
Church Releases
Historical Letters
Important letters relating to
the origin of Mormonism have been
released by the First Presidency of
the LDS church and published in
the official Mormon news maga-
zine, the Church News. The
nature of the letters’ contents has
attracted media attention across
the country.

The first letter to appear was
written by Martin Harris in October
1830, and sent to William W.
Phelps. In it, Harris describes how
he first met Joseph Smith, then
gives an account of Joseph’s
visitation by an "old spirit."
Harris also details his own
encounter with professor Charles
Anthon. The letter is over 600
words long, making it the longest
known document in Harris’ own
hand. (See SUNSTONE vol. 10 no. 1.)

The Harris letter was donated to
the Church on April 12, 1985 by
Steven F. Christensen, who

purchased it in January 1984 from
Lyn Jacobs and Mark Hoffman, two
collectors of early Mormon
documents. After he purchased the
letter, Christensen spent
considerable time and money
establishing its authenticity.
Physical analysis of the paper and
ink confirmed its age, while Dean
C. Jessee and others at Brigham
Young University’s Joseph Fielding
Smith Institute for Church History
studied the language and
handwriting. The results of this
research gave no grounds for
questioning the letter’s
authenticity. In fact, the First
Presidency’s press release states
that they "at this point accept the
judgement of the examiner that
there is no indication it is a
forgery. This does not preclude the
possibility that it rnay have been
forged at a time when the Church
had many enemies. It is, however,
an interesting docu, ment of the

times."
The letter contains interesting

information which verifies previous
documentation about early Church
history. For example, Harris
mentions his experience as one of
the Three Witnesses to the Book ,of
Mormon some four months after
the fact. It also contains one of the
first accounts of a "spiritual"
visitation to Joseph Smith. This
account, however, conflicts with
the LDS church’s official version.
According to Harris: "In the fall of
the year 1827 1 hear Joseph found a
gold bible I take Joseph aside & he
says it is true I found it 4 years
ago with my stone but only just
got it because of the enchantment
the old spirit come to me 3 times in
the same dream & says dig up the
gold but when I take it up the next
morning the spirit transfigured
himself from a white salamander in
the bottom of the hole and struck:
me 3 times & held the treasure &
would not let me have it because I
lay it down to cover over the hole
when the spirit says do not lay it
down Joseph says when can I
have it the spirit says one year
from today if you obay me look to
the stone"

Many Mormons would have
trouble recognizing this as a
version of the traditional story of
Moroni’s visit. They may also be
perplexed by the letter’s pervasive
atmosphere of magic and money-
digging, which challenges the
Church’s repeated disclaimers that
Joseph Smith had any connection
with these activities.

When the letter was released,
some Saints suggested Harris’
second-hand account may have
garbled Joseph’s story, or that his
subjective interpretation may have
added the disturbing elements. But
this theory was disproved less than
a week later when a second letter
was released--this one written by
Joseph Smith.

Written in 1825 from Joseph to
Josiah Stowell, the letter was
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released by the First Presidency on
May 9. Its publication in the LDS
Church News was the final act of
a somewhat murky sequence of
events which began in 1983 when
Mark Hoffman acquired the letter
from an eastern antique document
collector. According to Mormon
publisher George Smith, Hoffman
verified the signature was that of
Joseph Smith, the LDS prophet. He
then approached the Church and
offered to sell the letter. After
further tests were made of the
letter’s authenticity, it was directly
purchased by First Presidency
Second Counselor Gordon B.
Hinckley for a reported $25,000.

At the time, no public
acknowledgement was made by the
Church of its new acquisition. But
during 1983 and 1984 rumors of the
letter’s existence became
widespread. Typewritten copies
began circulating, as did allega-
tions that the letter was in the
possession of the Church. Late in
1984, Public Communications
director Jerry Cahill denied the
letter was in the Church’s archives
or in the First Presidency’s vault.
On April 29, 1985, the Salt Lake
Tribune ran a story by staff
reporter Dawn Tracy entitled
"’Smith’ Letter Seems to Have
Disappeared from View," in which
both the allegations and Cahill’s
denial were reiterated.

