
KRAMER VS. KRAMER 
Karl Marx insightfully wrote: 

"The criticism of religion disillu- 
sions man so that he will think, 
act, and fashion his reality as a 
man who has lost his illusions and 
gained his reason. . . . It is the task 
of history, therefore, once the other- 
world of truth has vanished, to estab- 
lish the truth of this world." I suppose 
that I still believe in the "other- 
world of truth" and am not quite 
ready for it to vanish. My recent 
attempt at introducing a couple of 
new themes to the neverending 
debate in our community about 
history and its many methodolo- 
gies seems to have struck a posi- 
tive note. I feel that a few points 
still need to be made on my behalf, 
however. 

Like all writers, I am often 
trapped by a language that has a 
habit of saying what other people 
want it to say. So I wasn't sur- 
prised to find Michael Walton 
wondering at my use of language 
that to him sounded suspiciously 
positivistic. It is important to 
understand, though, that rhetoric 
often represents ideology (under 
whose rubric we find both philo- 
sophy and knowledge) but never 
represents only an account of sense 
data. Thus it becomes easier to 
understand how I might not have 
meant what he read. And he, after 
all, was the the one trying to make 
sense of it. 

Having not read most of the his- 
tories written about religion and 
religious people in the last twenty 
years or so, I can't readily say 
whether science and history have 
become progressively less positi- 
vistic. In my simplicity, however, I- 
have a difficult time seeing how 
refinements of positivism make it 
any less positivistic. Certainly con- 
temporary scientists like Stephen 
Jay Gould and R. C. Lewontin 
would find Mr. Walton's state- 
ment that "theories are judged by 
how well they account for the vari- 
ous pieces of data essential to the 
question being asked" to be a per- 
fectly naive account of the myth 
of scientific objectivity. 

I suspect, though, that I was not 
as clear as I might have been in 
indicating that the history I am 
most concerned with has, over the 
last twenty or thirty years, made a 
concerted effort to move toward a 
more (social-) scientific approach 
to writing about the Latter-day 
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Saints. I am speaking of important 
works like No M a n  Knows M y  His- 
tory, Great Basin Kingdom, and 
Nauooo: Kingdom on the Mississippi. 
Each of these studies depends on 
its particular use of "sciepce" to 
interpret its data. Some people 
today might quibble with Ms. 
Brodie's early work, though his- 
tory departments still include it on 
graduate student reading lists, but 
I think that we all might agree 
that both Arrington and Flanders 
have written books of lasting 
interest. I certainly believe that 
the time I spent with their work 
was invigorating and highly valu- 
able. That is not to say that I 
found what they wrote to be 
accounts of the Church as a reli- 
giously important institution. 
There is very little in either book 
to account for the spiritual power 
and vigor of Mormonism. 

Mr. Walton also attributes to , 

me (as did Fordham Hurley) a 
tremendous and fervent hostility 
toward academic history. It strikes 
me as odd that I would be accused 
of anti-academicism or even anti- 
intellectualism merely because I 
asserted that historians seem not 
to be able to account for Mormon- 
ism as a real force in people's lives. 
Mr. Walton, in fact, seems almost 
to agree with me, with the stipula- 
tion that we are thereby forced to 
conclude that other groups who 
have strong beliefs must then be 
allowed to find gods of their own 
in history. (I'm pretty certain they 
all do anyway, whether we aca- 
demics allow it or not. I am, how- 
ever, still wondering who the God 
of the positivists might be.) The 
academic uncertainty I describe 
and the relativism I subscribe to 
do not force me out of the 
academy or make me any less 
intellectual than other 
academicians, but both do disallow 
strong claims to objectivity or 
knowledge of the "factsn-the 
sense data. 

