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I THERE HAS BEEN much talk in the past 
few years over the role of faithful history in 
the Mormon church. From the Michael 
Quinn/Boyd Packer debate to lesser-known 
discussions, the dispute focuses on whether 
an "accurate" recitation of history would be 
useful in the promulgation of the Faith or 
whether an "official" view of history would 
better serve the Church's proselytizing efforts. 
Recalling the heady days of the nineteenth- 
century Church, now comfortably long ago 
and far away, most Mormons appear to yearn 
for those early days of innocence and 
enthusiasm which are taken to be reflected 
accurately in present-day recollections. 

Mormon theology is much like orthodox 
Christianity in its insistence on the absolute 
truth-status of certain pivotal factual/theolog- 
ical claims. No practicing Mormon, for 
instance, would be willing to back away from 
the claims that Christ literally was resurrected, 
or that Joseph Smith received ancient golden 
plates from an angel. These claims, among 
others, are part of a body of truth-claims 
which form a foundation upon which the 

I Mormon church-its theology and organi- 

I zation - is based. 
In order to substantiate a particular 

accounting of history-or to disprove it-both 
the profane and faithful historians engage in 
an unrelenting focus on Mormon history in 
order to reconcile "official" historical claims 
with contemporary opinions, or to point out 
the devastating contrasts with present 
attitudes. 

Even everyone seems upset, for various rea- 
sons, when some elements of Mormon his- 
tory do not appear to support the officially 
sanctioned version. If historical events reflect 
any particular outline of Mormon history, 
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both the apologist and the Church critic move, 
far too easily, to the conclusion that Mor- 
monism, as a theology, is either true or false 
as a metaphysical matter. (When I say critic, 
1 do not mean believing professional 
historians, but individuals who use histori- 
cal research to discredit the Church). But little 
thought is gven to examine the reasons why 
Mormon historical research causes so much 
trouble. Consequently, the apologst and the 
critic both appear to believe that claims con- 
cerning specific historical events are co- 
extensive with the truth-status of Mormon 
theology. However, the many issues concern- 
ing the historical claims - or the importance 
attached to such verifications of the claims 
themselves-are often ignored. 

Both critics and apologists may be 
addressing the wrong issues by failing to 
recognize that a defensible belief system may 
be relatively more important to both indi- 
vidual believers and the religion than the 
asserted "truth of particular historical events 
surrounding the emergence-or continuing 
support-of that religon. This might be 
because of the relative dearth of commentary 
about the unique configurations of Mormon 
theology. This is an odd omission, too; much 
of the real strength of Mormonism lies in its 
unique metaphysical assertions. In the 
absence of much serious effort to develop 
Mormon theology, the faithful and critical 
alike fall back upon history-the poor hand- 
maiden of religon-in an effort to prove or 
disprove the Faith. The believers are distracted 
by historical details, and theology occupies a 
secondary role. 

One of the fundamental and frequently 
debated questions is whether an "accurate" 
view of history is possible, or even desirable. 
What counts as evidence for an objective view 
of an event? By what a priori standards should 
we decide that any pamcular accounting of 

an historic epoch - much less a specific 
event-is correct? It is not clear that a 
historian's decision that a historical event was 
"true" or "false," as an epistemological matter, 
could be rendered apart from his or her back- 
ground and training. The processes which 
lead to an "objective" view of history separate 
the researcher from his or her own 
experiences and values, thereby ylelding a 
result that would be unreliable, sterile, and. 
certainly uninformative. Rarely do qualified, 
interested persons take the time, or have ade- 
quate access to the facts, necessary to 
assemble anything like a contemporaneous 
recollection of the particular event. 

