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LETTERS

George D. Smith Responds

I appreciate the enthusiastic response
to Nauvoo Polygamy: “. . . but we called it
celestial marriage” reviewed in Dialogue
42, no. 4 (Winter 2009), by Todd M.
Compton, “The Beginnings of Latter-
day Plurality,” (235–40) and Brian C.
Hales “Nauvoo Polygamy: The Latest
Word” (213–35). Compton noted how
central polygamy was to Joseph
Smith’s theology and commented that
Richard Lyman Bushman omitted im-
portant marriage history in his biogra-
phy, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005),
not even naming Joseph’s singular
fourteen-year-old wife, Helen Mar
Kimball. Bushman’s contribution,
however, was to confirm for a broad
LDS audience the reality of this some-
times-doubted dimension of Joseph’s
life.

My intent in Nauvoo Polygamy was to
document a practice once buried in
coded language. As Emily Partridge
explained, “Spiritual wives, as we were
then termed, were not very numerous
in those days and a spiritual baby was a
rarity indeed” (533). Another wife,
Zina Huntington (Mrs. Henry Jacobs),
ref lected on the “principle” as some-
thing “we hardly dared speak of . . . the
very walls had ears. We spoke of it only
in whispers” (78). This was the climate
in which Joseph married thirty-seven
plural wives, a total for which
Compton agrees a “strong case” can
be made.

But as the Prophet alerted an in-

ner circle of friends to their “privi-

leges” of more wives, his adversarial

surroundings, including his own

watchful wife, Emma, and stalking

sheriffs, may have made it awkward to

conceive babies. Joseph warned Sa-

rah Ann Whitney, his wife of three

weeks, to visit him but cautiously—

watching out for Emma because,

when she was present, “you cannot be

safe, but when she is not here, there is

the most perfect saf[e]ty: only be

careful to escape observation.” Jo-

seph pleaded for “comfort” at “my

lonely retreat” in the back room of

Carlos Granger’s farmhouse. Telling

his new wife “my feelings are so

strong for you since what has pas[s]ed

lately between us,” he appealed to Sa-

rah Ann to “come and see me” (along

with her parents whom Joseph would

seal in eternal marriage three days

later) because “now is the time to af-

ford me succour” (143). Sarah Ann’s

father would marry seven plural

wives of his own over the next four

years (631).

One of Joseph’s wives, Melissa

Lott, confirmed that she had “room-

ed with him” and was “a wife in all

that word implies,” but acknowl-

edged that they had no children. She

explained their absence as due to “no

fault of either of us, [but] lack of

proper conditions on my part proba-

bly.” She noted that they had little

time together before Joseph was
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“martyred nine months after our mar-
riage” (216). Melissa’s experience is
mirrored by Lucy Walker Smith’s
comments on the difficulty of the
“hazardous life [Joseph] lived;” he was
“in constant fear of being betrayed,”
suggesting for that reason that he
found it hard to father children by his
plural wives (228).

However, Joseph’s plural wife Syl-
via Sessions confided to her daughter
Josephine Rosetta Lyon (named after
Joseph) that the Prophet had fathered
her in 1844, six years after Sylvia mar-
ried the man accepted as Josephine’s
father, Windsor Lyon, in 1838. Sylvia
continued to live with Windsor and
bore his children for four more years
(through 1848).1 Joseph’s child Jose-
phine was clearly born during Wind-
sor’s marriage to Sylvia and within
their nine-year span of childbearing.

While Brian Hales’s hypothesis that
Joseph did not have sex with women
who were already married to other
men is interesting, I found it a rather
unpersuasive prooftext. Hales posits
Joseph as a “ceremonial husband” and
hypothesizes a period when Sylvia was
“unmarried” from her legal husband
Windsor during the time when she
bore Josephine. Hales’s decision to dis-
miss sexual relationships with married
women ignores the only purpose
Smith ever presented for engaging in
plural marriages in the first place—
which was, in Book of Mormon
terms—to “raise up seed”2 as his mil-
lennialist community approached the
expected end of the world. Each of Jo-
seph’s marriages was, by definition,
predicated upon the expectation that

the couple would produce righteous
children to be among the predicted
“144,000” who would be saved from
the earth’s destruction (Rev. 7:3–8;
14:1, 3–5). In 1835 Joseph predicted
that “fifty-six years should wind up the
scene” (535).

Besides Emily Partridge, Zina
Jacobs, Melissa Lott, and Sylvia Ses-
sions, there is further testimony that
Joseph was intimate with, or had chil-
dren with, his plural wives. Joseph’s
sixth known plural wife, Mary Eliza-
beth Rollins Lightner, the fourth wife
who was already married, told an au-
dience at Brigham Young University
in 1905 that she “knew” that Joseph
had “three children” by his plural
wives. “They told me,” she said. “I
think two of them are living today,
[but] they are not known as his chil-
dren as they go by other names” (96).

Most of Joseph’s marriages oc-
curred within a little over a year, from
winter 1842 through spring 1843—
even though he interrupted his wed-
dings during the last half of 1842 af-
ter John C. Bennett exposed polyg-
amy to the press. Joseph resumed
marrying in 1843 and then issued a
revelation that sanctioned the prac-
tice. His last known wife, Fanny
Young Murray, married him in au-
tumn 1843. Had Joseph wed plural
wives over an uninterrupted several-
year period, more children might
have been born.

As we review Nauvoo Temple re-
cords, affidavits, court depositions,
eyewitness letters, diaries, and jour-
nals, we hear testimony that Joseph
was intimate with his wives and had
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children by them. It makes sense that
there would have been children from
at least some of these marriages. How-
ever, even if there were no offspring,
we could not conclude that there was
no intimacy.

Joseph led an inner circle of Nau-
voo polygamists in the 1840s, thirty-
three men, who by June 1844 had mar-
ried 124 women, and whose numbers
would eventually include 346 women,
or 10.5 wives for each man. Although
this Nauvoo practice has long been
omitted from official Church history,
as Compton concludes, this study en-
hances “our understanding of Joseph
Smith and Brigham Young.” These
thirty-three Nauvoo men were the pio-
neers of Mormon polygamy, possibly
Joseph’s most important contribution
to Mormon culture.

Notes

1. Sylvia gave birth to six children by

Windsor between 1839 and 1848; while

still Lyon’s wife, she accepted a sealing to

Joseph Smith in 1842 and had his child

(Josephine) in February 1844; further-

more, she was resealed to Smith for eter-

nity in September 1844 (like many other

of Joseph’s wives), a ceremony resol-

emnized for a third time in the Nauvoo

Temple in January 1846, with Heber

Kimball acting as Smith’s proxy. Sylvia’s

last two children were born in Iowa City

in 1847 and 1848 after the main body of

Mormons had migrated to Utah.

2. The Book of Mormon, which intro-

duced polygamy to the Saints as a condi-

tional prohibition (which would soon

change) (Jacob 2:24–30) was said to be in-

scribed in “reformed Egyptian.” Hales

misreads the Napoleon connection by

stating: Smith “also links Nauvoo polyg-

amy’s genesis to the widespread cultural

inf luence of Egypt, drawing an explicit

comparison between Joseph and Napo-

leon,” (Dialogue, 218) who wrote “ardent

love letter[s]” to his Josephine. I do not

attribute Joseph Smith’s polygamy to

Napoleon. Joseph was born into a world

fascinated with the Egyptian hieroglyph-

ics and artifacts that Napoleon brought

back to Europe from his campaign in

Egypt at the turn of the nineteenth cen-

tury. Joseph built his community on the

Mississippi, upriver from Cairo, Illinois

(founded in 1837), Memphis, Tennessee

(founded in 1819), and nearby other

Egyptian-named towns. Moreover, Jo-

seph translated two scriptural docu-

ments from Egyptian writing, a lan-

guage to which the western world was

awakened as a result of the Napoleonic

campaigns. Joseph’s actual revelatory ex-

planation for plural marriage (D&C

132) is phrased less directly than the

Book of Mormon but has the same mes-

sage. The righteous are commanded to

“do the works of Abraham; enter ye into

my law and ye shall be saved” (v. 32); and

Abraham’s “works,” which allowed the

Lord to bring him the promised blessing

of “seed . . . as innumerable as the stars;

or, . . . the sand upon the seashore” (v.

30) was to take additional wives.

George D. Smith
San Francisco

Unapproachable Nature

Mark Nielsen’s brilliant article, “‘That
Which Surpasses All Understand-
ing’: The Limitations of Human
Thought” (42, no. 3 [Fall 2009]:
1–20), reveals the mathematical uni-
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verse to be a very strange place, with
the numbers in our mathematical vo-
cabulary being a small bucket-dip out
of the ocean of real numbers. This
idea was new to me, and very arrest-
ing.