My denial of the validity of a 
material data base as an epistemo- 
logical center, the means of grasp- 
ing and understanding both the 
world and the people who inhabit 
it, may incline some to accuse me 
of having lost hope. Certainly 
David Bohn's much more eloquent 
and learned presentation of a posi- 
tion similar to-mine brought accu- 
sations that he must be a nihilist. 
(After all, dogmatic monists blind 

themselves to  alternate ideologies; 
so when their own is questioned, 
they think the sky is falling. Their 
standard retort is the intended 
slur, "Nihilist!") I personally am 
still too much a novice to be a 
nihilist, but I fail to see how a 
semigenealogical account of 
science as ideology forces either 
Bohn or me to give up our under- 
standing ("knowledge") of Mor- 
monism or our positions in diverse 
academic communities. 

I would like my intuition to be 
correct that it is possible to write a 
history of Mormonism that 
accounts for the paradoxes and 
conundra with which the cur- 
rently constituted facts confront 
us as well as for my belief in the 
truth of Joseph Smith's explana- 
tion of the facts of his own expe- 
rience. Like Lawrence Foster, 
however, I am enough of a,prag- 
matist to see that a history meet- 
ing my criteria would never con- 
vince everyone. I frankly find no 
compelling reason to believe that 
an interpretation of "all the avail- 
able evidence" will ever be able to 
be written without having some- 
one condescendingly call it "faith 
promoting." Foster's remarks raise 
an intriguing question, though. If 
these new historians do not come 
to their data with preconceived 
notions of what they will or won't 
be able to find, notions easily as 
pronounced as the "prejudices" of 
the promoters of faith, why is it 
that they never mention as one of 
the believable interpretations of 
Joseph Smith's expereince that he 
simply told the truth? (My apolo- 
gies to historians like Milton 
Backman and Richard Anderson 
who obviously do that, even 
though, in Foster's terms, they 
must be "talking down to the 
Saints.") 

There is currently a debate 
remarkably parallel to our own 
taking place among prominent 
Catholic theologians. A number of 
them, including Hans Kueng and 
Edward Schillebeeckx, have begun 
to assert that Jesus may not have 
been literally resurrected. The 
methods they use to  verify the 
reality of possibly historical events 
cannot account for what has been 
included in the Gospels about 
Jesus. The theologians still choose 
to adopt and attempt to practice 
meaningful Christian ethics and 
believe that there is value in the 



teachings attributed to Jesus by 
the Evangelists. Since they cannot 
readily substantiate the claims of 
their Church to Jesus' resurrection 
and godhood, however, they 
recommend that Christians adopt 
a wait-and-see attitude (a clever 
reversal of Pascal's wager). 

Same of the new Mormon his- 
tory recommends a similar 
approach to the most important 
events in the Mormon past. It 
struggles to determine, for 
instance, whether &r nat the First 
Vision took as it is described 
in the scriptural account. When 
adequate sense data cannot be 
found to substantiate the minutest 
claims at the text, alternative nar- 
ratives are constructed which 
acmlrnt for more acceptable wi- 
&nee The authority of scripture 
is thereby undermined, along with 
the authority of those who 
recommended its canonization, 
ivnd it is replaced by the authority 
of history. 

By making an incursion into a 
debate like this one and making 
observations a b u t  struggles for 
authority and control of texts, one 
is bound to offend people for 
whom no offense is intended. At 
the same time, when our debate is 
seen as a struggle for authority 
over wipture and it5 concomitant 
sacred rextuai past, it is easier to 
understand why some participants 
cannot resist referring by name to 
those who have the real authority. 
Perhaps the mask peculiar form of 
name calling indulged in consists of 
discrediting an opponent by mak- 
in him an ally of Apostles. As we 
d \  e ate these issues, we ought to 
be aware of who has legitimate 
claims to authority over both 
scripture and archive. I am not 
offended at all by the attempts of 
some to align me with Elder Packer 
or President Benson. At the same 
time, I would never expect them 
to be called upon to support my 
arguments. I sincere1 wish that 
this discusshn could Ybc conducted 
in an appropriately academic 
manner, without anyone having to 
resort to name calling. But the 
constant inclusion of the brethren 
in such debates weuld seem ta 
confiim my suspicion that a good 
deal of what we say attempts to 
undermine one type OF authority 
and repiace it with another. 