The heavy emphasis on Mormon histori- 
cal research also blurs the distinction between 
ideas and history. While a theology can arise 
in the absence of a carefully-defined body of 
supporting factual claims, historical "facts" do 
not necessarily suggest or entail theologcal 
beliefs. It is unclear, for example, that the truth 
or falsity of traditional Mormon beliefs 
depends on whether or not Joseph Smith was 
fooled by the Kinderhook Plates fraud. 
However, it is debatable whether Christianity, 
as it is presently structured, could survive if 
the claims of Christ's literal resurrection were 
abandoned or disproved. Where history is 
used as the chief buttress of the truth-claims 
of a religon, the metaphysical beliefs of that 
religous system will rise or fall on the popu- 
lar beliefs concerning the core historical claims 
of that religion. It is no mystery, then, that the 
Hofmann forgeries were afforded so much 
deference bv the General Authorities and the 
organized body of critics. Both the apologist 
and the critics genuinely believe that the 
importance of Mormonism depends, in the 
greitest part (if not exclusively), on the truth- 
status of Mormon historical claims. 

Consequently, most of those defending the 
Mormon faith (especially those in "official" 
positions) have placed the religon in a 
perilous condition by expecting flawless 
behavior of Mormon leaders and the Saints 
that can neither be achieved nor realistically 
expected. Therefore, since no one can meas- 
ure up to those crystalline standards, the faith- 
ful Mormon either retreats to entirely artificial 
accounts of history or is thrown upon the 
untender mercies of the critics who seem to 
be always lurking about, gleefully assaulting 
the faithful with the latest story of Mormon 
historical impropriety, real or alleged. It is a 
curious but not an unexpected thing, then, 
that those comfortably dead gain a level of vir- 
tue and insight with which they might have 
been uneasy while alive. Mormons have set 
themselves up for refutation and personal 
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distress by "creating a carefully-laundered his- 
tory, the outlines of which cannot withstand 
scrutiny if only for the reason that compet- 
ing interpretations will always cause trouble 
for one prescribed version. 

The matter of the claimed, inerrant recti- 
tude for Mormon historical figures is most 
troubling. Though the apologists for the Faith 
may have unconsciously adopted the fun- 
damental premises of the critics who assert 
that Mormon doctrine is false because Joseph 
Smith was not a morally perfect human being. 
there is some strength in the point that the 
veracity of a person's views may turn, to some 
degree, on his or her moral rectitude. Both the 
critic and apologst seem to fuse the general 
moral worthiness of a particular individual as 
a moral agent with questions concerning the 
authenticity of revelations uttered by that reli- 
gous leader. It is likely that the apologist and 
the critic may have established an unreasona- 
ble expectation of Mormon historical figures, 
Church authorities, and the evidence. There 
ought to be a distinction made between the 
moral worthiness of a person and that per- 
son's status as a creature of his or her culture. 
While thoughtful persons are correctly uneasy 
about cultural relativism, the issue of the intent 
of a person properly plays some role in decid- 
ing whether historical figures should be given 
credence if their behavior differs from con- 
temporary standards. 

When viewing Mormon history, the critic 
must decide just how much of contemporary 
(moral) attitudes can be legtimately exported 
back in history to condemn- or praise-any 
past Mormon figure. At the same time, the 
apologist must not blindly approve of every 
action of each Church leader, either by deny- 
ing the "truth" of demonstrated historical 
events or by dismissing those actions as 
indistinguishable from the actions of that soci- 
ety at large. After all, the believer is generally 
correct in expecting some elevated moral sta- 
tus in religious leaders. Prophets are defined, 
in part, by their ability to step outside the con- 
fines of any particular set of cultural beliefs, 
thereafter to cry repentance and salvation. If 
the actions of every religous leader or culture 
were excused - or accepted - on the grounds 
of consistency with contemporary cultural 
beliefs, it's unclear that the prophets would 
have a chance or that there would be any need 
of them. 

1 suspect that the critics of Mormonism 
and certain spokespersonsfor the Church are 
troubled by this issue but for different reasons. 
If a critic believes that religous history should 
display a monolithic and faith-promoting tra- 
dition, then any religous tradition (including 

Mormonism) will be found wanting. Members 
of the LDS church may expect-or hope- to 
find a unified set of arguments and evidence 
in support of their views of religious history. 
When no such record is found by either critic 
or apologst. both sides improperly treat such 
"evidence" either as a refutation of the total- 
ity of the Church's claims or as evidence of 
the unfaithfulness of the people whose belief 
is tossed about by the winds of historical con- 
troversy. Interest~ngly, assertions of "possess- 
ing the t ru th  are closely allied with the 
position one takes when confronted with 
what may appear to be evidence contrary to 
one's expectations of a historical character or 
epoch. 