Lessthan a week later, a letter
from Cahill appeared in the
Deseret News. He apologized for
his erroneous denial, and said that
on May 3 Gordon B. Hinckley
informed him the Church did indeed
have the letter, and it might one
day be released for study. The
letter was subsequently printed in
the May 12 Church News.

In it, Joseph Smith advises
Josiah Stowell on locating treasure
guarded by spirits; a technique
involving a split hazel rod is
described in some detail. Although
accusations that Joseph Smith was
involved in folk magic have been
made since the Church’s inception,

the 1825 letter to Josiah Stowell is
the only known documentation by
Joseph Smith himself of these
activities.

Reactions to the letters’ release
have varied widely. Some have
expected critics of the LDS Church
to try to use them to support their
attacks on its legitimacy.
Renowned anti-Mormon author
Jerald-Tanner in his article
"Parallels to the Salamander
Letter," says while he doubts the
Harris letter’s authenticity because
of its obscure origins, "if proven
true, it will provide additional
support to our thesis that Joseph
Smith was deeply involved in
magic and money-digging .... "
Says historian Jan Shipps, "There’s
a whole anti-Mormon industry, if
you can call it that. They’ll
certainly try to use it."

Valeen Avery, co-author of
Mormon Enigma, a biography of
Emma Hale Smith, feels the letters
could "cause a profound change
[because] we can’t say our history
proves we are right." Avery
continues: "A missionary now
approaches someone and says, ’1
know the Mormon Church is true
because an angel directed by God
showed Joseph Smith golden
plates from which he translated the
Book of Mormon.’" Avery predicts
that in light of the new information,
the Church might begin placing
more stress on current doctrines
and practices, and less on the Book
of Mormon’s divine origin.

However, others feel the letters’
impact on the Church will be slight.
On May 2, at the opening session of
the annual meeting of the Mormon
History Association, Dean Jessee
and Ron Walker presented the
results of their reseach into the
historical context of the Martin
Harris letter. "The issue raised by
the letter is not new," said Jessee.
"Numerous Mormon sources refer
to treasure-digging, and an earlier
biography of Joseph Smith
developed the thesis that his claim

as a prophet developed from a
background of magic. Since that
time, others have followed this
theme, assuming if it could be
shown Joseph Smith was a money-
digger, he could not have been
religiously sincere. However ....
this conclusion is not borne out by
the evidence, for many
acknowledged religious people of
Joseph Smith’s day were also
money-diggers."

In his presentation, Walker
emphasized that Joseph’s
involvement with money-digging
could not be understood without
examining his social context. In
that time and place, said Walker,
the use of seer stones and
divination to locate treasure
guarded by spirits was quite
common. Nor were these practices
seen as either dishonorable or
unwholesome. Josiah Stowell
himself was a prosperous citizen
and a deacon in the Presbyterian
Church, and there were many New
England money-diggers who
regarded treasure-hunting as a
manifestation of their spiritual
gifts. "Twentieth-century minds,
trained by the methods and lore of
modern science, have not
understood the long prevalence of
folk traditions and the customs
that were indelibly woven with
their religious beliefs," said
Walker. "For some the belief in
God, in the divine, in the
supernatural, in angels, in
heavenly powers, was inextricably
mixed with the folklore of looking
for precious minerals, obtaining the
assistance of guardian spirits."

It will be some time before the
real impact of the two letters can
be assessed. Likewise, continuing
research can be expected to clarify
their meaning and significance.
However, one thing seems
immediately clear: the traditional
picture of Joseph Smith’s
intellectual and social background
will have to accommodate some
new elements, which differ greatly
from our previous assumptions.
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vans Biography
A ward Winners
Announced
The $10,000 prize money for the
Second Annual David Woolley
Evans and Beatrice Cannon Evans
Biography Award will be shared
this year.

Both Joseph Smith and the
Beginnings of Mormonism, by
Richard Bushman (left) and
Mormon Enigma: Emma Hale
Smith, Prophet’s Wife, "Elect
Lady," Polygamy’s Foe, by Linda
King Newell (center) and Valeen
Tippetts Avery (right) were
announced winners on April 16.

A $5,000 award was given for
each book.

According to Dr. Ted J. Warner,
professor of history at Brigham
Young University and executive
secretary of the award committee,
the winners were chosen from
eleven entries. All qualified as "dis-
tinguished" biographies of persons
"significant in the culture or history
of what may be called Mormon
Country," as specified by the com-
petition rules. Warner says the
judges decided to split the award
this year because of the "excellent
quality" of the two books.

