
S U N S T O N E  

The Mormon obsession with literalist interpretation and discourse has 
become a largely inward and unproductive commitment of 

intellectual and theologcal resources. If the Latter-day Saint message 
is to be heard and understood internationally, it is best conveyed in 

cross-cultural dialogue. At the heart of the complex LDS scriptural tradition 
is afresh Christian doctrine of dynamic development and transformation. 

BEYOND 
THE LITERALIST CONSTRAINT: 

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS 
O N  MORMON SCRIPTURE 

AND RELIGIOUS INTERPRETATION 

By Ian G. Barber 

OF MISTAKES AND MEN: A YOUTHFUL ENCOUNTER 
Myfirst exposure to anti-Mormonism, disturbing as it was, did not 
lead me to abandon the Church. Instead, I discovered the dangers 

of subscribing to a completely literal view of scripture. 

I REMEMBER VIVIDLY MY FIRST SERIOUS ENCOUNTER 
with the evangelical, anti-Mormon world view. It was 
1974, some months after my baptism as a young teenage 

convert, and well over a year since my first involvement with 
the Latter-day Saint community in Nelson, New Zealand. My 
Mormon friend Mark and I were alerted by a newspaper ad- 
vertisement to a Sunday night meeting at the Parker's Road 
Church of Christ, where scriptural claims of prophecy were to 
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be discussed. The advertisement enticed the reader with chal- 
lenges to prophetic authority such as Joseph Smith's. With all 
the zeal of young activists and the firm intention to uphold the 
truth, Mark and I attended. 

The meeting was disappointing. We had inferred that there 
would be an explicit challenge to Joseph Smith's prophetic of- 
fice. Instead, the pastor delivered a fundamentalist reading of 
biblical prophecy and authority The challenge to other "false 
prophets" (such as Joseph Smith) was presented as an affirma- 
tion of the ultimate and final prophetic authority of the Bible. I 
had been exposed to this argument while investigating the 
Church, and was little impressed or moved by its restatement. 
What was of more moment to me was Pastor Bill's wonderful 
Texan drawl, which contrasted with accents of the mission- 
aries from Utah and California. The realization was beginning 
to dawn that America was seriously into exporting religion! 

At the conclusion of the meeting, Mark and I approached 
Pastor Bill, identified ourselves as Latter-day Saints, and sug- 
gested to him that he might want to consider the prophetic 
claims of Joseph Smith a tad more seriously (Ah, the boldness 
of youth!) Pastor Bill was absolutely delighted to "debate" (his 
word) Joseph Smith and his claims with us, and ushered us 
into his office. And there, on the bookshelves of Pastor Bill's of- 
fice, I espied a range of titles that were about to seriously un- 
settle and challenge my new world view. To our discussion of 
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the Book of Mormon witnesses, Pastor Bill produced Jerald 
and Sandra Tanner's Mormonism: Shadow or Reality? to cast 
doubt upon the integrity of that witness. As I pored over the 
pages of this massive volume, I realized for the first time the 
complexity and sophistication of the better-researched, evan- 
gelical anti-Mormon literature. (Until that time I had seen only 
facile and poorly presented anti-Mormon tracts that could be 
easily dismissed.) I conceded to Pastor Bill that there were is- 
sues here with which I was not familiar, and that I would look 
carefully through his books to be able to discuss the arguments 
with more understanding. And so, laden with Fawn Brodie, 
the Tanners, and such specialist historical sources as the 
Braden-Kelley debate and facsimile editions of the Book of 
Commandments and the Book of Mormon (as the reader will 
discern, Pastor Bill was a serious consumer of the Mormon ex- 
perience), I proceeded homeward to a challenging and trou- 
bled read. 

