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THE BURDEN OF PROOF
The mail dealing with my article,
"No Higher Ground,." generally
misconstrues its arguments and
fails to respond to its criticisms of
the New Mormon History. Foster,
for example, does not seem to
understand that efforts to approx-
imate objectivity and neutrality
suffer from the same metaphysical
problems as stronger forms of pos-
itivism; both are based upon his-
torical objectivism which stipu-
lates methodological standards and
vocabulary. In my article I noted
that New Mormon Historians
"admit that objectivity is not pos-
sible but continue to, offer it as a
worthy ideal. Even those who
refuse to take a position still use
methods, evolve categories, and
develop explanations that pre-
suppose objectivity. In addition,
objectivist vocabulary is ubiqui-
tous, lending a false sense of legi-
timacy and rigor to historical
accounts." In this light, Foster’s
remarks about testing hypotheses
against the evidence involves all of
the metaphysical assumptions of
positivism. In reality, historians do
not have access to objective facts,
only to generally fragmented,
unrepresentative and ambiguous
texts and text analogues which
they weave together into a story
in accordance with the standards,
theories, and concepts of a given
interpretive tradition.

Foster should have clarified and
justified the methodology of the
New Mormon History to make it
easier to evaluate his claims;
instead, he gives us slogans. His
call for a full and comprehensive
analysis and a fair and honest
account may evoke warm feelings,
but until his admonishments are
grounded in an explicit discussion
of methodology, they are mere rhe-
toric: no historian from whatever
tradition would advocate lopsided,
narrow, unfair, or distorted history.

Like Foster, Michael Walton
assures us that he is aware of the
limits of positivism and then pro-
ceeds to advance positivist argu-
ments which seem to know no lim-
its. To begin, he asserts that God
cannot act in history. He asks,
"What sense data exists to reveal
God’s hand? If such data existed
whose God would it reveal.’?
Because God is not sensible, data
dealing with him is nonsense and
speculative."

Here, Walton makes sense data
the final arbiter of all truth. Yet
since Wittgenstein and the Vienna
Circle failed to solve the meta-
physical problems inherent in
empirical language philosophy,
most Analysts have taken refuge.
in common language philosophy
which eschews the self-evident
premises of sensuous experience..
If Walton has resolved these prob-
lems, he ought to share his
answers with the rest of us.

But more disturbing is the ques-
tion of what Wahon’s world would
allow as evidence of God’s work
history. He has already told us
that there is no evidence to be
counted when he asserts that
"God is not sensible." Would he
prefer an anonymous god who
reveals himself in the form of
undeviating causal laws? But such
a god would hardly appear as any-
thing more than nature. Perhaps
what really bothers Walton is that
God reveals his powerful works
when he chooses and to those he
deems worthy. That God has not
grasped the importance of appear-
ing in conformity with Walton’s
research criteria may be discon-
certing to Walton, but it in no way
stands as evidence that God does
not exist or act in history.

In any case, it is not hard to
understand why Walton feels at
home with secular historiography.
Having already decided that God
does not act in history, he insists
that history must be understood
in naturalistic terms: religious
experience must be redefined as
the psychology of religious
experience~how the belief in
myths affects the way people act.
Nor is it difficult to see why he
demands that Mormon history be
made "intelligible from the out-
side." But since all understanding
is achieved from within one tradi-
tion or another, the thoughtful
Mormon may wonder what out-..
sider history means. Apparently,
by outsider, Walton really means
historians who are insiders to the
tradition of historical objectivisra.
This leads to the rather trivial
conclusion that the Mormon past
appears differently from the point
of view of Mormon categories of
understanding than from positi--
vist ones.

Arguments on behalf of out-
sider history certainly do not vin-
dicate what Walton calls
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"Academic History," with its
"shared universe of discourse
[which allows historians] to evalu-
ate their theories." Like Foster,
Walton ought to have justified his
claim that this "shared universe of
discourse" is the standard that
theories have to satisfy to be vali-
dated. Since he did not, we are left
to conclude that Academic History
and outsider analysis are merely
euphemisms for Objective History.

