such alternatives, leaving the impression that
everything is more settled than it really is.
To cite one fundamental example, he says it
has been "established" that Mark’s gospel was
written first (p. 15). That conclusion has been
well-argued and is generally accepted by Bible
scholars, but established is, a puttinl,_, it strongly-especially when there are recutable scholars who argue otherwise.
To criticize Sheehan for these expressions of
overconfidence is not merdy to pick at nits,
THE FIRST COMING: HOW THE KINGDOM
to a very large extent it is this confidence which
Sheehan uses to make his case. In fa,~_t, much of
OF GOD BECAME CHRISTIANITY
his case depends on the conclusion that Mark
was written before the other gospels, a view
By Thomas Sheehan
that can be sun~marized by saying the terse
Random House, 1986, $18.95, 28-/ pp.
character of Mark indicates its earlier origin.
(Such a brief summary is necessarily simplistic;
the arguments for the position a~e careful and
detailed.) By assuming that Marl< was written
first and then seeing what things Mark does
and doesn’t mention, it is; possible to reconReviewed by James E. Faulconer
struct a view of what made up Christian belief
at its earlier stages. Sheehan uses such a reconstruction of early Christian beliefs as the basis
IT IS UNUSUAL for a book about the introduction, three sections of discussion, and
of his case.
Though the Mark-first view is the majority
origins of Christianity to sell well. Such books a conclusion. The first section, "How Christianity Came Into Crisis," is an excellent syn- view of scholars, recently CS. Mann (a scholar
are rarely accessible to lay people and even
opsis of the history’ of nineteenth and twentieth
who up to now has been a strong advocate of
those that are have a relatively small audience.
Even among intellectuals, Christian history and
century thinking about early Christianity and the Mark-first view) has argued ,:hat either
biblical exegesis are not at the top of bed-time biblical exegesis. Only twenty-three pages long, Matthew or Luke was written first and conreading lists. Thus, the success of Thomas
it is very accurate, especially considering the siderably earlier than had been supposed ~ It
Sheehan’s The" First Coming, a selection for sevlimitations imposed by a brief and relatively, isfft clear that Mann’s view is going to win the
eral book clubs, major reviews in Atlantic simple synopsis of a complex and technical clay; however, if the Mark first view should
subject.
so will Sheehan’s case. Though tlqe~e is much
Monthly and The New York Review qf Books, is a
surprise.
Latter-day Saints often dismiss biblical to be learned from Sheehan’s skilled presenta
scholarship out of hand (or they seek out only
tion of the history of biblical scholarship, readUndoubtedly part of the book’s success
results from the clarity and skill of Sheehan’s some of the most sympathetic but often least ers must be careful not to share his ,:onfidence
scholarly of the late nineteenth century exege
too much. ’
writing: the sentences are straightforward and
readable; the material is well-organized. Shee- tes), but the issues and arguments of biblical
scholarship are substantive and they must be
han has used good sense in deciding what to
The second section of the book, "How
include in his exposition. Most of all, Sheehan dealt with substantively if they are to be dealt
with at all. Given the fact that the issues bear Jesus Lived and Died," is Sheeh.:m~s case that
makes the material he discusses interesting and
(heaven forbid) relevant.
directly upon questions of the meaning of the Jesus didn’t preach a religion (a word he doesn’t
New Testament and, therefore, also on the define but probably means a system for wof
But as readable, engaging and relevant a
believability of the Book of Mormon, 1 see no ship or perhaps the need tbr worship), but
writer as Sheehan is, the surprising response to
his work is best explained by the startling way for Latter-day Saints thinkers to ignore or rather that Jesus preached "the joy of God’s
immediate and liberating presencU’ (p. 57).
conclusions to which he comes; and by the
pass lightly over these problems and discusWhereas
Jesus’ contemporaries looked forward
sions
as
so
many
ha~e
done.
Sheehan
serves
as
thoughtful way in which he presents those
to an eschaton (the coming establishment of
a good introduction to biblical scholarship.
conclusions for the intelligent but lay audience.
God’s earthly kingdom), Sheehan ~trgues that
On the other band, Sheehan is too confident
In a nutshell, Sheehan’s concludes that Jesus is
in some of the conclusions of contemporary Jesus, like John the Baptist, taught that the
irrelevant to the message he taught and that,
therefore, Christianity is founded on a rnistake, scholarship. (Where most Latter-day Saints awaited tbr future is already here for those who
repent. For Jesus, he argues, God was already
pass over the work of biblical scholars too
the mistake of idolatry,.
quickly, Sheehan accepts the majority view too potentially present in humankind, and he
became present "when people allowed that
readily.) Though the footnotes mention conZere are five major parts to the book: an flirting interpretations and the bibliography presence by actualizing it in lives of justice and
lists works in which these can be found, the charity" (p. 67). Jesus preached what Sheehan
calls "the eschatological present-fftture" (p. 65).
JAMES E. FAULCONER is a pro~-ossor of phi- text of the book uses language that seems
In this we find a non-chronological sense of
designed to convince the reader there are no
losophy at Brigham Yotmg Umv~:rsiO’.
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time: the past is "mankind’s sinful distance
from God" (p. 66); the future is "God’s gracious
identification with his people" (p. 66). Jesus’
message is that for the repentant the future is
here (or, in a phrase from contemporary philosophy: it is "always already here"). Repentance (accepting forgiveness) means crossing
the line from the past to the future; for Jesus,
"accepting forgiveness meant enacting justice
and mercy in the world.. 2 (p. 66).
Though not presented in the traditional terminolog3.’ of talk about repentance, there is
much here which is fruitful and enlightening.
The temptation of religion is succumbing as the
Pharisees: substituting ritual and proper socialization for just living, being satisfied to pay the
tithes of mint: anise, and cumin and neglecting
the weightier matters of the law (Matt. 23:23).
Sheehan’s analysis refreshes the Christian
catch-phrase that the gospel is a gospel of love.
With luck, that insightful discussion ,,’,’ill not
be missed by the other point of this section, the
argument that Jesus himself is not an essential
part of his message. Sheehan relies heavily on
biblical scholarship to argue that Jesus never
made claims about his divinity or about himself as an essential part of his message. Though
the results of scholarship are not as settled as
Sheehan would have us believe, the arguments
for the gradual development of belief concerning Christ’s divinity are strong. But if for
the sake of argument we accept the layering of
the gospel stories as they have been reconstructed by contemporary scholarship, determining certain parts as original sayings of Jesus
and others as later additions by believers, it
does not tbllow that the ascriptions of divinity
to Jesus are wrong- even if they are not quotations of Jesus. Sheehan wants to go from "in the
gospels, Jesus doesn’t say he was divine" to
"Jesus wasn’t divine," and I don’t think it folIOV~S.