Over the next few nights, the entire anti-Mormon pantheon 
was unfolded to my view. There was Adam-God, Mother-God, 
Grandfather-God-indeed, all kinds of gods. There was blood 
atonement and Christ's limited atonement. There was Mount 
Zion in America, the Mountain Meadows Massacre, Mountain 
Saints vs. Plains Saints, and many Mormon men mounting 
multiple maidens. There were contradictory Mormon scrip- 
tures, contradictory angels, contradictory visions, and, in gen- 
eral, contradictory and unreliable historical records. There was 
money diggng, bank fraud, political fraud, and financial se- 
crecy There were no real Nephites, plenty of real (if clandes- 
tine) Danites, and a secret world government under the guise 
of the Council of Fifty There was, in effect, so much violence, 
illicit sex, graft, deceit and duplicity that one was left in awe 
that such a corrupt bunch of religous sociopaths ever man- 
aged to lie, cheat, and steal their way beyond upstate New 
York, let alone to Utah. 

To a precocious sixteen-year-old convert, this was, to say 
the least, unsettling stuff. However, to Pastor Bill's intense dis- 
appointment, it did not lead me to abandon the Latter-day 
Saints. Two reasons may be cited. First, the warm and won- 
derful, predominantly Maori Latter-day Saint community with 
whom I worshipped in Nelson bore no resemblance to any of 
the Mormon fiends implicated by the Tanners and others. An 
equally compelling theoretical reason presented itself as well. 
Initially, the assertion that Mormon scriptures and history were 
contradictory and unreliable struck me as the most persistent 
and troubling argument of the evangelical anti-Mormon litera- 
ture. This seemed to be a highly damning allegation against a 
church claiming to be a conduit of new revelation and truth. 
By contrast, the Bible was offered as a scripture with harmo- 
nious doctrine and impeccable historical credentials. However, 
as I turned to the Bible and experimented with the standards 
of textual and historical criticism demanded by conservative 
Protestant interpreters for the Mormon canon, the claim of ab- 
solute Biblical historicity and consistency did not stack up. In 
Genesis 1-1 1, I found scientific, archaeological, and historical 
problems of the same (or greater) magnitude as those identi- 
fied for the Book of Mormon. I also found such historical/rev- 

elatory "black holes" as the absence of any nomenclature for 
the Pharaohs of the Abraham and Joseph narratives, and more 
generally, plenty of evidence of human individuality, idiosyn- 
crasy, and "contradiction" in both Hebrew and Greek scrip- 
tures. 

This encounter did not cause me to abandon all faith. 
Instead, I developed a new respect for the Bible as a complex 
document of God's interface with imperfect human history 
and cognition. This included an appreciation of scripture as 
both record and metaphor of human striving for the divine, 
rather than as religious icon or documentary history. Against 
this appreciation, I began to feel that the conservative 
Protestant hermeneutic proceeded from an unrealistic expecta- 
tion of the revelatory process and its consequent record. To 
me, this was no better demonstrated than in the derision by 
fundamentalist commentators of the caveat in the title page of 
the Book of Mormon: "If there are faults they are the mistakes 
of men." A book revealed by the gft and power of God, as the 
argument went, should have no mistakes! However, I saw that 
this argument missed a crucial piece of logic. To be communi- 
cated, the power of God had to become resident in an imper- 
fect human agent, and therefore was subject to the existential 
uncertainties of human choice. As the Book of Mormon itself 
proclaimed, this agency remained a sovereign human matter, 
and possession of, or access to, God's spirit promised no ab- 
solute assurance against mistake, contradiction, or even 
quandary. This seemed evident from such incidents as Lehi's 
apparent perceptual uncertainty as to whether or not he had 
seen God (1 Ne. 1:8), or the faithful and spiritual Moroni 
losing the plot to the point that he incorrectly censured 
Pahoran and threatened to come and stir up insurrections 
among his people (Alma 59, 60). 