Intellectualti have always sought 
for recognition of thdr  assumed 

right to special authority based on 
their claims to knowledge. I sup- 
pose that it should not surprise us 
to find the same sort of greed 
among academicians professing a 
strong interest in Mormonism. 
Nonetheless, we should be aware 
that the brethren may actually be 
acting responsibly in controlling 
the flow of information currently 
leaving the archives. Perhaps they 
are being righteous stewards of 
materials they alone are autho- 
rized to oversee. 

Neal Kramer 
Chicago, Illinois 

RETURN TO DOCTRINE NEEDED 
The Sunstone Theological 

Symposium held in Salt Lake City 
August 22-25 was certainly suc- 
cessful in providing a forum for 
thought-provoking theological 
expression. Every person inter- 
ested in Mormonism, from the 
theological intetlectual to the 
social observer, from the conser- 
vative fanatic to the socialist lib- 
eral, from the devout member to 
the anti-Mormon, could receive 
personal satisfaction for attending. 
Those responsible are to be 
commended. 

However, I as well as some 
other so-called conservative- 
minded have concerns about the 
direction these symposiums and 
mainstream theologians, as well as 
the Mormon church itself, seems 
to be headed. It is a concern that 
an apparent theme of the sympo- 
sium is that Church members need 
to be willing to accept changes in 
both policy and doctrine and help 
the Church be universally 
accepted world wide. The stereo- 
type of a mainstream Mormon is 
fast becoming that of a conformist 
in religious practice and belief, 
with a willingness to look at doc- 
trines as being only generally 
sacred to personal faith and 
changeable through revelation or 
expedience. I see a change from 
the idea of study of religion for 
purposes of belief or building a 
personal testimony of eternal 
truths to one of intellectual inter- 
est and curiosity. Non-Mormon 
and Mormon theologians appear 
more and more to look at Mormon 
church history from the same 
impersonal viewpoint. 

The anti-Mormon film The God- 
makers is one example. When this 

film was viewed and critiqued at 
the symposium, I foui~d the 
response of the primarily Mormon 
audience to be as astounding as 
the film itself. Admittedly, I might 
have felt somewhat different had I 
not previously seen the film with a 
primarily non-Mormon audience. 
As the non-Mormon audience 
found much humor, I sat with 
pain in my heart, hurt that my 
sacred religious beliefs were being 
mocked. Though the feelings were 
different with the Mormon 
audience at the symposium, the 
response of laughter was the 
same. Yes, I would have felt better 
had the film been viewed with 
soberness. I tried t s  imagine how 
the Prophet Joseph Smith or the 
Savior would feel about the film. I 
am quite certain they would have 
wept. If they had been in the audi- 
ence at the viewing of the film, I 
think they would have wept over 
the audience's reactions as well sa 
the film content. 

Unfortunately, the film's claims 
are altogether too true. It points 
out that the Mormohs are destroy- 
ing their own religiaus foundation 
through changes in order to find 
universal, worldwide acceptance. 
Moreover, the panel's critique of 
the film hurt this Mormoo more 
than the film did. They virtually 
asserted that the Mormons don't 
have any of what is termed d ~ t r i t t e ,  
and that therefore no excuses 
need to be given for changes that 
are made. (This same opinion was 
also given by other panelists in 
other symposium sessions.) To say 
the least, I think this panel and 
most Mormons today are a bit 
naive. 

O ~ i r  Mormon religion was neve; 
intended nor expected by its found- 
ders to be a popular religion to 
join. In fact just the opposite Is 
true. The Church membership 
was warned by its early-day 
prophets that they could know 
they were not living their religion 
properly if they ever found them- 
selves popular with the world. 

Tbiia conservative .writer w m u  
like to encourage a return to 
Mormon doctrine. It may not be 
popular, but after all, in ow reli- 
gious lives, shouldn't fellowship 
with God be wnsidered mar t  
important than fellowship with 
the world? 

Raymond E. Huffman 
Salt Lake City, Utah 