In the largest section of the book, "How
Jesus Was Raised from the Dead," Sheehan
argues that the earliest statements of belief
about Easter say simply that,Jesus >,’as glorified
or that he was raised and it isn’t necessary to
read these statements as resurrection statements. Initially, he argues, such statements
served as metaphorical, interpretive statements
describing the disciples’ understanding of Jesus’
life after his death. Only gradually, Sheehan
argues, did such statements come to mean that
Jesus had been resurrected.
Suppose we grant that the early disciples
were more interested in their experience and
understanding of Jesus’ life than in the Resurrection: that their statements were primarily
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metaphorical and interpretative. It does not
follow that these statements are merd~v metaphorical and interpretive. In a footnote, Sheeban quotes Klaus Berger: "Often in these cases
no distinction is made between being swept up
.... being bodily raised up, and the mere
sojourning of the soul in heaven" (p. 259). In
other words, no clear distinction was made
between what Latter-day Saints might call
translation, bodily resurrection, and the soul
living in heaven. If no distinction is made, it
cannot be argued that the statements do not
refer to being physically resurrected. In fact,
given the contemporaneous controversy
between the Pharisees and the Sadducees over
the question of resurrection it would seem very
difficult for a statement that so-and-so was
raised from the dead not to be understood as
also including bodily resurrection, no matter
what else was also included in the claim.
It seems to me, therefore, that Sheehan’s
conclusion is only weakly supported by the
evidence. And since he as much as says resurrection isn’t a possible historical event in the
beginning of this section (p. 147), I believe
Sheehan’s case against resurrection begs the
question.
On the other hand, perhaps what Sheehan is
doing could be construed along these lines:
The resurrection of Jesus is hardly an event to
be assumed to be true-or even to be possible;
it is totally unlike any other human experience.
Thus, if an argument is to be made, it must be
made_f!~r the Resurrection, not against it. The
burden of proof is on those who assert that
there was such an event. Given this reading of
Sheehan’s argument, in the absence of compelling evidence for the Resurrection, Sheehan
offers a reasonable explanation as to how the
story of the Resurrection came about and what
the story of it could mean. This makes Sheeban’s case considerably stronger, but it ignores
the fact that [~w believers think the question of
the Resurrection is answerable by argument.
For Sheehan, however, the Resurrection is
irrelevant to Christian faith. He reasons: if we
accept the New Testament stories, there were
people, like the Roman guards of the tomb, who
knew of it without being converted. Similarly,
it is possible to be converted without knowing
of it. In fact, according to Sheehan, the resurrection story gets in the way of the true meaning
of Easter morning: Speaking of the resurrection
story found in Mark 16:1-8, he says, "The
primordial, preapocalyptic meaning of that
scene at the grave on that Sunday morning is the
utter absence of Jesus and the /utility qf the
women’s search/or hiul" (p. 169). The point of
Easter isn’t to be found in the Resurrection; it
is to be found in Peter’s re-vision of Jesus’