I also became enamored of Joseph's instruction to Oliver 
Cowdery that God would manifest knowledge of ancient 
scriptures through Oliver's "mind and "heart" (D&C 8:l-2), 
further clarifying the role of human agency in revelation. Here, 
Oliver was commanded to do more than simply "ask; he had 
first to "study it out" in his mind, and then ask so that a 
burning feeling might confirm that a thought was "right," or a 
"stupor of thought" would cause him to "forget the thing 
which is wrong." Hardly surprisingly, this 'translation' process 
came with no guarantee of consistency or ultimate success 
(DQC 9:l-12). Consequently, it made sense to me that the 
sometimes hesitant or seemingly incomplete unfolding of 
truth to Joseph through his subsequent study of the biblical 
text should also be labeled (by Joseph) as a scriptural "transla- 
tion." And I felt assured that, warts and all, Mormon history 
was no less an authentic religious history for all its humanity; 
in fact, quite the reverse. 

At essence, I realized, was a fundamental philosophical dif- 
ference between the Mormons and their fundamentalistlevan- 
gelical critics, a difference confirmed to me in concurrent 
reading in existentialism. If God is not all and absolute, and 
human choice is a sovereign phenomenon, then inadequacies 
in any human interpretation of the divine are not just allow- 
able; they are almost mandatory. I felt that the absolute, liter- 
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alist framework of interpretation that refused to allow error or 
inadequacies in any primary biblical representation diluted or 
even denied human agency Such a world view encourages 
what I would now construe as a literalist discourse, where the 
historical form and limitations of the text become the primary 
focus and absolute authority In the most conservative expres- 
sion of this view, any deviation from the most literal under- 
standing or telling of that form is suspect. In my new teenage 
awareness of this interpretation, I recall vividly that an existen- 
tial reading of the Mormon canon seemed fresh and emanci- 
pating by contrast. 

My own skepticism of literalist discourse, forged in a 
teenage search for religious truth, has not abated in further in- 
tellectual and spiritual growth. However, while Mormon tradi- 
tion offers a rich and liberating theological vein beyond the 
constraints of that discourse, I concede that the Mormon 
hermeneutic has also encouraged its own literalist imperatives. 
Indeed, the attraction of absolutist thinking1 and its concomi- 
tant literalist interpretation is such that it could hardly be oth- 
erwise in a complex and eclectic religious movement. David 
Wright has recently characterized such literalism in Mormon 
scriptural interpretation as a "traditionalist mode" of dis- 
~ o u r s e . ~  As regular readers of this magazine hardly need to be 

scripture that transcends the literalist constraint, offering new 
means of validating and communicating the LDS tradition as rel- 
evant to universal concerns of spiritual experience. 

THE BOOK OF MORMON 
AND CROSS-CULTURAL SPIRITUALITY 

At a comparative level, historical validity is unimportant; it is 
valuable to compare living communities who retell similar stories 

in a theological and ritual discourse. 

I N the history of Mormon apologetics, perhaps the single 
most common defense of the Book of Mormon follows the 
methodology characterized by anthropologists as the "di- 

rect historical approach." In the Mormon interpretation, cul- 
tural phenomena identified from linguistic studies, history, 
and archaeology are directly compared with similar forms in 
the Book of Mormon. The inference is then drawn of a histor- 
ical correlation between the forms under comparison. This ap- 
proach is characteristic of such famous Mormon apologists as 
B.H. Roberts, Sidney Sperry, Hugh Nibley, and many of the re- 
searchers and writers associated with the Foundation for 
Ancient Research and Mormon Studies (F.A.R.M.s.). At worst, 
the approach has sponsored some bizarre claims and drawn 

1 G O D  IS N O T  ABSOLUTE,  A N D  H U M A N  C H O I C E  IS  A 

I F  I S O V E R E I G N  P H E N O M E N O N ,  T H E N  I N A D E Q U A C I E S  I N  

ANY H U M A N  INTERPRETATION O F  T H E  D I V I N E  ARE 

I A L M O S T  MANDATORY. 

reminded, such discourse has fostered serious and sometimes 
bitter recent debate.3 In recent constructions of Church policy 
concerning such matters as feminism and intellectual d i ~ s e n t , ~  
the literalist discourse also seems preeminent. 