The same evening that I encoun-
tered it, I also read the chapters on the
Big Bang and dark matter in The Whole
Shebang, a State-of-the-Universe(s) Report
by Timothy Ferris (New York: Touch-
stone, 1997). After describing the re-
markable way in which the Big Bang
theory was conceived of and empiri-
cally substantiated, Ferris explains one
of its most interesting implications.
When matter was created in the mo-
ments after the Big Bang, the vast ma-
jority of it was in the form of what as-
trophysicists call dark matter. This dark
matter, which is totally undetectable to
us, comprises between 90 and 99 per-
cent of the matter in the universe.

So in one evening I learned that
most of the matter and most of the
numbers in the universe are unknown
or unknowable. What a startling and
humbling realization!

It is a remarkable achievement to be
able to prove that numbers which
mathematicians have never “seen” ac-
tually exist, but even more remarkable
are Gödel’s theorems establishing, as
Nielsen explains, that “we can never
discover all correct mathematical
facts” nor can we ever be “certain that
the mathematics we are doing is free
of contradictions” (13). Given the sci-
entific advances made in the past hun-
dred years, I think it is easy for us to be-
come quite impressed with ourselves

and to begin to believe that, given

enough time and funding, we can

make the universe give up all of its se-

crets.

But the Big Bang is a lesson in hu-

mility. Its existence begs the question

of what came before it, and this is a

question that science has no tools to

explore. As Francis Collins writes in

The Language of God (New York: Free

Press, 2006): “[This realization] has

caused a few agnostic scientists to

sound downright theological” (66).

Collins quotes the astrophysicist

Robert Jastrow: “At this moment it

seems as though science will never be

able to raise the curtain on the mys-

tery of creation. For the scientist who

has lived by his faith in the power of

reason, the story ends like a bad

dream. He has scaled the mountains

of ignorance; he is about to conquer

the highest peak; as he pulls himself

over the final rock, he is greeted by a

band of theologians who have been

sitting there for centuries” (66).

The theologians didn’t arrive

there by reason. They came by faith. I

took great pleasure in Nielsen’s idea

that the laws of mathematics point to

a universe in which much truth is be-

yond reason, because, like Nielsen, I

have sensed that there is more to the

universe than meets the eye. My faith

gives me hope that knowledge will

come in due course and that one day

I will see the truths I seek “face to

face.”

Emily Parker Updegraff
Evanston, Illinois
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the god of small things

Reed Richards

He is, perhaps, the same god as the God of Big Things,
but not meant to be worshipped or to run your life,
only to annoy you or not annoy you,
whichever the script calls for.
Take baseball, for instance, and the way
some boys play as if their life depended on it.
It’s the god of small things
who sends the ball through the neighbor’s window,
and the red-faced neighbor to your parents’ front door,
and you to bed with a red bottom.
But consider baseball, still, and the way
some other boys play it
as if everything had wings,
even the dust that f lies up from their glove
when they make a spectacular catch
in a batter-up game in the pasture next to the mink sheds.
Those boys play as if their life
depended on it beyond the dying of sunlight
and the moon cresting the eastern mountains like a birth.
Their lives depend on it.
And the God of Big Things is running their lives
and sending them to bed with dreams
that the moon is a baseball, a long f ly ball
that they have hit clean across the sky
over the bleachers in the west.

POETRY
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Sheets

Russell Moorehead

As my head rests
on your sleeping back
I begin to question
certain laws of nature
and the actual shape
of the Earth.

There is a need now
for renaming a few
stars in our sky,
we could use numerology
or Esperanto.

If book burnings
will make room for
the two of us
then I’m all for them.

I tuck the sheets around you.
Entire religions have been
based on less.

148 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 43, no. 2 (Summer 2010)



Untitled

My next poem
will have gunfire

bank tellers and
fortune tellers
will all “pack heat”

My next poem
will have seeing-eye dogs
that can translate Espa�ol

also a lunch break
a guitar solo
a conversation with God
and Her husband

My next poem will probably
not be published either

But it will have
an anti-hero
stuntmen
stuntwomen
a laugh track
good sex
and a dramatic pause

In my next poem
the Boy Scouts will
sack the city at night
using hatchets and pocket knives
when they need to

Moorehead: Untitled 149



From Outside the Settlement

Darren M. Edwards

but here Death is already chalking the doors with crosses,
and calling the ravens, and the ravens are flying in.

—Anna Akhmatova, translated by Stanley Kunitz

It’s hard to balance
the pads of your feet on a railing.
He hadn’t thought of that
until just now,
with the sound of water
skirting below him.
He’d thought of his people,
of belonging,
the way smiles are like sign posts
marking the miles home
but the mileage always reads
the same,
marked in zeros
as big as their eyes.
And he’d thought of the men
up north that would soon
be circling in preparation
like ravens.

Just south, his people
would be setting out dinner now.
He knew there would be
potatoes, carrots,
and venison.
He knew the children
would play games
beneath the table,
little fingers tracing pictures
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they found in the patterns of the f loor.
There would be words of prayer
and the low vibrating hum of hymns.
He knew this.
He knew that after the evening sermon,
after parents let go of children
to hold onto each other
beneath blankets
stitched in a history
of always hoping
the future might contain
the light their god had promised them—
instead of clouds and ash,
tar, torn f lesh,
and shallow hurried graves—
there would be dreams
of fields and sky
and harvests without retreat.

He also knew he’d grown too weary,
knew he held no more space inside himself
for prophecies or light,
ghosts or grace,
gods or the doleful smiles
of this people.
He knew
behind the clouds
there was no light,
just the f lap and crack
of wings
and the ravens f lying in.
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Contingency #4: White Out

James Best

If you get snowed in, locked into your home
so long the food runs out,
I suggest peeling the walls to find the mice,
or scouring the attics for nests, for beehives.
And when those are gone, even the cold bodies
of ants which taste like raw tabouli,
and you’ve dug through the crevices, the cushions,
maybe even boiled your leather jacket,
turn next to the wood.
Try the well traveled.
Sauté the banisters, rich with the proteins
of years of hands and arms.
It will taste like strangers and parts of you.
It will warm like comfort food.
After the walkways, after the desks and brooms,
save the dining table for last.
Scrape at its surface softly, like a butter dish—
years of meals shared sunk into its lumber,
waiting for you like a switchboard of memories.
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Our First Home Has Forgotten Us

All our dinner smells have long since mixed with the wind.
Our voices echoed down these halls receding
by halves with every reverb
till even now, if our ears were small enough,
we might hear them tumble back to us
softer than dandelion fur.

This place is the sum of our forgottens.
But the windows don’t wink to see us back.
These trees are no longer our parents; the ground no more our bed.
Firsts and lasts were leaves burned the hour we left.

The Earth and all its cousins
fall slowly through the dark
toward some center,
revisiting nothing.

How can we not wonder if our old dreams don’t drip into theirs?
A girl weeping for a doll she didn’t own.
A mother finds mirrors full of old faces.
A father, watching his kids in the backyard,
calls the wrong name, even your name,
and hears the house creak like a sigh.
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Legacy of a Lesser-Known Apostle

Edward Leo Lyman. Amasa Mason Lyman, Mormon Apostle and
Apostate: A Study in Dedication. Salt Lake City: University of Utah

Press, 2009. 646 pp.; photographs, notes, bibliography, appendi-

ces, index. Cloth: $39.95; ISBN 13: 978–0–874809–4–04

Reviewed by Blair Dee Hodges

Amasa Mason Lyman (pronounced “AM-uh-see,” according to
phonetically spelled family documents) made many important con-
tributions to the early Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Until now, however, the apostle-turned-apostate has remained a per-
ipheral figure in much of Mormon historical literature. This new
biography aims to provide a definitive treatment of Amasa’s life.
The slightly dry, chronological narrative weaves through aspects of
Church history from its inception through the 1870s, describing
early Mormon missionary efforts, the development of priesthood
offices and Church administration, Zion’s Camp, the Missouri per-
secutions, the development of the Nauvoo Temple endowment, the
pioneer exodus, western colonization, the aftermath of the Moun-
tain Meadows Massacre, and dissent in the Church’s highest quo-
rums. B. H. Roberts considered Amasa, in his prime, as “doubtless
the most persuasive and forceful speaker in the church” (230).1

The biography’s author, Edward Leo Lyman, a direct descendant,
believes Amasa’s contributions to building the kingdom had “more
inf luence than has usually been recognized” by contemporary
members and historians of the LDS Church (74). Amasa’s legacy
includes three apostolic descendants: Francis M. Lyman, his grand-
son, Richard R. Lyman, and his great-great-grandson, James E.
Faust. Amasa’s legacy also includes the results of a life dedicated to
the pursuit of truth and goodness. By chronicling Amasa’s valuable
Church service and honorable life, Lyman intends to “redress a
century and a half of diminished attention” (297). His “objective
and complete treatment” makes no “pretense of seeking to veil” his
admiration for Amasa (xvi).