message. For Sheehan, Peter’s re-vision is a
response to the death of the prophet he had
followed, a response to the total absence of
Jesus after his death. The only way out of the
problem created by that absence and the futility
of any search for the person Jesus is "to surrender Jesus: to leave him dead and to see that
the meaning of Jesus is that Jesus no longer
matters" (p. 171), which, says Sheehan, is
exactly the move made by the earliest followers,
like Peter, and the move we ourselves need to
make. Whether this is the case depends on
whether we are willing to accept the next move
in Sheehan’s argument, the argument that Jesus’
divinity is a creation of later disciples and not
a part of his message.
In the fourth part of the book, "How Jesus
Became God," Sheehan argues that in spite of
the absence of the person Jesus in the Easter
story, an absence which ought to take us away
from the idolatry of Jesus and toward the enactment of the kingdom of God, within a few years
the community of followers began to deify
Jesus. This occurred, he says, in three stages:
1. Though Jesus had reworked the meaning
of God’s kingdom so that instead of something
awaited it became something always already
there for those who repent, Christianity reconstituted the apocalyptic: future, making the
kingdom back into something to be awaited in
the future return of Jesus.
2. Next "Christianity ~:hen drew that apocalyptic future back into the present moment by
reinterpreting Jesus as the Lord and Christ who
was already reigning in heaven" (p. 180). From
being the prophet who would return to establish God’s kingdom, Jesus went to being the
Savior already ruling in heaven, sharing power
with God.
3. Finally, the Church [inished the identification of Jesus with God by proclaiming that he
had pre-existed as saviour of the world.
This process of divinization occurred, Sheeban argues, because the early disciples confused
their re-vision of Jesus’ message with Jesus
himself and began to await his return rather
than to live as Jesus had lived and to enact the
kingdom here on earth themselves. Having
done so, believers were put in crisis when Jesus
did not return soon. The .second and third steps
of the process of divinization were their
response to this crisis.
The result, he says is that Christiamty distorts Jesus’ message in three ways:
1. It hypostatizes the kingdom of God, turning it from the necessity of human enactment of
the kingdom through justice and mercy into,
God’s incarnation in Jesus.

2. It abandons Jesus’ radical sense of presentfuture in favor of ~’the mythical pastpresent-future of a cosmic ’salvalion history’ "
(p. 222).
3. Christianity reconstitutes Jesus’ message
into a religion.
Once again, it is necessary that we assume
that Mark was written first in order to make the
arguments which lead 5heehan to these conclusions. But in addition to this possible weakness
of Sheehan’s evidence, there is a logical problem
with the argument he makes
Sheehan supposes that if we can show that
the disciples did not speak of Jesus as divine at
first, then the later ascriptions of divinity are
fabrications-but not necessarily intentional.
However, the three steps 5heehan outlines
could be the gradual realization/revelation of
who Jesus was rather than the devolution of
Christian understanding It makes a good deal
of sense to read the New Testament as the
record of people who, at the time of Jesus’ life
and shortly thereafter, did not understand who
he was. In such a case, as they came to under-

