons who have not had
these same dilemmas have begun to use the words more
and more. At the conclusion of his book The God of the
Philosophers, Anthony Kenny writes as follows about
these attributes:

If the argument of the previous chapters has been
correct then there is no such being as the God of
traditional natural theology: the concept of God
propounded by scholastic theologians and rationalist
philosophers is an incoherent one. If God is to be
omniscient, I have argued, then he cannot be immutable.
If God is to have infallible knowledge of future human
actions, then determinism must be true. If God is to
escape responsibility for human wickedness, then
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determinism must be false. Hence in the notion of a God
who foresees all sins but is the author of none, there
lurks a contradiction. Omnipotence may perhaps be
capable in isolation, of receiving a coherent formulation;
but omnipotence, while capable of accounting for some
historic doctrines of predestination, is inadequate as a
foundation for divine foreknowledge of undetermined
human conduct. There cannot, if our argument has been
sound, be a timeless, immutable, omniscient, all-good
being.~3

Given such a strong indictment of these traditionally
used attributes, one must ask how and why they were
introduced into Christianity in the first place. The truth
is that most of them come neither from the Old or the
New Testament.~4 They were borrowed from Greek
philosophy. The influence of Plotinus, an important
Neo-Platonist, cannot be underrated. For example, St.
Augustine, who was so prominent in the formulation of
Christian doctrine, was a Neo-Platonist before his
famous garden conversion. The whole set of attributes
that Kenny mentions above and the philosophical
system in which they were formulated came from Greek
philosophy.

A very brief sketch of the views of Plotinus will
demonstrate this. Plotinus thought that "The One"
encompassed all being, was all being, and was the source
and origin of everything that was or ever will be through
a process of radiation or emanation as here diagramed:
All things that do become will return ultimately to The
One. Individuality does not even exist until one gets
down to the level of Soul, and it is a temporary and
artificial condition. Time comes into existence only as a
distortion or misperception of the being of The One.
What is in the Lower Hemisphere is not real at all but
only appearance. Matter is the most complete distortion.
All individuality and particularity will be overcome. Out
of this came the view that God, or The One, is all there is
in the universe and the only necessary being, eternally
and infinitely existing outside of time and space.

Such Greek views are the sources for so much that is
in Christian, Islamic, and Jewish theology, since the
theologies of all three originated at about the same time.
All of them were profoundly influenced by Greek
philosophy.

Mormon writers who have been attracted by the
Omnis should consider what else they may be
embracing. Mormons should consistently renounce

such attributes or at least make very clear the distinction
between Mormon usage and Catholic-Protestant usage.
Unless this is done, I fear that the Omnis may yet invade
and perhaps change the uniqueness of Mormon
theology.
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