In response to E. K. Hunt’s let-
ter, I would like to begin by noting
that I did not definitely label
McMurrin a p6sitivist. In foot-
notes 18 and 20, I merely argued
that from an ontological point of
view McMurrin’s position is a tan-
gle of contradictions. In addition, I
would like to assure Hunt that my
philosophical position distin-
guishes very well between real
and imaginary elephants.
Nowhere did I deny the reality of
events; instead I argued that
events never occur independent
from a context of understanding
which discloses their meaning.
The meaning of the past is not
self-evident because the historical
record does not speak for itself,
but discloses its meaning in the
dynamic field of human
understanding--the seamless
temporal "world" which human
beings individually and collectively
project. Because events and the
world which discloses the meaning
of events are historically situated,
objective knowledge of the past is
not possible and cannot even be
appro~cimated.

Furthermore, there is something
disingenuous about Hunt’s claim
that secular categories disclose
events more honestly and critically
than Mormon categories. Nothing
essential to Mormon categories
requires historians to dissimulate.
Indeed, the sacred texts of
Christianity constitute a tradition
of criticism of the acts of covenant
peoples who stray from their obli-
gations and violate God’s law.
They teach that even chosen lead-
ers are moral and can sin.

By contrast, the secular histo-
rian explains negative events like.
the Mountain Meadows Massacre
by recourse to a combination of
psychological, sociological, and
economic theories which under-
stand such events as the necessary
outcome of a chain of antecedent
events. Such a naturalistic
approach rules out in advance the

possibility of authentic choice and
thus responsibility, making defensi-
ble moral judgments impossible.
Oddly enough, in the end, history
and the underlying social forces
which supposedly produce it
become responsible for the
Mountain Meadows Massacre. By
contrast, Mormon historians who
accept the reality of authentic
moral choice and personal respon-
sibility can legitimately character-
ize acts like the Massacre as
wrong and an affront to God.

Hunt’s final argument, that
establishing the inadequacy of pos-
itivist categories does not establish
the adequacy of traditional
Mormon categories, misses the
point. Faithful Mormons may not
always be satisfied with their read-
ing of the historical record; for
this reason they should remain
open to alternative readings and
welcome a more extensive text,
although new information may
actually divert attention from the
more central possibilities of the
text. Nevertheless, the fundamen-
tal understanding which guides
the faithful historian’s reading of
the historical record is always sure
precisely because it does not
derive from everyday discourse,
but from genuine spiritual expe-
rience grounded in God’s power to
confirm and reveal truth. Indeed,
to be a member of the Mormon
community is to partake--or at
least hope to partake--of this dis-
closure of truth.

Furthermore, Hunt’s point is a
two-edged sword. While Mormons
can claim spiritual reasons for
working within Mormon catego-
ries, what grounds do secular his-
torians offer to legitimize their
own historiography? How does
the world that historiography pro-
jects allow genuine religious expe-
riences to be taken seriously?
Walton’s "Academic History"
based upon the ideology of histori-
cal objectivism is a priori insensitive
to substantive religious expe-
rience, hostile to any authentic
disclosure of religious understand-.
ing. Such an ideology can only
understand the Mormon past
through the use of naturalistic
theories which attribute human
behavior to environmental, psy-
chological, and biological cause.
This is why Foster’s talk about
taking Mormon claims seriously
and not drawing premature con-
clusions is mere pretense. The

ating within a secular "universe of
discourse" are determined in
advance, before the historical record
is even touched.

To conclude: the New Mormon
History advances historical objec-
tivism as the appropriate paradigm
for comprehensive reinterpreta-
tion of the Mormon past, not with
convincing arguments, but with
rhetoric and slogans. It has discre-
dited traditional Mormon accounts
which proceed from categories of
belief with derisive and scornful
language, belittling the writers of
faithful accounts and mocking the
supposed "Sunday School" mental-
ity of its Mormon consumers.
Apparently for many New
Mormon Historians, proof of intel-
ligence and sophistication is in the
uncritical acceptance of the secular
version of our past.

Yet serious Mormons have
every right to question the claims
of the New Mormon History as
the "real story" of their heritage
and to question just how and why
it constitutes progress in the
understanding of Mormon his-
tory. The heart of the discussion
rightly involves the underlying
assumptions and methodological
commitments which determine
the direction of historical inquiry,
grounding the criteria by which
questions are asked, theories
selected, information is gathered,
and conclusions are reached and
validated. Yet nowhere in the text
of the New Mormon History can
one find a serious discussion of
these issues.