stand who he xvas, one might expect them to
incorporate that understanding into their writings and to edit previous writings in accordance with that understanding.
Exactly the same evidence would account
for Sheehan’s view and the possible Christian
view I propose. In other words, Sheehan could
be right that the early believers expected the
apocalypse at any moment, and when it did not
come, changed their understanding of what
Jesus’ life meant and who he was. But it does
not follow that Sheehan is right that Jesus was
not divine nor tha: Jesus did not understand
himsdf to be divine. Sheehan could even be
right that the New Testament’s explicit statements that Jesus is the savior, the coming Son
of Man, etc., were added to the story by later
believers rather than being quotations of Jesus’
words without being right that Jesus was not
that savior and did not think of himsdf as such.
To show that Jesus’ followers changed their
idea of who he was is not to show that he
wasn’t who they came to understand him to be.
One cannot go from "The earliest accounts are
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unclear about the divinity of Jesus" to "~The
ascription of divinity to Jesus is a later fabrication" without assuming that :he earliest
accounts are the most accu~rate-witbout
assuming that the bdievers did not come to
understand their experience better than they
had in the beginning (a not uncommon phenomenon). Only an asst~n~ption that Jesus was
not in fact divine would allow one to make the
leap which Sheehan makes-just as only an
assumption that he ,a.as divine would make the
alternative 1 propose convincing.
iven the clarity of .>heeh~n s exposition,
no reader will be surprised at his; conclusions.
For him. to recover the ldngdom is to reenact
the present future by acting charitably and
justly; it is to understand a!hat as Jesas’ message.
without equating the kingdom of God with
jesus or anyone else. [t is a version of what was
called ~’the social gospel" in the sixties. For
most believers, the enactment of charity and
.justice is the heart of Jesus’ message-but in a
sense different from that intended by 5heehan,
for whom there is no overcomir~g c,I sin except
that to be found in the dnaritable acts of individuals for each other. For Sheeaan, personal
charity makes whatever atonement there is possible; tBr Christians. Jesus’ aton,ernent makes
personal charity genuinely possibk’.
Take. for example, the katter-d,ay Saint practice of a monthly Fast Sunday. -[-o t~st and
donate the money saved by that fast to the
needy is an act of charity, but the monthly fast
is one act with two aspects--worship and
charity-neither of which can be separated
from the other. To fast and pray and bear
testimony without making the donation is not
to really worship, for it is Io den)’ :l~e obligation
one has to the brother ’q-or whom Christ died"
(1 Cot. 8:11). But I am cony ned that the
opposite is also true: ~o fast and dortate without
prayer and testimony - without wors hip- is not
to exercise charity in the f~ll sctqse possible
when it is a part of worship. VVorship is an
essential part of the ti~llest sense of charity, for
without it the donor does not recognize the
extent to which he too is a beggar. King Ben.jarain makes the connection between worship
and charity absolutely explicit. ’iSe,: Mosiab 4,
especially verse 12.) Without worship, charity
is the act of one desperate and hdpless person
trying to help another. As the German [:,oct
Rilke says, "’]b want to improve cl-~e situation of
another human being presupposes an insight
into his circumstances such as not even a poet
has toward a character he himsdf Pros created."
For that reason, in the long run Christian charity without Jesus is condemned to frustration