Judges were Dr. Merlo J. Pusey,
Pulitzer Prize-winning biographer

and former assistant editor of the
Washington Post; Dean Howard R.
Lamar, Coe Professor of American
History at Yale University; and Dr.
Truman G. Madsen, professor of
philosophy and holder of the
Richard L. Evans Chair of Christian
Understanding at BYU.

Linda Newell is the �oeditor of
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon
Thought. Valeen Tippetts Avery is
an assistant professor of history
and is the director of the Center for
Colorado Plateau Studies at North-
ern Arizona University. Richard
Bushman is a professor of history
at the University of Delaware and
has taught at Harvard, Brown,
Boston, and Brigham Young
universities.

The Evans award is established
through a $200,000 grant from the
late David Woolley Evans, founder
of the national advertising and pub-
lic relations firm, David W. Evans,
Inc. The award is one of the largest
of its kind in the United States.
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THE 1986
WASHINGTON D.C.
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May 30-3 I, 1986

For more information, contact Elbert Peck,
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Loring, VA 22027. {703) 560-6790.
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Research Preliminaries... Before You Search Public Records
¯ Understanding the Basics-names, relationships, time, and place.
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Conference Explores
’"Women of Faith."

By Kathryn Fowlez

The 1985 BYU women’s conference
was entitled "Women of Faith."
Whether or not it was intentional,
most of the participants--
beginning with Sister Camilla
Eyring Kimball and concluding with
ElderNeal Maxwell--seemed to
weave into their presentations the
idea that women must look
"beyond the world."

There was a change in the preli-
minary procedure for this year’s
conference. In past years, the con-
ference has been planned and pre-
pared by the Associated Women
Students of BYU. According to
Carol Lee Hawkins of the Women’s
Research Institute (WRI), President
Holland felt it was "too large an
undertaking" for the women students
and would take time away from their
studies. Therefore, this year’s con-
ference was sponsored by the
office of the president and the pro-
gram was developed jointly by an
"interdisciplinary committee
formed from across the university,
each member with his/her different
expertise." Appointed in August of
1984 and chaired by Mary Stovall
of WRI, this hard-working commit-
tee included Richard Eddy and Ida
Smith of the Division of Continuing
Education, Mary Ann Wood from
the law school, Maren Mouritsen,
dean of student life and associated
with educational psychology, and
Sydney Reynolds, listed as a
homemaker, with Jae Ballif of the
physics department as advisor.

The WRI was very pleased with
the response to the conference.
Although community women heav-
ily outnumbered those from the
university, the topics chosen were
aimed at both groups. An estimated
3,000 women (counting partici-
pants) attended the meetings,
reportedly representing forty
states.

The program listed an impressive
array of topics and speakers. Sub-
jects covered the spectrum of
women’s interests, and program
participants came from all walks of
life. In the words of President
Holland, the conference hoped "to

.provide a rich experience for

women--young and old, married
and single, mothers and daughters"
for "intellectual stimulation, cul-
tural enrichment, and spiritual
affirmation." The conference was
conscientiously arranged so that
certain aspects of the theme,
"Women of Faith," would be intro-
duced in morning plenary sessions
and further developed in smaller
afternoon concurrent sessions,
which were designed to explore
related topics in greater depth.

Sister Kimball keynoted the
event with a lively, touching and
even humorous speech, dispelling
any rumors that she is "too ill,"
"too feeble," or "too old" to make
any appearances. Her ninety years
did give her perspective on "endur-
ing to the end," however, and she
expounded on "those values which
are so important to hold onto until
the very end." Taking her text from
a scripture in Luke (10:25-28) that
tells us to love the Lord "with all
thy heart, and with all thy soul, and
with all thy strength, and with all
thy mind," Sister Kimball used
most of her time to explore the
meaning of the last phrase, bne
told of her love of learning and her
firm belief in developing talents in
order to better understand God’s
world. "If ’the glory of God is intel-
ligence or in other words light and
truth,’" she said, "then it is our
responsibility to gather truth of all
sorts, not just truths of theology
but of everything. So long as we do
not become vain in our learning, it
is all to the good."