Whatever the merits of the various protagonists in these de- 
bates, it saddens me that a religious tradition with such oppor- 
tunity for creative and dynamic interpretation as Mormonism 
should be so publicly mired. The ongoing controversy over the 
historical validity of the Book of Mormon, for example, seems 
strangely irrelevant to the experience of finding spirituality 
through the Latter-day Saint scriptural tradition or of communi- 
cating that phenomenon to a wider audience. In my profes- 
sional experience, the evidentiary discourse of much contempo- 
rary scholarship on the Mormon canon and sacred history is of 
little more than minor ethnographic interest in the larger schol- 
arly world. Indeed, I have come to see literalist interpretation as 
inimical to some of the most interesting and readily communi- 
cable elements of the LDs scriptural tradition. Since there has 
never been a greater technical capacity for communication in 
world history than now, I state this as a matter of concern. In 
what follows, I briefly sketch one approach to the Mormon 

ridicule upon the scriptural comparison. At best (as in some of 
Nibley's writings), the Mormon approach has stimulated ex- 
citing perspectives and challenged contemporary Latter-day 
Saint complacency. 

However, a non-historical variation on this comparative ap- 
proach to the Book of Mormon may hold more promise as a 
means of confirming the book's fundamental relevance to 
cross-cultural religious experience. For want of a better term, 
this variation may be described as ethno-phenomenological. 
By this unwieldy term I refer to the shared cognitive experi- 
ence of the sacred story in discrete cultural traditions. In such 
an approach, accounts of ritual and religious experiences from 
the Book of Mormon would be compared across cultural di- 
vides, elucidating theological qualities and religious relevance 
of the sacred text to various communities of faith. This exercise 
has no necessary implication for direct historical connections 
or ultimate cause and, as such, may incorporate data from a 
wide range of religious, temporal, and cultural contexts. 

Here is one example toward such a cross-cultural compar- 
ison. In 1963, anthropologist James Watson referred to a tradi- 
tional story from the Eastern New Guinea Highlands, appar- 
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S U N S T O N E  

ently recalling a volcanic eruption somewhere in the larger re- 
gion of the western pacific5 Watson heard several accounts of 
this story among the Agarabi people and concluded that it was 
"general in the area." As summarized "in its major points," the 
event told to Watson occurred "before the [arrival] of the white 
man." Since first reading this account as an anthropology un- 
dergraduate, I have been impressed by the similarity of the 
Agarabi story and the account of the three days of darkness 
preceding Christ's arrival among the Nephites of the Book of 
Mormon. To illustrate these similarities, I have set out the two 
accounts in parallel columns (see table). 

From the direct historical perspective, it is tempting to 
compare the physical similarities between the two accounts, 
since, as indicated above, Watson argues that the Agarabi story 
represents the details of an actual volcanic eruption. This liter- 
alist interpretation is followed by other scholars concerning re- 
lated and widespread Highland New Guinea traditions." 
However, I am particularly interested in comparing the ritual- 
ized religious elements of the Agarabi and Nephite accounts as 
paired above. For example, Watson remarks of the Agarabi 
story: "The three-days-of-darkness-with-resolution-on-the- 
fourth I consider a cultural-specifically folkloristic-pat- 

tern. . . . I suppose it is possible that the real events occurred 
with that duration and sequence, but I assume they did not."' 
Watson notes that other tales from a number of different 
Eastern Highlands peoples present "sequences involving three 
unresolved repetitions of the occurrence with a final episode, 
typically after an appropriate step by one of the actors, fol- 
lowing on the f o ~ r t h . " ~  From the Huli people of the Southern 
Highlands region, Glasse also documents the phenomenon of 
Bing, an event heralded by thunder, lightning, and tremors (cf. 
3 Ne. 8:19), after which "the sky darkens when it should be 
m ~ r n i n g . " ~  In the Nephite account, the three days of darkness 
has an obvious parallel and precedent in Christ's sacrifice and 
descent into the earth for three days, prior to a glorious resur- 
rection heralding victory over death. The three days of dark- 
ness had even been anticipated in prophecy among the 
Nephites as a sign that Christ would appear among the people 
(see 3 Ne. 8:3). 