To rehabilitate Amasa’s impressive life and contributions,
Lyman needs a strong explanation to account for his ancestor’s
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departure from the Church to which he self lessly devoted so
many years of his life. He finds the reason largely in the person of
Brigham Young, Joseph Smith’s successor as prophet-president.
Lyman believes Young made use of Amasa’s oratorical talents but
apparently never fully trusted him, suspecting him as a potential
rival for inf luence among Church members. Lyman believes
Young’s personal pettiness and hunger for control played a criti-
cal role in Amasa’s ultimate alienation from the Church. “In a
very real sense,” Amasa had to break ranks with the apostles “be-
cause he could no longer tolerate what he considered the misled
dominance of the church membership by Brigham Young” (xii).

At times the biography reads like a morality play in which the
wise, compassionate, and free-thinking Amasa confronts the cold,
power-hungry Young whose “regime” (a term first used on p. xii
and repeated often) is controlling, hyper-critical, and closemind-
ed. Lyman employs a host of negative adjectives that color
Young’s actions negatively while Amasa receives the benefit of the
doubt: “Amasa’s collegial style of leadership was in marked con-
trast to the sometimes arbitrary and unilateral decisions of Presi-
dent Brigham Young” (213). According to Lyman, the apostle’s
“fully reciprocated” antagonism toward Young “looms as the pri-
mary factor leading to his ecclesiastical demise” (xi). Young’s dis-
like for Amasa may have “stemmed from the church leader’s re-
sentments—or perhaps jealousies—over his fellow apostle’s earlier
relationship with Joseph Smith” (xi).

To Lyman, Amasa’s growing popularity as a speaker and com-
munity-builder in San Bernardino fueled Young’s ire. The appar-
ent success of that community “may have loomed as an embar-
rassing contrast to some aspects of Brigham Young’s Utah re-
gime” (244). Further, Lyman argues, the two men diverged on
their general understanding of the religion restored by Joseph
Smith: “Lyman had embraced that expansiveness [of eternal pro-
gression] as Smith’s ardent disciple and rejected what he saw as
Brigham Young’s mistaken attempt to focus on hierarchy, obed-
ience, and practical concerns” (488).

Lyman fails to fully f lesh out the “Joseph Smith” to whom both
men looked for direction. Absent is the kingdom-building Joseph,
who displayed characteristics closer to Young’s—directing the con-
struction of a hotel, mustering local militiamen, founding banking
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institutions, and planning cities.2 Amasa evidently missed the col-
lapse of the temporal into the spiritual that pervaded the thought
of Joseph Smith—something Brigham Young found so attractive
and motivating. “When I saw Joseph Smith,” Young explained, “he
took heaven, figuratively speaking, and brought it down to earth;
and he took the earth and brought it up, and opened up, in plain-
ness and simplicity, the things of God; and that is the beauty of his
mission.”3

Lyman fails to recognize that many of Joseph Smith’s teach-
ings and the structure of the Church he organized strongly im-
pacted Young’s vision of the Church’s direction. Lyman does not
provide a good summary of what Young was trying to accomplish
or how Young understood his role as prophet/president. In other
words, Young is an incomplete foil. At one point Lyman goes as
far as uncritically implicating Young in unspecified deaths of
Church dissidents: “Virtually no one had ever stood so firmly
against Brigham’s version of Mormon doctrine and practices and
survived,” Lyman cryptically writes (411).4

Perhaps Lyman’s largest complaint against Young involves his
dissatisfaction over San Bernardino, California. Lyman notes that
even before writing his biography he had “asserted that Young’s
aloofness during the preparation period [of settling San Bernard-
ino] calls into question his reputation as ‘the great colonizer.’
There has been no reason presented since then to alter that con-
clusion” (190). Lyman believes the “large size of the group”
Amasa led to California resulted in Young’s lasting resentment,
even though “no record exists that the church leader had ever
specified or even suggested a maximum size” (190). On the con-
trary, Young’s journal, which Lyman does not quote, notes that he
had envisioned a group of about twenty colonists: “Elders Amasa
M. Lyman and C. C. Rich, with some twenty others, having re-
ceived my approbation in going to Southern California, were in-
structed by letter to select a site for a city or station.”5

Lyman also sees Young’s decision to call back the Mormon set-
tlers at the beginning of the Utah War as “a destructive policy that
resulted in killing what might have been the Mormon Church’s
most f lourishing regional center outside of Utah” (244). But
Lyman’s focus on San Bernardino excludes the rest of Young’s
stewardship. Young was presiding over thousands of scattered
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Saints in Europe as well as Mormon outposts in Iowa and Ne-
braska. Missionaries were serving throughout the United States,
India, Australia, and the Sandwich Islands. Converts were emi-
grating over land and sea. San Bernardino was one settlement
among many, and Young was keenly concerned for Mormon
safety. He did not arbitrarily command the San Bernardino Saints
to return. There is a pleading tone in his letter: “We feel to write
you confidentially to make your arrangements as fast as possible
to gather up to these Vallies for we feel that you are or soon will be
in danger. . . . Let all the faithful therefore take warning and be
preparing suitable teams wagons &c necessary to transport them-
selves and families to a place of safety.”6 San Bernardino was not
singled out, although that is the impression Lyman’s narrative
gives.

A further point of disagreement between Young and Amasa
was the heavy mortgage attached to San Bernardino, the reasons
for which Lyman explicates. True, Young had specifically in-
structed Amasa and his fellow apostle Charles C. Rich to avoid
“the bondage of debt” should they find a suitable site for a Mor-
mon colony in California (194), but Young seems not to have ap-
preciated the fact that free land was simply not available in south-
ern California as it had been in the Salt Lake Valley.

Lyman correctly notes that “lesser Latter-day Saint leaders of-
ten deserved much more credit for the success of many of the
Mormon colonies” than “the great colonizer” (244). Why stop at
the “leaders”? More credit is due to the individual Saints who
lived and worked alongside those leaders. Focusing exclusively on
Young’s interactions with San Bernardino does not adequately
represent the scope of all the projects Young was overseeing and
their mixed success. Leonard Arrington discussed problematic
decisions Young made about Church-sponsored or -encouraged
industries.7 Comparing Amasa’s best efforts in San Bernardino
with Young’s retrospectively worst does a disservice to both men.

The same point could also be made where their tempera-
ments are concerned. Young could be petty or mean at times,
short and brash, hyperbolic and insensitive. But he could also be
compassionate, quietly kind, and highly concerned with (and sen-
sitive to) the needs of those he felt called by God to oversee. These
qualities are missing from Lyman’s narrative. Mormon historians
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have noted the tendency to fall into “interpretive extremes of
Young as saint and Young as devil.”8 Painting a portrait of Young
as the inverse of previous hagiography is an ineffective corrective.

Lyman’s narrative provides good insights about early Mormon
family life, including the dynamics of plural marriage. Amasa’s
concern and affection for his eight wives and thirty-eight children
are apparent in his personal correspondence quoted throughout
the book. These relationships were strained by the financial and
emotional difficulties of living “the principle” and by the apostle’s
constant missions which took him away from his family for long
stretches. Amasa’s letters contain beautifully poetic (only occasion-
ally over-the-top) prose describing his labors, apologies for ab-
sences, and constant urging for family unity. In 1855, he compared
his wives and children to “f lowers whose blushing beauties are the
budding prospects of future happiness and glory.” If granted a vi-
sion of their future eternal activities, he would feel “a satisfaction
equaled only by that of the assurance that I am doing that which is
requisite to the promotion of our mutual interests.” He recognized
that his prolonged absences made it difficult for his children to
know him but hoped that “by the attention of the mother and of
the fond recollections impressed upon their infant minds they may
learn of things they have not seen and respect him whom they have
not seen” (229). A useful appendix traces the maze of Lyman famil-
ial relationships (495–501), though it is easy to become confused as
wives and children increase and settle in different locations. Per-
haps a visual family tree would have been helpful.

Lyman’s examination of Amasa’s involvement with the Coun-
cil of Fifty is hampered by the unavailability of its recorded min-
utes. Nevertheless, Lyman uses the available sources to describe
Amasa’s prominence in the group’s early activities. On August
20, 1842, Brigham Young and two other apostles, acting under Jo-
seph Smith’s direction, ordained Amasa to the apostleship to re-
place Orson Pratt, who was struggling with the practice of plural
marriage. One day later, “Joseph Smith recorded that Orson Pratt
had experienced a change of heart” (65). By the next January,
Pratt was officially restored to his position in the quorum in a
meeting to which Amasa was not invited (66). Smith reasoned
that the three apostles had authority to ordain Amasa to the apos-
tleship but not to make him an actual member of the Twelve.
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Smith suggested that Amasa be made a member of the First Presi-
dency but “Lyman was never publicly sustained to that position”
despite several conference opportunities to do so (67).