words I use and the ways in which my vocal
and, probably, self-deception.
cords move when I tell my wife I love her does
Thomas Sheehan, then, is a heretic-and
not tell anyone enough about what that phrase
proud of it. As Sheehan points out, "In the
means. (And much genetic explanation prebroadest sense, heresy (from the Greek hairesis:
cludes, a priori, the only terms a believer would
taking, choosing, taking sides) is an essential
part of all hermeneutics (in Greek hermeneia: find acceptable, thereby precluding a believing
explanation.)
interpretation, taking something as something)"
Sheehan’s analysis of Mark 16:1-8 gives an
(p. 22"~). To choose, to interpret, to understand:
excellent demonstration of why the historical
in this broadest sense, may we all be heretics.
But Sheehan’s definition of hairesis isn’t com- deconstruction of scriptural texts is insufficient
(though not necessarily irrelevant): historical
pletely candid; it also means to conquer and
deconstruction "fails to explain the rhetorical
comes from the verb haireo, meaning to seize, to
overpower, to hill -generally, to win. Sheehan function of the incredulity within the story
[namely, the incredulity of the women who
wants not only to choose and interpret; his
book makes it clear he wants to win. He wants discover the empty tomb]" (p. 141). Historical
deconstruction, whether literalist or more in
to overpower Christianity.
As fellow heretics, Latter-day Saints may keeping with modern scholarly historical
have something to learn from Sheehan. We methods, overlooks the fact that the stories
sometimes shy away from being known to the deconstructed are, first and foremost, stories
rather than modern histories. History in the
rest of the world as heretics, although the
temple ceremonies seem to make the failure to modern sense was invented in the eighteenth
be a part of orthodox religion a virtue. In spite century, 2 so to read the scriptural stories as
of my serious disagreements with parts of Shee- histories is to make a category mistake; it is to
ban’s work, I think it a valuable contribution, discuss apples in the terms reserved for oranges.
and 1 think it has several things to teach us.
Sheehan’s lesson about reading scripture is a
First of all, Sheehan’s discussion of repentance
as the enactment of the kingdom of God is lesson for both sides in the LDS debate between
the historians and the literalists. For both sides
important. Too often we think of repentance
merely as remorse for sin, rather than as a call take the historical approach. Sunday school
to do the work of the Lord; and too often we classes as well as historians approach the scripthink of the Lord’s work as having more to do tures and other sacred stories as if their meanwith quorum quotas, filling out forms, and the ing is to be found in treating them as histories.
But to reduce the scriptures to history is to
ability to repeat pat formulas to those who need
our comfort than it has to do with the need to overlook their rhetorical function. It is to overlook their meaning. However, it doesn’t follow,
be a blessing in the lives of others. Too often we
forget that work on the welfare farm, our home as Sheehan and others seem to suggest, that the
historicity of the stories is irrelevant to their
and visiting teaching, and our private acts of
meaning. The story of Joseph Smith’s First
charity are essential parts of our worship.
Vision or of the origins of the Book of Mormon,
for example, means more than is encompassed
W can also learn from Sheehan by seeing in either’s history, but part of what each means
is undeniably that these events did, in fact,
how he reads the stories of the Bible. Though
he is very interested in the historical research OCCUF.
regarding the stories about which he writes,
Sheehan argues that to inquire about the hisAnother lesson from Sheehan goes beyond
torical events which lie behind the narrative is
to step outside the story and, therefore, to miss
even the importance of the relation of history to
the understanding of sacred stories. He has
its point. To read the scriptures as history apart
from their rhetorical claims is to misread them insightful things to say about the relevance of
because one steps outside the sphere which
contemporary philosophical movements to
makes the story intelligible as a story. Much thinking about religion. (In Latter-day Saint
historical research misreads in this way, think- theological terms, these movements argue that
philosophy and, therefore, European and
ing that by knowing what documents went to
making up the final document and what order American culture, have been in apostasy from
the beginning. 3 ) Though the position Sheehan
these documents took, or what kinds of literary
forms are involved in the various parts of takes has analogues in many contemporary
scripture, we will know the meaning of the schools of philosophy, his position seems
scriptures in question. However, such genetic
based primarily on his understanding of the
explanations and interpretation of meaning are works of Martin Heidegger and Jacques Deftnot the same: explaining the his!ory of the ida. As Sheehan describes that position: "We
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only know what we interpret, and there is no
way out of this predicament, this ’hermeneutical circle,’ for human beings essentially are
the act of making sense . . 7 (p. 120).
Traditional thought says that there is something absolute and beyond this world which
gives this world its meaning, whether it is the
traditional Christian God or the laws of positivism. The point of human research and study
is to apprehend this something and, ultimately,
to put an end to research and study, to come to
the point where, like the traditional God, we
know everything immediately, onceand-for-all. Thus, traditionally, the goal of
human research and study is silence-the point
where nothing more needs to be said.
Like many other contemporary thinkers,
Sheehan finds this view strange. For one thing,
it postulates something eternally inaccessible to
explain the world we already live in, thereby
devaluing human life and making knowledge
quite impossible. The God who sits on top of
a topless throne, whether the traditional Christian God or the laws of some sciences (especially the social sciences), is a god these thinkers can make no sense of. For another, a view
which aims at silence aims at the end of human
existence, for we find our existence in language.
The silence that the tradition aims for is, therefore, also a kind of death. According to those
who take this view, the: aim of all traditional
philosophies is the spiritual/intellectual death
of humanity. (Just as, from a human point of
view, the traditional God is a dead god,
because he knows everything absolutely and
immediately, and because he has no need of
progress in any sense, or speaking or relation to
others.) The move against this traditional view
is a move toward understanding language as
essential to human be-ing, which leads one to
the conclusion that to be is to make sense of
things- to interpret.
In spite of the initial reaction Latter-day
Saints may have against the view that there is
nothing behind this world which gives it
meaning, I think there is; much to be said for a
view which finds meaning in life and existence
rather than looking somewhere else for that
meaning. I certainly think such a view compatible with Latter-day Saint belief.
One of the genius strokes of the Restoration
is its insistence that God has a body. He is
somewhere and he is somewhen. The Restoration, then, insists that humans and God are not
radically distinct. Etymologically and in many
ordinary uses, world means the place of humans
rather than the planet Earth. In that sense, Latter
day Saints do not believe that God is outside
the world; in spite of the many differences
between humans and God, he is not ontoPAGE 29

assumption that he has the world simply and
directly is not surprising. It may even be logically necessary.
The Latter-day Saint understanding of God’s
existence, however, makes such an assumption
unnecessary. What if we suppose that there is
no alternative to interpretation, not even for
Here, though Latter-day Saints can learn God, because there is no Kantian world of the
from Sheehan, I think we have the advantage Ding an sich hiding behind this world? In other
over him. ’He points out that we dwell in words, what if we suppose that the world we
interpretation. But he also supposes that God
experience is the real world, not just an appeardoes not dwell in interpretation and that living ance or image of a real but inaccessible world,
in that way would be preferable. When Shee- so that the world’s meaning is found in the
han talks about the human necessity of inter- world (which includes God) rather than elsepretation, he does so in wishful tenns: God has
where? Given the view that God is in the same
things directly, but humans are "condemned to world we are in, such a supposition is not
having the things of one’s world . . . [only] unreasonable, and if we make that supposition,
through interpretation" (p. 223). The god he is then the need to interpret is not at all to be
describing has or knows everything simply and
condemned. Indeed, to need to interpret is to
directly-and he implies it would be nice if we be liberated from enthrallment to something
could have the world similarly. Given the tradi- absolutely and infinitely unlike us to life with
tional God who, because he is unembodied, beings like ourselves, including God.
can be everywhere and everywhen at once, the
This way of thinking requires radical adjustlogically different from human beings. This
makes much possible that is otherwise impossible, including the recognition that God, like
us, dwells in interpretation. (And I do not
believe that such a belief commits us either to
absolute relativism or to the denial of truth.4 )
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Reviewed by Orson Scott Card