After Sister Kimball two panels
discussed women’s heritage. The
first was made up of the general
presidents of the Relief Society,
Primary, and Young Women, and
also Sisters Patricia Holland and
Marjorie Hinckley representing the
Church perspective. The second
panel addressed the historical
perspective according to five well-
known historians associated with
the Charles Redd Center for West-
ern Studies at BYU. The smaller
afternoon sessions presented dis-
cussions of fine arts--writing, art,
music, dance, quilting, and "Teach-

ing Children the Arts"--featuring.
Church women who are leaders =n
these fields. The panel entitled
"Women Pioneers in Science" gave
the podium to five women from dif-
ferent sciences.

The presentation that drew the
strongest response from the
audience was probably Bruce
Hafen’s early morning speech,
which was entitled "Women, Femi-
nism, and the Blessings of the
Priesthood." When informed just
before the beginning of the next
session that the speech would be
printed and made available for
reading, the massive audience in
the Marriott Center cheered and
whistled. The speech’s appeal came
perhaps from Brother Hafen’s
honesty in dealing with sticky
issues for women in the Church.

He opened with a vivid example
in which a young man told a young
woman that his marriage proposal
was inspired by the Lord. The
young woman accepted, thinking
she should honor the priesthood by
acquiescing. Brother Hafen pursued
the misconceptions of women’s
roles through many avenues. He
gave a well-documented outline of
the history of the women’s move-
ment. "The institutions of our cul-
ture have not always been fair to
women," he admitted, "and some
men have exploited the trust placed
in them by others."

He exonerated "Mother Eve’s
initial partaking of the forbidden
fruit" as "neither stupid nor tragic";
rather an act of "sacrifice and
courage." "From the beginning,
then," he said, "the ’mother of all
living’ showed that heroic maternal
instinct that is willing to walk
down the valley of the shadow of
death, not only to bring forth chil-
dren but also to bring forth under-
standing and joy to the parents."

He talked further about the need
for "a balanced view about
women’s role" to put "the role of
men in a sound perspective as
well," using Virginia Slims and
Marlboro cigarette ads as ex-
amples of polarization. He claimed
the "domestic commitment to the
rearing and education of children"
should be "the highest priority" for
men and women alike as it is for
God, who "is not off in some exotic
corner of the universe in a cosmic
corporate jet working on his pro-
fessional ’career,’" but "rather, his
attention is riveted first of all on
us, his children." The audience was
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clearly pleased with Brother
Hafen’s thoughts and comments.

After Brother Hafen came an
array of thirteen different and
compelling presentations, each
with enthusiastic participants. A
panel on international women’s
issues was staffed by women who
were either native to or had lived in
four different areas of the world.
Other presentations addressed
such topics as family issues: full-

time homemaking, family structure,
parenting; medical issues: women
and cancer, dealing with the termi-
nally ill, adoption, and medical
developments in reproductive
health; and general concerns:
finances, leadership skills, chal-
lenges and opportunities for
women, women reentering the
work force, and abuse of women.
The presentations were laid out like
a buffet, and women scurried all

over the BYU campus sampling as
many as possible.

The conference closed on a spiri-
tual note. The final morning began
with a talk on the feelings, of a
convert, and a lively panel on sup,-
porting Church leaders (with comiic
relief provided by Louise Durham)..
Music and a devotional address by
Elder Neal Maxwell concluded the
meetings.

Choosing God over
Caesar
GO0’S FOOLS: FOUR PLAYS
B Y THOMAS F. ROGERS
EDEN HILL PUBLISHERS, 1983
$5.95, 232 PP.
Reviewed by Christopher Sharp

s ince the production of
Huebener in 1976, Thomas F.
Rogers has become known in

Mormon circles as a playwright
concerned with questions of con-
formity and conscience. His central
characters tend to overstep the
beehive boundaries of their socie-
ties while they simultaneously pre-
serve their innocence. Their prob-
lem is reconciling what is instinc-
tively right with what is socially
correct. When the two measures
are irreconcilable a personal and
social crisis results.