In October 1842, Joseph ordained Lyman as second coun-
selor in the First Presidency of the newly formed Quorum of the
Anointed (75). This confusing shift from the Quorum of the
Twelve to the presidency of the Council of Fifty demonstrates the
f lexible nature and nebulous responsibilities of these early priest-
hood offices. Amasa played a significant role in preparing for and
officiating in the Nauvoo Temple endowments (107). Lyman skill-
fully navigates that sensitive topic and avoids disclosing sacred or
confidential information (99–103). At the same time he adds
enough detail to demonstrate the temple’s “crucial place in Mor-
mon theology” (92) and give readers a sense of what the early
endowments meant to the Saints.

After Smith’s death, Amasa vouched for the authority of the
Quorum of the Twelve during the succession crisis, an important
gesture that helped Brigham Young and the quorum gain more
adherents than other splinter groups (83–88). Lyman continued
to take part in the Council of Fifty after the Saints had moved west
and was present during the first “constitutional convention” and
other political activities prior to the Territorial establishment of
Utah (160–61).

Lyman argues that Amasa’s loyalty to Joseph Smith was a
prominent feature of both his faith in the Church and, interest-
ingly enough, of his involvement in spiritualism beginning in the
mid-to-late 1850s. Spiritualism had recently grown to prominence
beginning in the Burned-Over District of New York (392). Amasa
held several hundred séances before his death, including many
before his excommunication (460). In one early séance Amasa be-
lieved that Hyrum Smith instructed him to “heed the communica-
tion if it was good and reject it if not” (206). In 1870 Amasa be-
lieved he had received “some words purporting to have come
from Joseph Smith” (443). Regrettably, Lyman does not describe
in detail how an actual séance was conducted.

Lyman acknowledges that “if such a thing as an official atti-
tude existed about spiritualism at church headquarters, it was def-
initely negative” (207). Spirit rapping and other such phenomena
were denounced by Heber C. Kimball, Jedediah M. Grant, and
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Orson Hyde in the 1852–54 period during which Amasa appar-
ently became interested in spiritualism.9 Lyman sees Amasa’s “en-
counters with spiritualism” as “consistent with his lifelong search
for new truths” (207) and hypothesizes that it stemmed from Jo-
seph Smith’s encouragement to “receive truth, let it come from
whence it may” (208). However, there is good reason to believe
that Amasa misunderstood Smith, if in fact he even considered
what Joseph Smith might have thought of such things. As early as
1842, Joseph Smith revealed signs for detecting false spirits (D&C
129).10 Amasa had received his endowment from Joseph Smith
before the completion of the Nauvoo Temple and delivered a tem-
ple preparation-like sermon to the Saints in May 1842 regarding
“certain signs and words” that would soon be revealed to them
(102). Lyman concludes that Amasa “would have been aware of
collegial suspicion about spiritualism and would naturally have re-
frained from announcing his current investigations” (207). Ama-
sa’s foray into spiritualism moved him further from the main
current of thought among the apostles.

Another serious divergence was Amasa’s developing views on
the Atonement. In 1862, he delivered a sermon in Dundee, Scot-
land, in which he depicted Jesus as humankind’s great teacher
and exemplar. “But was it decreed then,” Amasa reasoned, “that
Jesus should die to save men who were thus pure and holy? No it
did not form any part of the purpose of God that He should die.
He was ordained to be a Savior through preaching the Gospel of
the Kingdom of God” (328). Much of the sermon would fit com-
fortably within Mormon thought—then and now. But as Lyman
explains: “To [Amasa], Christ’s primary mission was to emanci-
pate the soul from ignorance and outline how individuals could
abandon sin and apply gospel principles. . . . Where he went too
far was in explicitly discounting the need for Christ’s blood”
(397).11

It is unclear why the sermon did not catch the immediate atten-
tion of Brigham Young or the other apostles, but apparently it did
not. Sometime between 1863 and 1867, Amasa preached to a con-
gregation in Beaver that “the shedding of the blood of Jesus was
not [a] necessary part of the plan of salvation” (349). This descrip-
tion is from George Q. Cannon’s notes of April 1867, reporting on
one of Amasa’s earlier, undated sermons. Brigham Young and sev-
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eral other apostles traveled to Parowan where Young delivered a
sermon on the Atonement, presumably to correct Amasa’s views.
When he finished, he turned to Amasa, who was seated with the
other authorities on the stand, and “asked him if this was not what
he believed and intended to teach. Bro. Lyman replied that it was”
(349). The matter was dropped, but either Amasa had not been en-
tirely truthful or perhaps, as Lyman argues, “he may not yet have
recognized how vastly his views on the matter had actually di-
verged from commonly held orthodoxy, including Young’s” (349).

Lyman contextualizes the seriousness of Amasa’s doctrinal
deviance by pointing to other apostles who had also preached
doctrines Brigham found heretical—for instance, Orson Pratt’s
views on the nature of God or Orson Hyde’s ideas regarding
“baby resurrection” (371, 386–88). They had “submitted” to
Young by publishing “categorical retractions and apologies” for
their speculations (387). Because these apostles were not dropped
from the quorum, Lyman posits that Young “appears to have har-
bored a longer-term grudge” for Amasa because of his “refusal to
render the expected deferential homage” to the president (387).
In fact, in 1865 the First Presidency had restricted leaders from
publishing anything as official doctrine “without first submitting
[the text] for examination and approval of the First Presidency
and the Twelve” (371).

Regardless, Amasa delivered other atonement-themed ser-
mons in southern Utah. Reports of his views on the Atonement
warranted further investigation, including the Dundee sermon
(372). On December 26, 1866, Wilford Woodruff recorded a quo-
rum discussion in his journal in which Young said it was “grievous
to me to have the apostles teach false doctrin [sic]. Now if the
Twelve will sit down quietly & not contradict such doctrin are they
justified? No they are not” (372). Amasa was apparently absent, al-
though the existing records do not clarify either way.

The Twelve questioned Amasa on January 21, 1867, and he
“admitted teaching that the blood of Christ was not absolutely
necessary for human salvation” (373). He published a statement
in the Deseret News recanting his views (374) but apparently chafed
under the restriction and recanted his recantation. According to a
member of his stake presidency in Fillmore where the Lyman fam-
ily had lived since 1863, Amasa had told a congregation in April
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1867 that “the Blood of Jesus Christ was no more efficacious for
the remission of sins than the blood of a bullock” (377). Amasa’s
bishop, Philo T. Farnsworth, wrote to Young reporting Amasa’s
“defiant demeanor” in reportedly denouncing his accusers of be-
ing “narrow brained, ignorant, miserable objects” who weren’t
smart enough to understand his doctrines (377–78). On May 6,
1867, Amasa was “disfellowshipped, forbidden to exercise his
priesthood in performing any church ordinances, and most ex-
pressly forbidden to preach; but he was still a member of the
church” (382).

In November 1868 Amasa began attending Mormon services
in Fillmore again and appeared to be moving back toward full
Church membership. By April 1869 Brigham Young “personally
provided him with a ticket (or recommend) to attend the Fillmore
School of the Prophets” (409). But Amasa soon began meeting
with William S. Godbe, a prosperous merchant from England
who, with a small group of other inf luential Saints, opposed
“Brigham Young’s economic and religious policies” in favor of
“laissez-faire individualism” (410–11). Amasa eventually united
with the Godbeite movement, becoming a highly visible promul-
gator of their views.12 Lyman depicts Amasa “as an intellectual
forerunner and perhaps exemplar for the Godbeite revolt.” As a
result, Amasa was excommunicated for apostasy on May 12, 1870,
by the Salt Lake Stake high council (429).

The Godbeite movement faded away and so, in a way, did
Amasa. Lyman traces Amasa’s sporadic church attendance, contin-
uing interest in spiritualism and seances, and declining health—in-
cluding the possibility that Amasa had battled depression for sev-
eral years, a hypothesis he finds unconvincing (357–58). Amasa ap-
parently did not reconsider his stand, caricaturing Mormon
preaching as the “idle twaddle of the propagandists of a creedal
faith” that epitomized the “blindness of the dupes of religious fa-
naticism” (483). He was never rebaptized and requested to be bur-
ied in a black suit instead of white temple clothing.