I CAN’T READ Eugene England’s personal
essays as a critic. I am too much a part of the
natural audience for his words. I can’t step
outside and dispassionately watch his transaction with his readers. I am caught up, captured, possessed, and for a time ii see the world
through his eyes.
Later, after reflection, I can report on the
experience. That is as close to "criticism" as I
can come. It is perhaps the only sort of criticism appropriate for such essays. For Eugene
England’s commitment to the Church, his
ORSON SCOTT C~RD is an award-winning
Mormon author and playwright.
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truthfulness of vision, his simple clarity of
expression defy criticism by any detached
standard. In fact, England implicitly denies the
virtue of detachment. If your whole self is not
involved in what he has to say, then he is not
speaking to you at all; and if he is not speaking
to you, then you have real cause for self-doubt,
for he is speaking to all men and women of
good heart.
So what you will read here is not an analysis; at times it ma~ not seem to be "about"
England’s book at all. It is instead what reading
England’s words made me want to say, not to
him, but to fellow members of his intended
audience.
MAY 1087

ments in the way we talk about our understanding of the world, especially since many of
our beliefs about how we understand the world
unwittingly ape the tradition. (W&iclh is not: to
say that the approach su.ggestect by contemporary philosophy is the’ way of :rethinking
things, rather than one way of doing so.) But
surely, the idea that we must corq:,letely change
our way: of thinking is conscmant with the
P, estoration. Perhaps it is even demanded by the
Restoration.
NOTES
~. Mann, C.S., A New Translation with Ilqtrodaction and

CommentaU. (The Anchor Bible; v. 27. Doubleday ~
Company, Garden City, NJ, 1986).
2. See Hans Frie, The Eclipse of the Biblical Narrative.
3. A reasonably comprehensive introduction with a
good selection of representative pieces flom philoso[)hers involved is Baynes, Bohman and McCarthy,
After Philosophy.

4. See Faulconer, James, "protestant and_lewish Styles
of Criticism," Literature and Beliqf, 7all. 1986: and
Faulconer and Williams, "Temporality in Human
Action," The American Psychologist, Noveraber, 1985.

Hugh Nibley wrote the foreword to Eugene
England’s book-an apt choice, since England
is the first writer to merit serious consideration
as heir to Hugh Nibley’s hitherto ut:.ique place
in the Church. ’tears ago, on my mission, I was
captivated by Hugh Nibley’s essay on priests
and prophets. (I have not reread it since, so my
memory of it is shaped by xvhat I wanted to
hear then and what I have needed to remember
since.) He told the story of the Old Testament
prophet who came into the city from the wilderness. That prophet was not part of the
hierarchy of priests, whose chmge was the
maintenance of the status quo. He came to
shake things up, to cry repentar~ce, to change
the life of the people, bring them cioser to their
covenant with the Lord
At the time 1 thought, Yes, that’s what the
Church needs. The title of "prophet" has been
co-opted by the hierarchy. We need people to
stir us up, to cry repentance to the complacent.
And because I had this thought during my
adolescence, 1 naturally considered mysel~ a
perfect candidate for sach a lonely but valuable
job. I will stand outside and be a gadfly,
thought I.
That is a role that so many of us who have
intellectual or artistic gifts choose to take. And
yet it is exactly the opposite of the true prophetic role. The outsider is never capable of
reforming those inside the community. For
why should those who are committed to the
community pay the slightest at:en;:ion to the
advice of those who have no ~uch commit-