In view of this intellectual fail-
ure, it is only natural that believ-
ing Mormons remain skeptical as
they wait for New Mormon Histo-
rians to accept in good faith the
burden of proof and provide con-
vincing arguments to support the
oversupply of rhetoric and slo-
gans. On the other hand, it would
seem to me that those who have
concerns about the claims of his-
torical objectivism will want to
move beyond abstract discussion
to an actual methodological or
"deconstructive" reading of the
text of New Mormon History to
surface hidden assumptions and
situate the New Mormon History
as one more tradition of interpret-
ing religious history--with no spe-
cial claims to validity.

David Bohn
Provo, Utah
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REDEFINING DEITY
I enjoyed reading Van Hale’s

article "Defining the Mormon Doc-
trine of Deity" (vol. 10 no. 1) as I
have other articles and papers
which he has written on the sub-
ject of the Mormon Godhead.
However, I disagree with some of
his comments in the section
entitled, "Monotheism."

After being converted to the
Adam-God Doctrine, I was chal-
lenged by my wife to "prove it
from the teachings of Joseph Smith
and from the scriptures." I utterly
failed in this endeavor and instead
came to believe that Joseph Smith’s
ideas on the Godhead evolved and
were never totally consistent with
either the Bible or his own pub-
lished revelations.

Recent scholarly Mormon litera-
ture has generally accepted the idea
that Mormonism was monotheistic
before it was polytheistic. Because I
find it difficult to justify choosing
one stage of Church theological
development over another, I have
tended to consider the revelations
as an independent source of infor-
mation separate from the opinions
of the prophets who gave them.

I believe the scriptures plainly
teach that:

1. There is one God. ,IIsa. 43:10;
44:6; 45:14; Mal. 2:10; Rom. 3:30; 1
Cor. 8:4; 1 Tim. 2:5; James 2:19;
Jude 25; 1 Ne. 11:7; Alma 11:28;
14:5; Moses 1:66; Abr. 3:23f.)
Though there are a series of scrip-
tures which speak of other gods,
we are to recognize only one god (1
Cor. 8:4). These other gods are
defined as idols (Ex. 32:4), men in
prominent positions (Isa. 26:13, cf.
1 Cor. 8:4), men who have received
the word of God (John 10:35), or
the eternal spirits of men (Abr.
3:19, 22; 4:1). The scriptures do
speak of a god above all other gods
(Ps. 95:3; D&C 121:32) but identify
him as Jehovah (Gen. 14:22) or
Jesus (3 Ne. 11:17).

2. God is a spirit. (Mal. 3:2; John
4:24; Heb. 12:29; Alma 18:26f;
22:9f; D&C 93:23; Abr. 3:19.)

3. God dwells in the hearts of the
righteous. (Ezek. 1:28-2:4; Matt. 10:
20; Acts 28; 1 Cor. 14:2:5; 2 Cor. 6:
16; Eph. 4:6; 1 John 1:5; 4:16; Alma
34:36; D&C 88:41; Moses 7:24.)

4. God dwelt in a tabernacle of
clay and was called the Son of God.
(Lev. 26:11f; Isa. 45:14; Rom. 1:21;
JST, John 3:34; John 8:2.9; 10:38;

12:45; 14:10, 20; 16:32; 17:21; Acts
2:22; 2 Cor. 6:19; Gal. 3:17; Col.
1:19; 2:9; 1 Tim. 3:1.6; 1 Ne. 19:10f;
2 Ne. 9:5; 19f; Mosiah 7:27; 15:1f; 3
Ne. 11:14; D&C 93:17; Moses 7:53.)

5. A person could not have God
in him except the glorified Christ
be in him also. (John 6:56; 14:20;
17:21; Rom. 8:10f; Gal. 1:16; Eph.
3:17; 1 John 2:23; 4:12f; D&C
88:5f; D&C 93:17, 20; Moses 7:24.)

I believe that the entire scriptural
discussion of the number and
nature of the members of the
Godhead is intimately tied up in
the relationship between the eter-
nal spirit, the mortal flesh, and the
glorified body of Je-~us Christ. The
scriptures teach that the eternal
spirit is the Father; the mortal body
is the Son; and his glorified body
was and is the Spirit of God.

Robert T. Beckstead, M.D.
McCammon, ID

EDITING SCRIPTURE?
What I want to know is whether

Ronald E. Poelman’s address was
the mind and will of the Lord, i.e.,
scripture (D&C 68:.4) before or
after it was edited? Don’t you think
that all conference talks should be
edited before we hear them to pro-
tect us from this dilemma?