Therefore, i t  is not useful to suggest, as 
many apologsts do, that those who claim that 
Mormon history is uneven have not done 
careful research or are possessed of malignant 
intent. Such an analysis ignores the fact that 
when well-educated General Authorities 
assume their ecclesiastical position they adopt 
opinions that did not previously command 
their public allegiance. The power of an 
institution-its needs. expectations, and 
goals-drives and defines the opinions and 
decisions of those persons who serve it. 
Individuals in positions of power and 
authority in any organization proscribe the 
history that serves the institution and its goals, 
thereby defining and characterizing those per- 
sons and events that fall outside the parameters 
of the household of Faith. Nevertheless, it is 
troubling to notice the conflict between 
officially-managed history and the competing 
Mormon belief in free agency. It is inconsis- 
tent to insist on the metaphysical necessity 
of human freedom and then to encourage- 
or tolerate-the withholding of relevant infor- 
mation which would be necessary for the for- 
mation of an intelligent religous opinion. 

A G A I N S T  the uneven history of the 
Mormon religon and its adherents, greater 
religious insight could certainly be gained by 
examining the provenance and compositions 
of Mormon ideas. It is on this ground that 
Mormonism will eventually enjoy its greatest 
internal success and public acceptance. Well 
after Mormon historical claims are dulled and 
made less important by the passage of years, 
the liberating outline of traditional Mormon 
theology will still command the attention and 
allegance of thoughtful believers (on the 
assumption that the ascending influence of 
Mormon neo-orthodoxy can be checked). 

The defensibility of the LDS religon is a 
function of the content of Mormon metaphysi- 

cal concepts, and should not rest upon any 
particular (re-)construction of Mormon his- 
tory. The composition of nineteenth-century 
Mormon views on philosophical pluralism 
and inherent human goodness are of far 
greater practical, intellectual, and spiritual 
value than whether or not Joseph Smith actu- 
ally designated his son as the sole, rightful heir 
to the leadership of the Mormon religion 
Unlike Mormon history, the Mormon intellec- 
tual tradition canno: be forged. Truth as mean- 
ing, and not truth as history, will probably be 
the greatest contribution of the Mormon 
religion to the body of the faithful, since the 
truth-status of religous propositions is not a 
function of any particular accounting of 
history. 

However, popular Mormon religous 
(especially historical) discourse, both lay and 
official, sadly appears to have distanced itself 
from most of its ideological moorings. This 
may have occurred for the twin reasons that 
most believe that philosophical analysis is 
insujicient to adequately defend the Faith and 
that Mormon historical claims sufficiently 
meet the challenges of the infidel and critic. 
Consequently, we may see the emergng 
development of what amounts to a private 
language defense of the Mormon faith, where 
only the initiate can understand and partici- 
pate in the life of the Mormon religon. Of 
course, this effort renders Mormonism, espe- 
cially its history, comfortably immune from 
criticism and, most critically, probably pre- 
vents further development of Mormon 
metaphysics. 

Instead of the unrelenting-and mind- 
numbing-focus on Church history, the tem- 
poral and eternal interests of the Mormon 
people would be better served if a healthy 
dose of concepts suffused our Sunday (and 
everyday) considerations. The Mormon tra- 
dition will not rise or fall on any particular 
version of an inevitably uneven history, but 
on whether individual Mormons can suffi- 
ciently apprehend, develop, and argue unique 
philosophical concepts. 

Furthermore, by changng the focus from 
people and events to LDS intellectual con- 
cepts, Mormons will stake out a more defen- 
sible temtory. If the faithful rest their beliefs 
on people, or historical events, then they will 
be cast adrift, their faith drowning with them. 
On the other hand, if religious beliefs are 
based upon the defensibility of Mormon ideas, 
then the Church may disarm the critics, 
strengthen the religion, and be able to free 
itself, at last, from the distracting-and ulti- 
mately disappointing-job of defending par- 
ticular individuals or events in history. D 
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