The efforts of several relatives to get Amasa’s membership
and blessings restored posthumously comprise a touching conclu-
sion to the book. Apostle Francis Marion Lyman repeatedly made
such requests (493). In 1908 Amasa’s daughter Martha told Fran-
cis that Amasa had appeared to her in a dream and asked her to
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appeal for his reinstatement. According to Martha, Amasa was
“weary and tired of his black clothes and . . . did so want to be with
his family, his wives and his children whom he loved and longed
for” (494). Following the funeral of Amasa’s wife Caroline in May
1908, Francis related Martha’s dream to President Joseph F.
Smith who responded, “Well Marion, it looks like your father has
suffered long enough. We will see what can be done for him”
(494). On January 12, 1909, Amasa’s son Francis was baptized in
his father’s behalf in the Salt Lake Temple. President Joseph F.
Smith, who had replaced Amasa in the Quorum of the Twelve in
1867, performed the confirmation to restore all former priest-
hood ordinances and marriage sealings (494).

Lyman’s book is likely to remain the most complete source on
Amasa for years to come. It sheds substantial light on Amasa’s
contributions, sacrifices, and interesting life. Lyman wants read-
ers to know that Amasa was one of the most important Mormons
of the early days of the Church and has spent an impressive
amount of time, energy, and research to that end. The book might
have been more powerful with a more skillfully crafted narrative
or if Lyman had allowed Amasa’s deeds to make the case without
repeated reminders that Amasa has been overlooked in historical
studies. After all, Amasa’s best self appeared reluctant to pro-
claim his own accomplishments. Regardless of the interpretive
disagreements I have with the book, Lyman includes enough ma-
terial to engage anyone interested in studying the early develop-
ment of the Church through the experiences of Amasa Mason
Lyman, an enigmatic and fascinating apostle. Amasa’s struggles
illustrate the interplay among religious individuality, community,
and authority, moving from devotion, to defection, to apost-
asy—and ultimately, restoration.
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Loving Truthfully

Benedict XVI. Caritas in Veritate (Charity in Truth). July 7, 2009.
(Libreria Editrice Vaticana 2009). http://www.vatican.va/holy_
father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20
051225_deus-caritas-est_en.html (accessed November 1, 2009).

Reviewed by Jeremiah John

Caritas in Veritate, Pope Benedict XVI’s third encyclical letter, is a
striking beginning for his papal contribution to Catholic social
teaching. In a sense, the encyclical confirms one piece of conven-
tional wisdom about his papacy—that it is a work of consolidating
the monumental legacy of John Paul II and, less directly, the eccle-
siastical and theological developments of the whole post-Vatican
II period. References to the teaching of Paul VI and John Paul II
appear throughout Caritas in Veritate, and the letter should result
in a renewed interest in their social encyclicals. But Caritas in
Veritate also puts Benedict’s powerful and unique stamp on Cath-
olic social thought. The letter draws together the varied strands of
the past four decades of papal thought on the problems of the
modern world and applies their core principles to contemporary
issues. But it also grounds those principles in fundamental con-
cepts of the Christian religion: charity and truth. Like no other
authoritative, modern Catholic document of which I am aware,
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Benedict’s Caritas in Veritate is a painstakingly theological explora-
tion of the basic tenets of Catholic social teaching.

Mormons who have recently been pondering the political im-
plications of our own official social teaching (specifically on the
family) should take an interest in Caritas in Veritate, not only as the
institutional statement of an inf luential Christian church, but
also as an expression of one of the most important theological fig-
ures in contemporary Christianity.

Charity, Benedict writes, is the “heart of the Church’s social
doctrine. Every responsibility and every commitment spelt out by
that doctrine is derived from charity which, according to the
teaching of Jesus, is the synthesis of the entire Law” (§2). We
should notice that against those thinkers who have rejected a poli-
tics of love (for example, Hannah Arendt, who argues that com-
passion is politically irrelevant1), Benedict proclaims that charity
is “the principle not only of micro-relationships (with friends,
family, or within small groups), but also of macro-relationships
(social, economic, and political ones).” Quoting his own Deus
Caritas Est (God Is Love), Benedict asserts that “everything has its
origin in God’s love, everything is shaped by it, everything is
directed towards it” (§2).

So much of Catholic social teaching since Leo XIII’s monu-
mental 1891 Rerum Novarum (New Things) has had the centrist
feel of a project that has always tried to steer a faithful middle
course between Marxist socialism and unrestrained capitalism. Its
principles have provided much of the basic framework for Euro-
pean center-right Christian Democratic parties and some inspira-
tion for the continental idea of the social market economy. But in
Caritas in Veritate, Benedict traces that teaching to its radical theo-
logical roots in the concept of charity. Christian social ethics is
not merely a bringing together of opposed parties, a reconciling
of the rights of property and commerce with rights of workers
and the “preferential option for the poor.” Charity “never lacks
justice,” for it also “transcends” and “completes” justice, in “the
logic of giving and forgiving” (§6). Charity fulfills the minimum
measure of justice and then moves to embrace even richer rela-
tionships of “mercy and communion” (§6). Against the interpre-
tation of Catholic social teaching as a warm mush of European
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centrism, Benedict reminds us of the distinctive underpinnings of
Christian ethics.

As forcefully as Benedict argues for a politics of love, he is no
less careful, however, to warn against love which “degenerates into
sentimentality” and which therefore remains limited by subjective
emotions and opinions, because it neglects truth—because it fails
to comprehend charity in its full meaning in the light of gospel
teaching (§4). This danger is especially acute in a culture where
the need for social concern and human solidarity is recognized,
but in which truth itself—and the truth of the Christian gospel in
particular—are under attack from relativism. In steering us away
from charity without truth, Benedict is continuing a theme that
can be traced through his whole theological career, in his cri-
tiques of a concept of the communion which emphasizes the
unity of believers at the expense of communion in Christ. It can
also be seen in the long history of Catholic critiques of Marxist
(and other secular) views of solidarity and human fellowship. For
the Christian tradition, Benedict argues, there is no true and au-
thentic “horizontal” fellowship and fraternity among human be-
ings without a “vertical” communion with God in Christ.2 A true
humanism which aims for the good of the whole human race is
established only in connection with what transcends the merely
human.

There are, as I read the text, two specific ways in which Bene-
dict understands the call to “charity in truth.” The first has been
at the heart of all modern Catholic social teaching, the claim that
the social concern of the Church is not limited to its private chari-
table activities but must affect the whole range of human relation-
ships and institutions: political, social, familial, economic, and in-
ternational. Far from abandoning the civil or political realm,
charity must address the whole scope of political and economic is-
sues comprehended by the common good and human fellowship.
Charity in truth—charity in its richest, truest, Christian sense—ex-
tends to all the “joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of
the men of this age.”3 It is concerned with the precarious status of
workers in a globalized economy, with environmental degrada-
tion, with selfishness and materialism, with war and political vio-
lence, and with the failure to protect vulnerable life at all its stages
(§28). Moreover, charity in truth moves beyond mere anxiety for

Reviews 191



the welfare of the human race, but provides solutions as well, en-
dorsing “democratic regimes capable of ensuring freedom and
peace” (§21); denouncing profit as the “exclusive goal” of com-
merce and calling for a “profoundly new way of understanding
business enterprise” (40); and calling us to a “social sensitivity to-
wards the acceptance of new life” (§28).

Second, charity in truth is charity understood in the light of
the Christian gospel, i.e., of the relationship between God and hu-
mankind. Human beings are “objects of God’s love” and “sub-
jects of charity . . . called to make themselves instruments of
grace” (§5). This spiritual, godly way of seeing things presents life
and human experience as an “astonishing experience” full of gifts
and gratuitousness (§36). The perspectives of consumerism and
materialism view economic life as mere exchange, without any
moral or spiritual dimension, and cause gifts and grace to go un-
noticed. But in truth human beings are not self-sufficient, and
their ultimate purpose extends beyond this world. Human f lour-
ishing relies on the grace of God, and by grace people are “called
. . . to pour God’s charity and to weave networks of charity” (§5).

Charity in truth also reveals the correct understanding of hu-
man fellowship and solidarity. Contrary to secular ideologies
which promise a type of human fellowship that has liberated itself
from God, charity in truth understands that it is the hope of eter-
nal life that gives human beings “the courage to be at the service
of higher goods” (§34). Human progress is primarily a calling, a
“vocation” that requires God, since without God we fail to recog-
nize the “divine image in the other” (§11). Many secular views of
the human condition deprive human history of Christian hope,
since they teach that people must establish cooperation and fel-
lowship with their own weak resources and cannot anticipate out-
side help (§34). It is only with God—with His grace and in the light
of His truth—that charity shines forth in all its depth and strength.