their cause and purpose, and the degree of
importance the Saints give to them. From the
outside the Church looks monolithic; from the
inside we see how hard it is to make a coherent
community out of the myriad purposes and
opinions and concerns and needs of the Saints.
Communities, after all, exist only as they are
believed in by the members of the community-they are creatures of faith. The Church is
what we believe it to be, and what we believe
it to be directs our behavior within the community of Saints. The very fact of your committed participation in the community changes
it to some degree; the very fact of your committed participation also changes you. Only in
that synthesis of self and community does the
individual acquire any power to change the
Church; only in that synthesis does the Church
acquire any power to change the individual.
That is what I misunderstood in reading Nibley’s essay and thinking that it justified my
foolish idea of believing in the gospel without
participating in the Church. The prophets of
the Old Testament were not members of the
hierarchy in their day, but they were members
of the community. They came from the wilderness into the city preaching the same gospel
and the same God that the priests in the temple
served and worshipped. No matter how angry
people might become at some of the things they
said, those who met them, who heard their
words, could not doubt that they belonged.
They were members. They spoke to Israel from
within Israel.
Christ went to the temple to teach, not
because that’s where the crowds were-he
gathered crowds quite nicely without seeking
them out-but because he was a committed
member of a temple-centered community. He
affirmed the truthfulness of the law and the
prophets even as he transformed the people’s
understanding of them; he demanded more,
not less rigorous obedience to the fundamental
law.
I have learned over the years that the Spirit
never speaks to me when I ask for blessings for
myself. Guidance in those times always comes
from someone else-from my wife, my bishop,
a teacher, a book. But when I am participating
in the Church, and a member needs something
Y)u cannot understand a community if you that i cannot provide yet which must be prodo not live as a committed member of it. vided, then the Spirit will sometimes answer
that member’s prayer or need or hope through
Outsiders-even neutral or sympathetic ones,
me. It is only as vve serve each other in rightlike anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists,
eousness that Christ can act through us; and
theologians who try to understand what
Mormonism is, what Mormons are-always unless we are engaged in the works of Christ
through the Church, which is the body of
embarrass themselves when they dra~v concluChrist in the world., becoming together his
sions from their observations. For observing
hands and his feet, his ears and his mouth, so
the words and actions of the Saints tells little
that his will is enacted through our actions, his
about \vhat those words and actions mean:

merit? And if no one listens to you, of what use
are your well-meant criticisms?
Bad enough are the "murmurings" of those
within the community, poisoning the air, making the community less cooperative, fragmenting it, breaking it apart. Good leaders in every
community, including the Church, spend most
of their time healing those inner fracturesplugging the leaks in the dam, so to speak.
When ~e think we see bishops or apostles,
Relief Society presidents or mission presidents
trying to force Church members to be absolute
conformists, to make the Church uniform,
made up of ranks and rows of marching morons, what is really going on (most of the time)
is an attempt to heal breaches, to give the
community strength and integrity, to help it
continue to exist across space and time instead
of crumbling into unconnected individuals.
They are trying to keep the Church, our most
important community, alive.
Yet at least the murmurers and grumblers
and bickerers and snipers are inside the community. When we (we SUNSTONE readers, we
intellectuals, scholars, and artists, we who have
ingested great dollops of the wisdom of the
world) take a pose outside the Church, speaking as if our distance gave us greater perspecfive, we have crossed the river, taken the elevator, rented a room, and now lean out the
windows of the great and spacious bmlding,
jeering at those who are trying to guide others
to take hold of the Iron Rod.
Because, you see, the distinction between
people who hold to the Iron Rod and people
who tbllow the Liahona is spurious. The Iron
Rod is the Liahona; the Liahona is the Iron Rod.
They both work by faith. The Iron Rod is
useless nnless you hold to it, follow it; you only
do so if you believe it leads somewhere good,
and want to go where it leads. The Liahona tells
you nothing unless you have exactly the kind
of obedient taith that is typified by holding to
the Iron Rod. The true Liahona will never
prompt anyone to let go of the Iron Rod and
wander unconnected through the fog. if you
have a Liahona that suggests otherwise, throw
it away. It’s a counterfeit.
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mind spoken through our words, then all our
wisdom, our learning, outr intelligence are like
a tree that puts forth neither leaves nor fruit.
Not only will it give no benefit to anyone else;
such a tree is also doomed to die.
Which brings me back, at last, to Eugene
England and his book of essays. The title essay,
"Why the Church Is As True As the Gospel,"
explicitly expresses this commitment to the
community of Saints. England is walking the
narrow path on which our feet are also set, he
is holding firmly to the iron rod to which we
also cling, and because of that his words of
encouragement and chastisement, of insight
and illumination, all have meaning to us. We
know that what he describes we will also see as
we progress along the path to the tree; and if we
have already passed through the experience he
describes, we recognize that he is speaking
truthfully if not always perfectly, and he helps
us make new sense of and gain greater strength
from those events in our past.
Eugene England, then, like Hugh Nibley
before him, is actually fulfilling that prophetrole that is not available to heads of the hierarchy, for their ordination as Prophets~ Seers,
and Revelators perforce redefines those three
words and those three roles. However much
their minds may wander in seeking new understanding, in puzzling out the billion questions
yet unanswered, the billion sights as yet
unseeable by our present feeble light (which is,
even so, the brightest light of understanding
available in the world), their position at the
head of the Church makes it impossible or
undesirable for them to speak of those wonderings and speculations;. They understand too
clearly the price the Church has paid in the past
when that limitation on the hierarchy was not
understood and observed-when Brigham
Young spoke his speculations on the role of
Adam, when John Taylor expressed his conviction that the loss of polygamy would mean the
apostasy of the Church, when a twentiethcentury apostle uttered his tentative ideas
about a relationship between lineage and the
degrees of glory in the afterlife, when another
twentieth-century apostle published his speculations about the future role of blacks in the
Church as if they were Mormon doctrine.
Because every word of a General Authority is
seized upon, magnified, distorted, and then
broadcast willy-nilly through the Church,
causing tremors and upheavals in the community of the Saints, they must weigh their
words carefully, or, in some cases, cause harm
because they do not weigh their words carefully enough. Their position of authority gives
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them great power to influence and bind
together the community, but that power must
be used delicately, for it can cause division and
fragmentation, confusion and weakness. All
their words and acts are confined by the needs
of the Church; because these men are the
center, they must hold firm, they are not free to
fly, not in public at least, not where others will
mistake their personal speculations for firm
doctrine. They must speak the fundamental
truths that will make us one, yet when they
attempt to elaborate on them they run the grave
risk of obscuring them.
This is why the Church needs Hugh Nibley
and Eugene England. They are not .invested
with official authority, so that the only authority they have in their writing is its truthfulness,
the resonance of their ideas in the hearts of
their readers. They have the freedom to be
sincerely wrong without disrupting the community of Saints. Where the leaders of the
Church must, as servants of the host, prepare
the wedding feast and keep all in order, a
Nibley or an England can, without harm, carry
a lamp of his own to the wedding, bringing a
gift of light to all who partake of the feast.