Christopher B. Ri~kett
West Valley City, Utah

PLAINLY COMPREHENSIBLE
"Is God Married?" by Cecelia

Warner (vol. 10, no. 1) makes me
curious. Why is this such a contro-
versial subject?

If the names of the Godhead are
Elohim, Jehovah, and Michael, it is
plainly comprehensible to me. Only
the Father-God is married. There is
convincing evidence in Hebrew
that Elohim is the divine Spirit. "In
the prophetic books the spirit is
regarded as causative, as much for
revelation as for achievement." The
Spirit is defined as that "of wisdom
and understanding, the spirit of
counsel and might, the spirit of
knowledge and the fear of the Lord."

"Would God that all the Lord’s
people were prophets, and that the
Lord would put his spirit upon
them."

’"The Spirit of God moved upon
the face of the waters."

"By his spirit he hath garnished
the heavens."

(Quotes from George Hedley,
The Holy Trinity.)

Too many times I have heard and
read, "little information has been
revealed about the personalities ,of
the members of the Godhead." It is
most unfortunate that much of
what has been revealed has been
suppressed and denied!

Dr. Jacob Manning writes in Not
of Man But of God: "Man was an
inbreathed spirit, a living soul, a
spark out of God’s own life, so that
he could be truly said to be made in
the image of God. Thus is our
necessary faith in the original dig-
nity and inherent worth of man
wholly confirmed.

"It is because we are God’s chil-
dren that we have in us the ideas of
beauty, of order, of righteousness,
and are blessed only as we find
those ideas realized."

Rhoda Thurston
Hyde Park, Utah

BIASED. DEFAMATORY, AND DISTORTED
I was surprised at Jack Newell’s

appraisal and John Ashton’s bland
review of America’s Saints (vol. 10,
no. 1). The central issue addressed
in both statements seemed to be
whether or not it served the
Church right to be evaluated in
that manner in light of the
Church’s involvement in the
lar world. Both objected to what
amounted to "knee-jerk" reactions
to anything critical or contrary to
the official pronouncements of tlhe
Church. It seemed to me that both
statements begged the larger ques-
tion of fairness which was my main
objection to the book.

Gottlieb and Wiley have made a
contribution to Mormon history:
not in a clear, impartial, and accede-
rate recital of historically signifi-
cant events, but in providing a
running sketch of some little-
known but controversial incidents
through the Church’s history. The
bulk of material reflect the prof~s-
sionalism and doggedness we’ve
come to expect in modern investi-
gative journalism.

Much of the criticism with this
work, however, is also attributable
to journalism today, especially the
type of documentaries common to
the TV media recently. Those who
have been the subject of those docu-
mentaries (such as CBS’s Sixty
utes), have protested what they con-
sidered to be the deliberate twisting
and distortion of facts and interpre-
tations, and have objected to thor.
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unfair representation and impres-
sions left with the public pertaining
to their point of view or position.
A recent editorial criticizing "The
Atlanta Child Murders" contains
much of the same objections I
would raise to America’s Saints: I felt
it was "a mingling of fact and fic-
tion until one is inseparable from
the other." I wondered: "Are the
words spoken.., from the record
or from the facile pen of [the]
author?" I concluded: "The script
borrows from reality but it serves
not truth but entertainment."

In this book real people’s actions
in real situations are described or
"documented" in the sense of pro-
viding a description of the events,
but the interpretations placed upon
those events by the authors con-
sistently do disservice to those
involved by coloring each event to
show abuses rather than uses of
power. Consequently the reader
who may be oblivious to the other
side of the issue or to any other
interpretation of the facts pres-
ented is left with a one-sided subtle
but withering attack on official and
semiofficial decisions of the Church
hierarchy from its inception to
today. We are left without any feel
whatever for the beneficial uses of
that same power over the same
period of time. I would argue that
such journalism is certainly not, as
Jack Newell suggests, "a legitimate
stance toward the Church," but is
biased, defamatory, and distorted
history and at best unfair.

Some reviews I read compli-
mented the historical accuracy of
this work, but I found numerous
factual and many interpretive
errors in the few incidents with
which I was familiar: Joseph was
not a "Gold Miner," New York was
not the "infected" district (p. 34).
Nephi, not Lehi, built the boat, and
not on the shores of the Red Sea
(p. 35). Many people met at the
Whitmer home to organize the
Church, though the impression is
left here that only six met. And
Rigdon was not converted by
Joseph Smith in New York (p. 36).