In his book of four plays, God’s
Fools, Rogers offers variations on
the conformity problem. The set-
tings are Nazi Germany, the Soviet
Union, and Utah today and in the
nineteenth century. The conflicts
are usually tied to the problems of
a social order set against an indi-
vidual’s natural sense of right and
wrong. C. S. Lewis described this a
priori moral knowledge as a "Law
of Nature" or a compass found
within our mortal equipment to
guide our pilgrimage. When a
society moves in the wrong direc-
tion, an individual must examine
this compass to find the righteous
path. This is the road of Rogers’s
most interesting people.

This situation is highlighted most
graphically in Huebener, a play
about the true life of a seventeen-
year-old German Mormon who was
excommunicated and beheaded in
1942 for his anti-Hitler activities.

This is not a particularly complex
work. It deals with moral rather
than psychological issues, and it
would seem to lend itself better to
a Brechtian production treatment
than a broader method-acting
approach with an emphasis on sub-
text. The lack of subtext leads us to
accept Rogers’s characters at face
value, but it also suggests there is
no life interesting enough to speak
of beneath their surfaces.

However, in spite of its steady
didactic quality, Huebener is a
compelling study. The conflict of
the play is represented in the rela-
tionship between Helmuth
Huebener and his stake president,
Arnold Zoellner, who is a Nazi.
Huebener resists the government
when he sees it violating the laws
of God. As he discovers duplicity in
Nazi propaganda and finds
pogroms extending to Jewish
members of his church, he fights
back with critical leaflets produced
on the church’s mimeograph
machine. Betrayed by an informer,
he is arrested. The stake president
has Huebener excommunicated and
delivers his two young collabora-
tors to the Gestapo, ostensibly to
save the church frorn state
persecution.

The issue here is more difficult
than a question of establishing
guilt or innocence. The question
Rogers poses is: Do we give unto
Caesar if that takes from our con-
tribution to God? The play argues

that we should put God on a higher
plane than Caesar, but it also sug.-
gests that the Huebener case is not
a clear-cut one. Rogers brings
Huebener and Zoellner into oppos.-
ing dilemmas, one of cosmic pro-
portions and the other of social
dimensions. Zoellner is presented
as a human and even compassion-
ate character even if his reported
practice of using church facilities
to receive broadcasts of Hitler’s
speeches is incomprehensible to
us. Huebener uses church equip-
ment for the opposite political pur-
pose. It becomes clear that the
world lies in a bizarre magnetic
field that pulls every civic act to
wildly opposite poles. If Huebener
comes off as the illuminating figure
in this tragic story, it is because
his struggle is opposed to the
immoral influence of the world,
while Zoellner’s position is trappe~;I
in worldly corruption.

In Fire in the Bones, an intri-
guing and disturbing historical
play, the protagonist John D. Lee is
victimized by completely different
circumstances of conformity.
Caught up in the hysteria against
non-Mormon settlers in Utah in the
1850s, Lee is a leader in a high
council/militia group that allies
itself with Ind=ans to massacre a
wagon train of Gentiles in Mountain
Meadows. Too late, the militia
receives a letter from Governor
Brigham Young forbidding any
action against the wagon train. The
outrage over the slaughter lingers
until Lee becomes a fugitive and a
prisoner. Twenty years after the
crime, he is executed.

Lee, his wives, and his friends
are curiously and frighteningly
incomplete. Rogers presents Lee as
someone who has communized his
morality to the point where he has;
no ethical property to call his own.
His life and actions are dictated b!!
a rigid system of peer pressure and
arcane social order, which he
imparts to his wives. In a commu-
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nal journal kept for these women,
an entry made shortly after the
massacre notes the fate of the
spoils taken from the wagons. "The
skirts and dresses were bloody and
had to be soaked in many waters,
washed in suds, and ironed for
wear," relates the journal in this
play. "Some of the wives became
nauseated or turned faint but
remained tight-lipped."

Lee also remains tight-lipped
when it comes to remorse or even
self-examination. "What I did was
done by the mutual consent of
those with me and those who gave
us our orders," he says in a con-
versation with his favorite wife,
Emma. It is his most revealing
statement. His execution by firing
squad seems anticlimactic, since
the greater tragedy was the earlier
death of his personality.

Reunion brings the problem of
accountability to a contemporary
setting. Its family reunion structure
is a familiar instrument in delineat-
ing plot and character. Since the
figures in the play have to make
themselves known to each other,
they can as easily introduce them-
selves to the audience. But it
doesn’t take long to see that the
people in this Salt Lake City family
are so wrapped up in pro and con
interpretations of Mormondom that
they have only vague perceptions
of each other and themselves.