In the Book of Mormon, the darkness is so complete that no 
torches or fires could be lit. This contrasts with the Agarabi ac- 
count, where the people lit torches to make their way out to 
their gardens, which were covered with "sand." Since the sand 
suggests volcanic ash,1° the darkness of the Agarabi story may 

CROSS CULTURAL-SPIRITUALITY 
From the LDS perspective, the existence of similarly powerful accounts of destruction, ritual protection, and rebirth 

into a new world helps to confirm the universality and spiritual strength of the Book of Mormon nalmtive. 

Agarabi account, Eastern New Guinea Highlands I Book of Mormon account qf Christ's visit to the Nephires 1 
(Watson 1963: 152-53) I 

I 
(3 Ne. 8-1 0) 

They did not know what to make of the darkness and the) And there was great mourning and howling and weeplng ~ 
were afraid. . . . among all the people continually (8:23) I 

I 

The people of our village awakened to find that the day d ~ d  not [ f~~llowing tempests, thundering, lightning, and the quaking 
lighten. Thinking at first that it was still night, they stayed by 1 and breaking of the earth] ~ e h o l d ,  there was darkness upon 
their fires; but after a while they decided that 1t kvould not get the face of the land . . . thick darkness. . . . And there could be 
light. They lighted torches in order to see. Wherever they went no light, because of the darkness, neither candles, neither 
outside, they lighted their way with the torches because the torches; ne~ther could there be fire kmdled. . . . And there was 
daytime that day was as dark as the night. , not any light seen . . . neither the sun, nor the moon, nor the 

stars, for so great were the mlsts of darkness which were upon 
the face of the land. (8: 19-22) 

1 The second mornlng it was just the same. It was stlll dark. 

I 

The third day was like the first two and now the people de- 
cided they must do something to make it  light again. They 
killed a white-skinned pig. [Watson remarks that "the killing 
of pigs is reported on many other occasions of great omen . . 

the slaughter of pigs and the sprinkling of pigblood is cons~d- 
ered one of the most powerful magical safeguards a\.ailable " 1  

I t  d ~ d  last for the space of three days that there was no l~ght  
seen. (8.23) 

[a voice is heard upon the face of the land that is still covered 
in darkness] 0 all ye that are spared because ye were more 
r~ghteous . . . ye shall offer up unto me no more the sheddlng 
of blood . . . for 1 will accept none of your sacr~fices and your 
burnt offerings And ye shall offer for a sacrifice unto me a 
broken heart and a contrite spirit. (9:13, 19, 20) 1 

The mornlng of the fourth day ~t got light once more And ~t came to pass that thus d ~ d  the three days pass a w l  And 
~t mas In rhe mornlng, and the darkness d~spersed from off the 
face of the land (10 9 )  
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S U N S T O N E  

be identified with an event that is arguably as "historical" as it 
is rituaVrnythologica1 in nature. In comparison, the "thick 
vapor of darkness" in the Nephite account may be read as a 
mythological symbol of ultimate contrast to the light of Christ 
into which the people are delivered. 