One of the most ambitious goals of modern Catholic social
teaching has been to take a critical but constructive view of the
most important moral concepts of the contemporary world, at-
tacking their false aspects while attempting to preserve and re-
fashion, indeed to “Christianize,” them.4 Perhaps the most nota-
ble example is with solidarity, a concept with socialist connota-
tions and a clear Marxist pedigree, but which has over time been
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connected with the Christian doctrine of human fraternity and
was eventually established as a central concept of the social doc-
trine of the modern Church—most importantly through John Paul
II’s 1987 encyclical Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (On Social Concern). In
Caritas in Veritate, Benedict claims “progress” and “human devel-
opment” on behalf of charity in truth, against secular and materi-
alistic development, understood as mere technological progress
or economic growth. This elaboration of the true Christian mean-
ing of human development emerges from a renewed examination
of Paul VI’s 1967 encyclical Populorum Progressio (On Human De-
velopment), which comprises the whole first chapter of Caritas in
Veritate.

Paul VI’s Populorum Progressio has an interesting place in mod-
ern Catholic social teaching. It came out just over a year after Vati-
can II, which included the eloquent, far-reaching, pastoral consti-
tution on the Church in the modern world, Gaudium et Spes (Joy
and Hope). Gaudium et Spes is a gracefully composed, theologi-
cally rigorous, and politically astute statement of Catholic social
ethics that places the social teaching in the context of a proper un-
derstanding of the individual person, human fellowship, and the
Church.

In contrast, Populorum Progressio has received poorer reviews;
some readers have called it stylistically weak, overly soft in its cri-
tique of Marxism, and undeveloped or even ill-considered in its
recommendations.5 The encyclical—explicitly addressing the quest-
ion of human development in all its dimensions—decries the depri-
vation and misery found in the developing world and makes refer-
ence to the inadequacies of economic liberalism and free trade, of-
fering up economic planning and development aid as principal so-
lutions to the problems of underdevelopment. “The superf luous
good of wealthier nations,” writes Pope Paul, “ought to be placed at
the disposal of poorer nations. . . . Studies must be made, goals
must be defined, methods and means must be chosen, and the
work of select men must be coordinated” on behalf of the project
of development (§49, 50). While American theologian John Court-
ney Murray called Populorum Progressio the “definitive answer to
Marxism,”6 some conservative reviewers complained that it ech-
oed standard left-wing slogans about the exploitation of the devel-
oping world. More recently, Catholic philosopher James V. Schall
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remarked that he had long viewed Populorum Progressio as the
“most nearly ideological of all papal social encyclicals.”7

Benedict XVI cuts sharply against this negative grain, pro-
claiming in Chapter 1 of Caritas in Veritate that Populorum Pro-
gressio is the “Rerum Novarum of the present age”—the founding
document of Catholic social teaching for the late twentieth and
early twenty-first centuries, just as Rerum Novarum was the found-
ing of the Church’s social teaching for the early and mid-twentieth
century. If the nearly eighty years from the publication of Leo
XIII’s Rerum Novarum and Paul VI’s Populorum Progressio were
dominated by the “social question” (the conf lict between capital
and labor, the rights of property versus the rights of workers), the
forty-plus years since Paul VI’s letter have been dominated by the
question of human development and progress: the relationship
between the developed and developing world, and the perennial
question of the proper goals of progress and prosperity. Benedict
points out that it was Populorum Progressio that took up the ques-
tion of progress as an occasion to articulate a “vision of develop-
ment” that comprehended an integral understanding of human
development and a sound basis for fellowship between poor and
rich nations.

The Church’s efforts to promote true human development
are nothing new, Benedict argues, inasmuch as it has always
taught that human beings are destined for an end that transcends
mere earthly existence, that people are “constitutionally oriented
toward ‘being more’” (§14). It is the teaching of the Church which
defends true progress against those advocates of progress who
understand progress in narrowly technological terms and against
those pessimistic enemies of development (for example, in radi-
cal environmentalism) who see development only as radically
dehumanizing and tyrannical.

Ref lecting upon charity in truth reveals a model of human de-
velopment and progress which calls attention to the continuing
underdevelopment among the poor of the world, no less than it
decries the distorted “superdevelopment” among the prosperous,
where materialism and frivolous consumerism go hand in hand
with spiritual poverty (§22). The true Christian view of the frater-
nity of the human race, moreover, can lay the groundwork for a
defensible model for globalization, where people are not merely
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brought into contact by economic and technological forces, but
are also led toward unity in the recognition that “the human race is
a single family working together in true communion”(§53; empha-
sis Benedict’s). This way of looking at fraternity and development
helps dispel the despair felt by those who see globalization and
technological change as a fated movement toward disaster. Fur-
thermore, it also provides a “new vision and . . . new energy in the
service of a truly integral humanism” (§78).

For Mormons, political and social ref lection will likely take
different forms than Catholic social teaching, and there is no rea-
son to believe that faithful LDS people will necessarily arrive at all
of the same conclusions as the Catholic tradition, although we
may learn much from it. But the call to a kind of social and politi-
cal engagement that practices charity in truth is compelling to all
faithful Christians, for whom the practice of charity holds a cen-
tral place in a disciple’s life. It is certainly true that this kind of re-
f lection is not appropriate or useful in all contexts—much of our
political participation consists of more secular discussions with
non-Mormons about questions of effectiveness, strategic action,
legal validity, and procedural justice. Moreover, it may not be
clear how we can fruitfully strike up some kinds of theological
conversation with fellow citizens who do not grasp, let alone ac-
cept, the basis of our arguments. The paradox is that our eager
participation in good faith in the public sphere may lead us away
from a serious ref lection on the proper means and ultimate ends
of that participation. And yet each of us remains an undivided
moral agent, answerable to God and to our fellow human beings
for all our actions, whether they take place in the secular public
sphere or not. Religious seriousness demands some kind of re-
f lection upon practice, especially on those social and political
questions where the best course for the Saints is anything but
settled.

What, then, does Benedict XVI’s Caritas in Veritate teach us
about this ref lection? For one thing it can serve as an example of a
faithful theological ref lection that sacrifices nothing in thought-
fulness or broad-minded social engagement. We have our own ex-
amples, to be sure—Elder Dallin H. Oaks’s October 2009 address
on religious freedom stands out as a recent one.8 But Caritas in
Veritate is an exceptional moment in a continuous practice and a
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tradition of applying diligent, faithful study to questions of the
deep moral importance, an example showing that the vital mes-
sage of love found in the New Testament is the seed of more
answers to these questions than we realize.
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Twilight and Dawn:

Turn-of-the-Century Mormonism

Lu Ann Faylor Snyder and Phillip A. Snyder, eds. Post-Manifesto Po-
lygamy: The 1899–1904 Correspondence of Helen, Owen, and Avery
Woodruff. Logan: Utah State University Press, 2009. 196 pp.

Notes, illustrations, index. Hardback: $34.95; ISBN: 0–874–217–

393

Reviewed by Stephen C. Taysom

HBO’s popular Big Love series and David Ebershoff’s bestselling

novel The 19th Wife (New York: Random House, 2008), stand as

evidence that polygamy remains a perennial topic of interest for

Mormons and non-Mormons alike. It should come as no surprise,

therefore, that scholarly presses with heavily Mormon-themed

catalogues continue to publish serious work on the subject. Utah

State University Press’s excellent LIFE WRITINGS OF FRONTIER

WOMEN series has once again offered a sterling piece of docu-

mentary history with the publication of Post-Manifesto Polygamy:
The 1899–1904 Correspondence of Helen, Owen, and Avery Woodruff,
edited by Lu Ann Faylor Snyder and Phillip A. Snyder. Historians

of Mormonism such as D. Michael Quinn and B. Carmon Hardy

have been documenting high-level Church involvement in post-

Manifesto polygamy for decades, but this volume is a unique

glimpse into the intimate workings of one such relationship.

Owen Woodruff, the youngest son of LDS Church President
Wilford Woodruff and Woodruff’s third wife, Emma Smith Wood-
ruff, became an apostle in 1897, at age twenty-four. In January of
1901, nearly eleven years after Owen’s father had issued the Mani-
festo withdrawing official support for new plural marriages, twenty-
eight-year-old Owen married eighteen-year-old Eliza Avery Clark as
a plural wife. Owen and his first wife, Helen May Winters, died in
Mexico of smallpox in 1904 after refusing to be vaccinated. Post-
Manifesto Polygamy contains the correspondence between Owen and
Avery as well as that between Owen and Helen. Supplementing
these eighty-five letters are several short autobiographical excerpts
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written by Avery and other brief journal entries written by people
closely connected to the Woodruffs.