exercise, however I would love to have been
surprised by them in a scholarly journal, they
are futile by comparison with the other essays
in the book. If they were all he wrote, England
would merely be a Mormon intellectual, of
which the Church already has an oversupply,
considering that the need for them is so very
small. England is at his best-as are all teachers
at all times- telling stories, rather than explaining someone else’s stories.
For Eugene England is not a Mormon intellectual. To call him that is to deny the value of
his work. His life is not the servant of his mind;
his mind is the servant of his life. He is a Saint
whose abilities are consecrated to the building
up of the Kingdom of God. Among those abilities are intellect and language, but there is no
hint in his writing that he esteems them any
higher than other abilities that he or other
Saints might have. The head does not say to the
hand, I have no need of thee; England neither
has nor supports the notion that the "life of the
mind" is a valid goal for the Latter-day Saint. If
you long for someone to tell you that your

unconnection with the Church is the result of
your superiority, that you cannot fully participate in the Church because of your artistic
sensitivity or intellectual discipline, you will
find no comfort from Eugene England. Implicit
in his writing is the truth that life without full
participation in the Church is not life at all.
Implicit also is the truth that full participation
in the Church does not require or even reward
the abandonment of intellect. The true Saint
hungers for greater light and knowledg< and
greater light and knowledge cannot be had
apart from participation in the community of
Saints.
So England’s book cannot be read safely. You
cannot receive even a portion of the value of
this book if you do not put yourself at risk in
the reading of it, if you are not willing to be
changed. But if you place yourself in his hands
and receive his words with an open, undefended heart, he will bring you closer to the Spirit
of God and closer to the community of Saints.
That, and that alone, is the work worth doing.

I approached Why the Church Is As True As
the Gospel already disposed to agree with the
title essay; some of you may be more skeptical.
What struck me most forcefully, however, was
that most of the other essays bore out the truth
of his title essay. That is, his best and most
valuable insights could only have been spoken
by someone who sees the world from the
perspective of a committed member of the
Church. I have read other works by LDS writers
of great intellectual gifts, who misunderstood
what matters and tried to see the Church from
the perspective of the world’s intellectual elite;
their analysis was sometimes impressive, but it
meant nothing, since it could not be translated
into good action. England’s analysis, on the
other hand, is sometimes unsatisfying, but
when translated into action, it is invariably
good, leading to Good. That makes England’s
essays worth writing, worth reading, and a
valid part of the upbuilding of the Kingdom of
God. This is a consecrated book, even if it is not
always correct.
Two essays in Why the Church Is As True As
the Gospel do not follow this pattern. "Shakespeare and the At Onement of Jesus Christ" and
"Hawthorne and the Virtue of Sin" are not
written to fellow Saints, but rather to fellow
scholars of literature. Though they are infused
with England’s faith, these t~vo essays are a
clear contrast with the rest of the book, and
however interesting they are as an intellectual
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Unfortunately, my mother thinks cleanliness
is better than godliness
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