In common, I infer from both the New Guinea and Nephite 
accounts that the ritual significance of the three days of dark- 
ness announces the event as something supernatural and ex- 
traordinary, something from which only religious action can 
provide release. It is clear from the sacrifice of the pig in the 
Agarabi story that some level of supernatural expiation is re- 
quired, and the sacrifice is made unique and important by the 
stipulation that the pig be white. Among the Huli of the 
Southern Highlands, the Bingi legend (mana) entails "practical 
and ritual precautions for survival," while Bin8 is ultimately at- 
tributed to the actions of the gods. Furthermore, Bingi is po- 
tentially so dangerous that "if the mana is not faithfully camed 
out it could end in devastation."" The Nephites who survive 
the destruction accompanying the three days of darkness are 
"the more righteous part of the people . . . who received the 
prophets and stoned them not; and . . . who had not shed the 
blood of the saints" (3 Ne. 10: 12). It is otherwise made clear in 
the Nephite account that the more wicked part of the people 
have been destroyed (3  Ne. 9), while before the darkness lifts, 
Christ invites the more righteous who survive to "now return 
unto me, and repent of your sins, and be converted, that I may 
heal you" (3  Ne. 9 :  13). 

It is almost inconceivable that the people of the New 
Guinea Highlands could have been influenced by the Book of 
Mormon account in the telling of these traditions. Any sugges- 
tion that Joseph Smith knew of these or similar New Guinea 
accounts is also completely impossible. Indeed, the New 
Guinea traditions apparently recollect volcanic events that 
took place in the later nineteenth century, but still before 
European contact. Parenthetically, one might note that if any- 
thing like the New Guinea accounts had appeared in Ethan 
Smith's View of the Hebrews, those inclined to a nineteenth-cen- 
tury explanation of the Book of Mormon would almost cer- 
tainly have argued a narrative connection. This observation 
underlines the need for a more cautious approach to textual 
and cultural similarities, whether one is defending or criti- 
cizing the Book of Mormon as history. However, at a compara- 
tive conceptual level, the issue of historical validity is not im- 
portant. What is valuable is the comparison of living 
communities who preserve and retell similar traditions in a 
theological and ritual discourse, whether in the oral telling of 
the New Guinea story, or the textuavdidactic replication of the 
Book of Mormon account among the Latter-day Saints. From 
the LDS perspective, the existence of similarly powerful ac- 
counts of destruction, ritual protection, and rebirth into a new 
world helps to confirm the universality and spiritual strength 
of the Book of Mormon narrative. 

MORMONISM AND RELIGIOUS MEANING 
The doctrine that men and women could share the powel; 

authority, and nature of divinity isJoseph Smith? most important 
statement of afresh Christian theology. 

B EYOND the comparative approach to understanding 
sketched above, I now address the identification and 
communication of the unique in the Latter-day Saint 

revelation. There is a substantial and as yet unrealized contri- 
bution that the Mormon scriptural hermeneutic may make to 
Christian discourse beyond the literalist paradigm. As  a 
number of Mormon scholars have gently reminded us for 
some time now, the theological history of our tradition is not 
just theoretically revelatory12 That is, LDs doctrine represents a 
process rather than a single event, as anticipated by the Book 
of Mormon itself. It is, I believe, of critical importance to un- 
derstand that this unfolding was not just confined to the seer. 
Indeed, "it is given unto many to know the mysteries of God," 
and to the receptive, "to know the mysteries of God until he 
know them inhfull" (Alma 12:9-10, emphasis added). The ex- 
pectation that the faithful would have personal revelations and 
the ministration of angels as anticipated in the Book of 
Mormon (Moro. 7:30-32, 36-37; cf. Alma 13:22-26) began 
to be fulfilled in such events as the visit of the angel to the 
three witnesses of the Book of Mormon and the angelic minis- 
trations reported during the dedication of the Kirtland Temple 
in 1836. 