Other statements are misleading:
"For a decade, Smith had explored
the thin line between power and
sexuality" (p. 42). What does that
mean? And: "Smith died.., the
victim of his own soaring ideas" (p.
43). Such easy conclusions provide
no insight into the deep conflicts
and facts pertaining to his death.

Also: "Fatal mixture of marital
experimentation and politics led
eventually to Smith’s demise and
abandonment of Nauvoo" (p. 43).
Mr. Ashton should have easily seen
that this (how do we say it?)
"sweeps with too broad a broom,"
ignores significant historical facts,
and leads the reader to distorted
conclusions. Joseph is consistently
portrayed as a whimsical and
"unpredictable" manipulator of
power. Every action is construed as
depicting a puffed up and self-
righteous pedagogue. This is the
crudest form of proof-text: the
authors have arrived at precon-
ceived conclusions and use every
event to justify and "prove" their
conclusions in their interpretive
commentary.

Other assertions are at least
questionable: Does the Church
really encourage an internal spying
system (pp. 17-18)? And why are
journalists frustrated? What has
happened to the trust level and
why? Does the Church really have
"unwanted notoriety" as one of the
wealthiest but most "secretive"
churches in the world (p. 21)?
What of tensions "lurking" below
the surface (p. 23)? Now that the
authors have exposed all such ten-
sions, that should be modified to
"lurking" above the surface. Per-
haps "lurk" is another exaggeration
for journalistic impact. Did Smith’s
economic ideas really derive either
from Rigdon’s experimental com-
munity or from primitive Christian-
ity (p. 36)? Is the pamphlet by the
non-Mormon "J. Smith" really
worthy of illuminating commen-
tary on Church doctrine and prac-
tice? Did Smith really derive most
of the rituals from the Masonic
order (p. 42)? Did Young really
"increasingly hold sway" over all
Church affairs (p. 44)? This feeds
the power motif by failing to put
into context the 1857 claim by the
associate justice from Utah. Is the
"Great Accommodation" (?) really
as shallow and superficial as de-
scribed here (p. 50)? Was there
really "no room for new visions" (p.
53), a "Lee Revolution" (p. 61) by
H. B. Lee and "his Young Turks"
(p. 61)? Is "Mormon Power" really
to be given credit (blame) for every-
thing happening on the local politi-
cal scene (pp. 65-66)? Or is this not
a gross oversimplification ignoring
other factors which at least con-
tributed? And what of: "Politics,
beyond the making of money ....

[is] the saints’ most obsessive secu-
lar compulsion [?] and the one that
originated with the church itself"
(pp. 65-66). This makes for a strik-
ing image, but my guess is many if
not most Mormons are obsessed
with neither politics nor money,
but find the Church teaching
other more fulfilling objectives.
Did Grant’s complaint that the
Saints almost worship Roosevelt
really imply that such loyalty
should be reserved for Church
leaders (p. 70)? This event is
turned into a petty jealousy and so
carries on the myth of worship of
leaders. "Politics was a prerogative
of priesthood" (p. 69) is cute, trips
off the tongue, but is exaggerated
and misleading. George Romney’s
statement, "The question is the
degree of exaltation that a man
can win for himself in his life on
earth" is equated unfairly and
inaccurately with succeeding in
business as a "doctrine" of the
Church (p. 18). "The First Presi-
dency and the Quorum of the
Twelve has not been able to keep
up with this bureaucratic and
economic explosion" and "Fami-
liarity with power in Zion has
bred a kind of indifference to its
consequences" (p. 127) are both
terribly misleading conclusions
and interpretations, but justified
by the author’s bias on abuse of
power.

It may be that confusion and dis-
agreement often result from differ-
ing perspectives, as with the story
of the blind men describing the ele-
phant. It may also be that each
perspective deserves the attention
of the other lest one conclude that
its perspective is the only legiti-
mate one. In that light it may not
hurt for us to respect outside
views and critiques which are
honest, balanced, and accurate. In
this book, however, the bias of the
authors on the misuse of power
and influence by the Church has
colored the context of most of the
material which they have pre-
sented. Their treatment therefore
has become one sided and unfair;
even where mistakes are evident
in the use of Church influence,
misapplication of the event to
satisfy the "obsession" on abuse of
power has precluded a fair and
balanced presentation which
would characterize good history
and indeed good journalism.

Roger S. Porter
Chubbuck, Idaho
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