Although the volume is slim, its material opens a window into a
strikingly wide variety of issues important to the study of turn-
of-the-century Mormonism. The issue of plural marriage, while
representing the main subject with which the materials are con-
cerned, is far from the only topic of interest. Scholars working in
the study of religion broadly construed, as well as those interested
in the dynamics of gender and family relationships, and social hier-
archies in the American West will find this book enlightening.
Sharpening the contemporary appeal of the collection is the per-
sistent subtext regarding the proper role of the government in pub-
lic health issues—specifically the question of vaccination.

Before exploring the letters themselves, a word or two about
the introduction and annotation is in order. The introduction to
the collection is generally strong and admirably performs the tasks
of describing and contextualizing the primary materials while re-
sisting the temptation to burden the reader with heavy-handed in-
terpretations that would be more appropriate for a monograph.
The editors’ judicious use of excerpts from Owen’s journals to fill
gaps in the correspondence lends particular strength to the intro-
duction. At fifty pages, however, the introduction could probably
have been shortened without blunting its impact.

Similarly, the annotation is generally well executed, with am-
ple descriptions of persons and events that appear in the letters
and journals. Only once or twice was I left wishing for more expla-
nation than the notes provided. USU Press, no doubt due to the
high cost of providing footnotes on the same page as the main
text, has chosen to place the notes at the end of the book. For doc-
umentary collections such as this in which the reader will likely
need to refer frequently to the annotations, the arrangement is
inconvenient.

The documentary section of the book opens with an account of
the “courtship” of Owen and Avery. According to Avery’s reminis-
cence late in life, she was struck by Owen’s charisma when he vis-
ited a Church conference in Wyoming where she was living with
her family. As the apostle assigned to oversee settlement in the Big
Horn Basin, Owen’s presence in 1899 was not unusual. However,
before this particular trip, Owen, according to his journal, received
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permission from Joseph F. Smith, then second counselor in the
First Presidency, to find a plural wife. Following a tradition dating
back to the time of Joseph Smith, Owen first broached the issue
with Avery’s father who expressed shock at this “new polygamy.”
According to Avery’s later reminiscence, her father questioned
Owen about the legitimacy of such unions in the eyes of the
Church. Owen responded by pointing out that “several of the
brethren in high positions had been advised to take plural wives”
(50). Satisfied that Owen’s request was not a rogue maneuver,
Avery’s father presented the proposal to his young daughter. Avery
reported feeling “frightened and puzzled” but decided to “keep on
praying” to determine “what is right” (51). Avery’s decision to ac-
cept Owen’s offer of marriage followed in short order.

From the time of Owen’s and Avery’s engagement until the
end of Owen’s life in 1904, a concern with secrecy wove itself
throughout their correspondence. Owen counseled Avery before
the marriage to “be careful” and “true as steel” (52). On another
occasion, Avery reported to Owen that she would “keep all se-
crets,” “guard my words and actions,” and that she had “burned
all letters and will continue to do so, although it seems like de-
stroying valuable literature” (61). Owen and Avery referred to one
another by code names in their letters and employed a code sys-
tem for the names of places that Owen visited. Third parties men-
tioned in the letters also came in for the code-name treatment. Jo-
seph F. Smith, for example, is referred to in several letters as
“President Roosevelt.” Although the need for discretion on the
subject of plural marriage had long been the case when dealing
with the prying eyes of government officials, post-Manifesto uni-
ons required that secrets be kept from other Mormons. A letter to
Owen from his first wife, Helen, indicates the difficulty of keep-
ing plural marriages secret, especially when the subject remained
a popular topic of conversation among Latter-day Saints. Helen
wrote that, while she was resolved to “not speak about” plural
marriage in the months leading up to Owen’s marriage to Avery,
“invariably someone starts it up.” She also reported somewhat
nervously that Owen’s mother “surmises something” but “doesn’t
ask any questions” (56). In 1901, Avery proudly reported to Owen
that she was able to avoid detection as a plural wife in a particular
situation because “few questions were asked me and all stories

Reviews 199



connected very well”(73). The f lavor of post-Manifesto polygamy
that one takes away from exchanges such as this is reminiscent of
the circumstances surrounding the introduction of plural mar-
riage in Nauvoo in the 1840s.

The correspondence also highlights the tensions inherent in
polygamous relationships, and the materials are replete with ref-
erences, at least from Avery and Helen, to the sanctifying nature
of self-sacrifice, the need to subdue individual desires, and pride
in the service of what they clearly believed to be a heavenly ideal.
As one might expect, the two women relate to their shared hus-
band in very different ways. Helen frequently teases Owen and oc-
casionally chastises him for his failure to write with greater fre-
quency. Avery, by contrast, is writing to a man ten years her se-
nior—a man she barely knows—and her letters are predictably def-
erential and self-deprecating. In this respect, Owen’s family life is
very similar to polygamous relationships throughout the nine-
teenth century. The need for secrecy, however, placed additional
strains on the family. Avery, in particular, faced a difficult task.
She never lived with Owen for any significant period of time, saw
him only on rare occasions, and in his absence had to keep up the
illusion of her status as a single woman.

As useful as the book is in providing a fine-grained look at the
experiential dimension of plural marriages in the ambiguous
years after the Manifesto, it is important to note, even if only
brief ly, the many areas in which the book ranges beyond the issue
of plural marriage. The Mormonism that dominated the lives of
Owen, Helen, and Avery was a peculiar mix of what we would now
recognize as “early” Mormonism and “modern” Mormonism. For
example, Avery wrote that she “enjoyed going through the Tem-
ple and will go again if I can.” Mormons today will immediately
identify with such a sentiment, but the idea of repeatedly visiting
the temple for spiritual contemplation was a relatively new con-
cept in the early 1900s. At other times, the correspondence bears
witness to the final glimpses of some early practices. Helen joy-
fully recorded the fact that she had received from Zina D. H.
Young and Bathsheba Smith a “lovely blessing [in which] they
made me some beautiful promises” (55). Women performing
blessings through the laying on of hands, like the communal chal-
ice from which Avery drank her sacramental water and the polyg-
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amous unions that defined the lives of the Woodruff family,
would soon disappear completely from Mormon practice and
nearly completely from Mormon consciousness.

Few documentary collections have captured the essence of the
lived religious experience of turn-of-the-century Mormonism as
deftly and adroitly as Post-Manifesto Polygamy. The richness and tex-
ture of this ambiguous and understudied period in Mormon his-
tory shine through on every page of this collection. Phillip A.
Snyder and the late Lu Ann Faylor Snyder have done a commend-
able job of shepherding this important assembly of documents
onto library shelves and into the hands of many interested readers.

Mormon Pulp with a Reading Group Guide

David Ebershoff. The 19th Wife: A Novel. New York: Random
House, 2008. 523 pp. Paperback: $15.00; ISBN: 978–0–81297–
415–7

Reviewed by Mark Decker

Polygamy and blood atonement, whatever their real-world draw-
backs, can make for profitable novels. If Zane Grey were still alive,
he might be plotting another sequel to Riders of the Purple Sage in
hopes of riding the titillation wave created by Big Love, Warren
Jeffs, and the Yearning for Zion fiasco. Yet shifts in readership that
have accompanied the media innovations of the last century have
led the descendants of Grey’s initial audience to spend much more
time looking at f lickering screens than at badly printed pages,
greatly reducing the market for the kind of pulpy tales Grey wrote.
It is not hard to imagine, however, that real money could be made
today by writing fiction about polygamists that would interest book
discussion groups. In general, people who join book discussion
groups like a good story as much as anybody else, but they don’t en-
joy overly broad characterization, credulity-straining plot twists, or
minstrel-show-derogatory portrayals of maligned or poorly under-
stood ethnic and racial groups. Straight pulp won’t do.

David Ebershoff attempts to capture the attention of this lu-
crative reading demographic in The 19th Wife by combining
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well-rendered historical fiction with the kind of pulp that has al-
ways sold novels about polygamists. Employing the same scholarly
sensitivity found in his first novel, The Danish Girl (New York: Pen-
guin, 2001), a fictionalization of Danish painter Einar Webener’s
1931 gender reassignment surgery, Ebershoff juxtaposes a credi-
ble re-creation of the memoir of Ann Eliza Webb, who advertised
herself as Brigham Young’s nineteenth wife (she was actually his
fifty-third)1 with the pulpy story of Jordan Scott, a contemporary
“lost boy” evicted from a fundamentalist Mormon compound at
fourteen. The adult Jordan is a gay, hip Los Angelino who finds
himself back in rural Utah trying to clear his mother—who also
thinks she is a nineteenth wife—of murdering his father, a funda-
mentalist Mormon apostle. It should not be surprising that The
19th Wife landed on the New York Times bestseller list in 2008 or
that the paperback version of the novel—complete with reading
group guide—held a respectable amazon.com sales rank of 1,069
in midsummer of 2009. Because the connection between the two
stories is only implied at the very end of The 19th Wife, however,
and because of the cleverly jolting juxtaposition between straight-
forward and thoughtful historical fiction and pulp detective
novel, I will discuss each narrative separately.