Furthermore, the Book of Mormon also anticipated divine 
theophanies to the faithful, a promise that is contingent upon 
the exercise of faith (see Ether 3:19-26,4:7). Such experiences 
also confirmed that, in spite of the distance between deity and 
the fallen people of the earth, God remained approachable as 
"a man." Thus Nephi saw the physical form of the spirit of the 
Lord "in the form of a man . . . [who] spake unto me as a man 
speaketh with another" (1 Ne. 11:11), while the brother of 
Jared saw "the finger of the Lord . . . as the finger of a man, like 
unto flesh and blood (Ether 3:6; see also 1 Ne. 1:8, Alma 
36:22). To the brother of Jared, Jesus Christ then revealed him- 
self as "the Father and the Son" in a "body" of spirit, a body 
after which "man" was created, and in which form Christ 
would yet appear on earth (Ether 3:14-8). In the developing 
doctrine of the Mormon priesthood, the personal ministration 
of the Father and the Son was thereafter promised to the 
faithful, with the eventual clarification that the Father and Son 
were physical, corporeal beings (see DQC 130:22). Against 
Robert Hullinger's interpretation,13 I suggest that in the initial 
presentation and further development of the doctrine of con- 
tinuing revelation, Joseph Smith was not primarily concerned 
to "prove" (against deism) God's unchangeable nature. Of 
greater personal concem to the Prophet was the early affirma- 
tion of God's proximity and accessibility to "his" created chil- 
dren. This concem was given complete expression in the 
Nauvoo doctrine that all of humanity are spiritual sons and 
daughters of heavenly parents, "the Eternal Father and 
  other."'^ 

The unfolding revelation of intimacy between the divine 
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and the human was given its ultimate expression in the doc- 
trine that those who shared the responsibilities of the priest- 
hood of Christ could share his divinity as well. It is difficult to 
sketch the precise generation of this teaching in early Mormon 
thought.15 Certainly the Book of Mormon confirmed God's es- 
sential omniscience and hence distance from humanity in such 
phrases as King Benjamin's that God has "all wisdom" and that 
"man doth not comprehend all the things which the Lord can 
comprehend (Mosiah 4:9), or Alma's about God's "foreknowl- 
edge of all things" (Alma 13:7). Yet it is also interesting to con- 
sider the account of the brother of Jared, who was allowed to 
understand God's full purpose in the creation of the world 
through faith. In this instance, one learns that the Lord had 
promised the brother of Jared "that if he would believe in him 
he would show him all things . . . therefore the Lord could not 
withhold anything from him" (Ether 4:26). One may also use- 
fully consider Alma's teachings that Adam and Eve had be- 
come as "Gods, knowing good from evil, placing themselves in 
a state to act . . . to do evil or to do good (Alma 12:31), and 
that the faithful would eventually be given to know "the mys- 
teries of God . . . in full" (Alma 12: 10). 

This promised sharing of divine omniscience was held out 
as the end of the process of personal revelation and sanctifica- 

Mormonism, the doctrine is Joseph Smith's most important 
statement of a fresh Christian theology. Its Christianity is con- 
firmed in the guiding precedent of Jesus' own development 
(see Luke 2:40, 52; cf. DQC 93: 12-17) and the centrality ac- 
corded his grace as the process applies to us. As a unitary state- 
ment, the unfolding of a personal divinity combines the 
Prophet's early doctrine of personal and developmental revela- 
tion with the similarly early perspective that God wishes to im- 
part so much of the divine nature to the faithful as to elevate 
the latter to a shared deity It demonstrates the ultimate "con- 
descension of G o d  (1 Ne. 1 1: 16; see also Mosiah 4:5, 11) to a 
"lost and fallen people" (Alma 12:22): Christ has come to min- 
ister and reveal himself, withholding nothing from the faithful 
(Ether 3:25-26). It thus becomes a uniquely powerful theolog- 
ical statement of the depth, inclusiveness, and selflessness of 
the grace of Christ. The LDS doctrine may also be seen in dia- 
logue with such New Testament teachings as those of Paul, for 
whom the "children of God" (as reborn and justified) were, "if 
children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ" 
(Rom. 8:16-17, emphasis added; see also Gal. 4:7 and the 
promise of 2 Pet. 1:4 that "ye might be partakers of the divine 
nature"). The radical challenge of this LDS doctrine to or- 
thodox perspectives is even suggested by conservative hierar- 