One older son, Jerold, is an
absurd victim of corporate habit
whose materialism has reached the
level of idolatry. "So I told the
stake president," he boasts, "you
need to send out dunning letters if
you want more voluntary contribu-
tions from your high priests. The
way a business does with custo-
mers who are behind in their pay-
ments." His brother Wayne talks
more intelligently, but Wayne has
reacted so severely against
Mormon regimentation that he too
is simply derivative of the system.
An airline stewardess sister, who is
casually inactive, has a similar
problem. A younger brother waiting
to go on a mission has not yet
embraced the rigid roles of his
siblings, and he is the hope of the
household. It takes a problem of
transcending import--the terminal
illness of the father--to break
down this family’s walls so they
can be replaced with bridges.

The play’s major flaw is that the
characters have wound themselves
so tightly into their roles and
images that their main action is

simply winding down, which they
do during long-winded attempts to
justify themselves. Their inertia
might be linked to an old and
unfortunate literary habit of
Mormon writers to leave out every-
thing in life that is not church-
related. The result is that we know
this is a family of Mormons better
than we understand they are--
most importantly--human beings.

Rogers doesn’t have this problem
of character development in his
most confident and virtuoso play,
Journey to Golgotha. It takes
place in the Soviet Union, among
non-Mormons whose remoteness
somehow enables Rogers to impro-
vise personalities that are not
bound within strict cultural defini-
tions. Unlike Rogers’s staid
Mormons, his Russians are free-
wheeling, spontaneous, and
occasionally delightfully quirky.

The play deals with the Christian
conversion of Mitja, an ambitious
young Soviet careerist who finds
himself at a Huebener-like cross-
roads between Caesar and God. It
is unlikely Mitja has ever heard of
Mormons or the twelfth article of
faith. However, like decent people
throughout the world, Mitja in his
own way believes in being subject
to kings, presidents, rulers, and
magistrates, in obeying, honoring,
and sustaining the law. Yet when
his Christian mother convinces him
that state law alone is not ade-
quate to meet the needs of the
human spirit, he makes the difficult
but beatifying decision to place
6od before Caesar.

In this stirring play, which is
subtitled God’s Fools, Rogers
shows that conformity is far from
being an intrinsically destructive
force. In fact, it is only through
obedience to religious tradition that
Mitja’s family is able to pass on a
Christian message to a younger
generation. What Rogers criticizes
in this and other plays is the ten-
dency to make an idol of society, to
put social laws above the laws of
God. However, conformity is usu-
ally referred to as a positive
instrument, a kind of social tech-
nology, and Rogers’s best charac-
ters owe much of their virtue to the
influence of some organized struc-
ture. The problems in Rogers’s
plays begin when people forget
that conformity--like any
technology--can as easily be used
by the forces of darkness.

Moral accountability is a re-
curring concern throughout this

book. These plays argue against
the seductive notion that so long as
we are obedient to authority, we
will not be judged for our mistakes.
Rogers would submit that we can-
not ask the Nazis, the Supreme
Soviet, the local militia, the
corporate empire of a Howard
Hughes, or any man-made author-
itarian organization to save us
from moral responsibility. His most
heroic characters begin their spir-
itual ascent when they understand
that only God can save them, that
they can have no other god before
him. This is the underlying mes-
sage of his plays. It is comforting
to have in our fold a writer who is
so thoughtful, compassionate, and
courageous about addressing this
fundamental, always pressing
Christian issue.

CHRISTOPHER SHARP is a writer
and editor living in New York City.

An old
and unfortunate
Mormon literary
habit is leaving
out everything
not Church
related.

ririe woodbury

October 30, 31, 1985
"The Electronic Dance Transformer"

Capitol Theatre, Salt Lake City

November 22, 23, 1985
Fall Home Season Spectacular

with Award Winning Choreographer
Tandy Beal

Capitol Theatre, Salt Lake City

April 25, 26, 1986
Spring Home Season

All New Works
Guest choreographers;

Bill Evans and Loa Mangelson
Capitol Theatre, Salt Lake City
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