I ITS STRESS U P O N  HUMAN U N F O L D M E N T  I N T O  MALE- 

WITH I FEMALE DIVINITY, GRACE IS FAR BETTER PLACED T O  

MEET T H E  CHALLENGE O F  N E W  SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

I THAN "TRADITIONALIST" DISCOURSE.  

tion. For men, at least, this doctrine was further underlined in 
Joseph Smith's revelation of the degrees of glory, where or- 
dained Melchizedek priesthood holders who overcome the 
world are "given all things," becoming "priests and lungs, who 
have received of his fulness, and of his glory . . . wherefore . . . 
they are gods, even the sons of Godn (DQC 76:55-58). In the 
Nauvoo temple ceremony and revelation, the promise of di- 
vinity was explicitly confirmed for women, who would be- 
come queens and priestesses alongside male kings and 
priests.'6 In this teaching, exalted men and women joined by 
the Lord "shall inherit thrones, kingdoms, principalities, and 
powers, dominions, all heights and depths," becoming "gods 
. . . above all, because all things are subject unto them . . . be- 
cause they have all power" (DQC 132:18-21). In spite of his- 
torical complexities and even contradictions," this Nauvoo 
revelation offered an inclusive doctrinal development: that 
men and women could share the power, authority, and nature 
of divinity 

If the evangelical anti-Mormon media are any guide, this 
radical teaching may well offer the greatest doctrinal offense to 
orthodox Christianity However, as the most unitary essence of 

chical responses within the contemporary LDS church itself, 
where discussion of women's spiritual empowerment and, ulti- 
mately, female divinity has been discouraged and curtailed.'* 

CONCLUSION 
A renewed emphasis on the unique Mormon doctrine of divine 

potential may cultivate a new appreciationfor Mormonism among 
the religions of the world. 

T HE obsession with literalist interpretation and dis- 
course, which I concede is firmly rooted in LDS history, 
has become a largely inward and unproductive com- 

mitment of Mormon intellectual and theological resources. If 
the Latter-day Saint message is to be heard and understood in- 
ternationally as the Prophet Joseph intended, it must look be- 
yond evidentiary debate and an inflexible literalist framework. 
The complexity and inspiration of the Mormon canon is best 
conveyed and appreciated in cross-cultural dialogue, of which 
a possible example has been sketched above. Furthermore, at 
the heart of the complex LDS scriptural tradition is a fresh 
Christian doctrine of dynamic development and transforma- 
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tion. With its stress upon human unfoldment into male-female 
divinity through the grace of Christ, this doctrine is far better 
placed to meet the challenge of new social movements and 
concerns, including feminist perspectives, than policy-prece- 
dent or "traditionalist" modes of discourse. Indeed, a height- 
ened awareness and recognition of this doctrine within the 
contemporary Church may have extraordinary potential to re- 
solve our social and intellectual dissent. And, ultimately, in the 
possibilities for its wider communication, I sense an unrealized 
potential for an appreciation of the Latter-day Saint perspec- 
tive among world religious and philosophical traditions.19 O 
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SUBWAY MANIA 
A teenage boy dressed as a mo- 
torman and drove the A train for 
several hours. Caught because he 
slightly exceeded the speed limit, 
he faces a possible prison sen- 
tence andfine. 

In secret, he was in love 
with the roar and screech of wheels, 
sparks that danced like Roman candles, 
the huge eye of the front car, 
its rumbling music: 
symphonies more savagely beautiful 
than anything by Shostakovich, 
whose name meant nothing to him. 

Neighbors agreed 
he was a quiet boy, 
holding doors open 
for women with groceries, 
helping his mother 
with laundry. 
But ask him who built 
the New York subway, 
the Metro, the Underground, 
and he'd whiplash the answer, 
the same for track gauges, 
the average time for every run 
on every line, the distance 
from terminus to terminus. 

The motorman's booth 
was a throne more ornate 
than an oriental despot's. 
No one would've known 
if the throttle hadn't taunted, 
"More speed, more speed!" 

-ROBERT COOPERMAN 
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