Considering both the author’s relative inexperience with
Mormon studies and the national audience he is writing for,
Ebershoff creates an even-handed and believable portrait of Ann
Eliza Webb Young and her milieu. The author even includes an
extensive bibliography of sources consulted when writing The
19th Wife. For readers of Dialogue, it is generally a list of the usual
suspects—Leonard J. Arrington, Fawn Brodie, Todd Compton,
Terryl L. Givens, Hugh Nibley, and Richard S. Van Wagoner (but
not Brian Hales). It is gratifying to see this novel in serious conver-
sation with several serious historical treatments of the era. Of
course, this is a fictionalized account that, as Ebershoff notes, “fol-
lows Ann Eliza’s basic biographical arc as she describes it,” al-
though the author admits that he often fills in “where she skips”
and skips “where she digresses” (510). While it would be interest-
ing to track all of the fills and skips in the novel, Ann Eliza’s narra-
tive is a responsible work of historical fiction that would give a
book discussion group a way to talk about the Mormon migration
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from Kirtland on, pre-Manifesto Utah, and the issues surround-
ing polygamy.

People familiar with Mormon studies—especially people who
have some personal connection with Mormonism—will find Eber-
shoff’s novel downright utopian. Of course, there is much criticism
of the Church’s stance on homosexuality, but Jordan eventually be-
gins a tentative relationship with an excommunicated BYU drop-
out who is nevertheless still culturally Mormon in many ways and
who takes Jordan to a gay-friendly church in Las Vegas that, though
clearly not a Mormon ward, incorporates the Book of Mormon
into its theology. But more importantly, Ebershoff’s thematic ap-
proach suggests that truth—often truth arrived at through scholarly
endeavor—can overcome fanaticism and make positive changes in
previously repressive religions.

While this assertion rests in part on the historically debatable
claim that Ann Eliza Young “changed the lives of thousands of
women by fighting to end polygamy, nearly bringing down the
Mormon Church in doing so” (131), it also rests on Ebershoff’s
delightful characterization of Kelly Dee, a twentysomething re-
turned missionary and candidate for an as-yet-unfortunately-fic-
tional master’s degree in women’s studies at BYU. Kelly, whose
honors senior seminar paper and proposal for her master’s thesis
are reproduced in full in The 19th Wife, is descended from a son
Ann Eliza had with her first husband, James Dee. She seems to be
motivated both by a recognizably Mormon desire to understand
one’s ancestors and a scholarly ethos that insists thinking Mor-
mons “must look at” polygamy “rigorously, understand it hon-
estly, and place it correctly in our heritage” (129). This commit-
ment to honestly study polygamy will lead Kelly, by the novel’s
end, to help Jordan Scott tell the world about his experiences in
twenty-first-century polygamy, carrying on by proxy her fore-
mother’s fight.

Yet for all the delight Mormon intellectuals might take in see-
ing such a character in a novel written for a national audience,
Ebershoff ultimately will disappoint them because he is not famil-
iar enough with the culture he is describing to avoid sounding
tone deaf. Kelly’s scholarly optimism, for example, makes her
seem more like one of the founding mothers of Dialogue, sensing
the new spirit that would lead to the opening of the Church’s ar-
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chives in the 1970s—a period entirely omitted in Ebershoff’s mul-
tiple references to research on polygamy—than a contemporary
graduate student at BYU. Ebershoff also attempts to show that the
Church is cooperating with and encouraging Kelly, yet his efforts
often demonstrate his unfamiliarity with the way the LDS bureau-
cracy operates. For example, in a letter to President Gordon B.
Hinckley, a Church archivist urges that Kelly be given access to
the archives and directs the prophet to “encourage your col-
leagues throughout the Church to further assist Kelly with her
scholarly requests” (228).

Ultimately, Ebershoff’s inability to nail down the nuances of
Mormon culture is part of a larger weakness. For all Ebershoff
gets right, it’s still pulp, and it shouldn’t surprise anyone that
Ebershoff invokes the Hardy Boys (151) to describe Jordan’s ef-
forts to solve his father’s murder. Ebershoff’s contemporary nar-
rative arc relies too much on the semiotic shorthand of stock char-
acters and commonplace assumptions for him to be able to say
anything genuinely profound about the relationship between con-
temporary Mormons—fundamentalist or mainstream—and their
collective past. Jordan Scott’s narrative contains many elements of
popular detective fiction: a gory murder, prostitution, a defense
attorney who may or may not be on his client’s side, corrupt
police officers, and an abrupt surprise ending.

But it is characterization, not genre, that ultimately signals the
primacy of entertainment over depth in The 19th Wife. The best
evidence of this assertion comes in the portrayal of Jordan’s Cali-
fornia love interest, Roland. Ebershoff, whose Danish Girl won the
Lambda Literary Award—sponsored by a foundation that advo-
cates for GLBT writers and readers—has Roland speak in a dialect
that is best paraphrased as “Oh honey subject verb object,” bring-
ing the f laming queen into a narrative populated with abusive po-
lygamist patriarchs, dewy-eyed idealists, and children who look
“like every kid in Utah: blondish, blue, a splash of freckles” (93).

To be fair, The 19th Wife should be evaluated for what it is: an
attempt to create commercially viable fiction about polygamy,
Mormon history, and Mormon culture that offers a balanced and
historically engaged portrayal of a minority group with which its
intended audience won’t be familiar. On these grounds, Ebers-
hoff’s novel is an unqualified success. Ann Eliza Young’s narrative
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is good historical fiction that could indirectly allow real scholars
to inf luence public opinion. Jordan Scott’s narrative is gripping
and fun to read, and should guarantee a long print run.

Dialogue readers are a curious subset of the demographic
Ebershoff aims for. Sophisticated readers who just might be mem-
bers of book groups, they are also certain to be more familiar with
the culture Ebershoff attempts to describe, and they will readily
see the f laws in his narrative. But reading pulp fiction brings plea-
sure, largely because readers genuinely like, say, Dashiell Ham-
mett’s Continental Op since they identify with the Op and picture
themselves fighting crime as effectively as the Op. It would be a
shame if this review deterred anyone from the joy of seeing a
character like Kelly Dee unabashedly inhabiting fiction that is in-
tended for a national, instead of a Mormon, audience and imagin-
ing, just for a moment, that scholarly endeavor really could make a
church less reactionary.

Note

1. Jeffery Ogden Johnson, “Determining and Defining ‘Wife’: The
Brigham Young Households,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 20
(Fall 1987): 70; confirmed by email from Jeff, September 22, 2009.
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A Gentile Recommends
the Book of Mormon

Peter A. Huff

God . . . at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time past unto
the fathers by the prophets . . .” (Heb. 1:1, KJV)

One of the most rewarding aspects of interfaith dialogue is open
and honest engagement with the scriptures of traditions other
than our own. Many of us will testify to the fact that drinking from
other peoples’ wells can be a dramatically life-changing and life-en-
hancing experience. As a lifelong Bible reader, I would now con-
sider my life profoundly incomplete without the wisdom and
beauty of the Upanishads, the Bhagavad-Gita, the Dhammapada,
the Qur’an, the Tao Te Ching, and the other classics that form our
world’s vast spiritual library.

For just about a century and a half, the comparative and re-
spectful study of humanity’s sacred literature has become a com-
monplace of American higher education and a standard feature of
parish religious education. Emerson’s generation had to depend
on the dynamics of nineteenth-century maritime commerce and
the vagaries of British imperial ambition to make the holy books of
“non-Christian” Asia available to readers west of Boston Harbor’s
India Wharf. Today, thanks to the mass market paperback and the
internet, virtually the entire world bible is at our fingertips, ready
to expand and enrich our worldview and, as Thoreau once sug-
gested, challenge our “puny and trivial” modern minds.1

One text from the global sacred canon, however, tends to be ig-
nored in this enterprise of inter-scriptural exchange, and liberals
and conservatives seem to be about equally guilty of the oversight.
It’s fairly easy to find college courses on the sacred writings of the
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East and church study groups investigating the “lost books” of the
Bible. Dig up a copy of Hinduism’s Rig Veda, Buddhism’s Lotus Su-
tra, the writings of Baha’u’llah, or the Tibetan Book of the Dead,
and you’re bound to come across an interest group not too far away,
primed for spirited, and perhaps spiritual, discussion.

Of course, no one in these circles will demand strict endorse-
ment of the claims found in the text or formal affiliation with the
institution tied to the text as a condition for appreciation of the
text. We know how to read disputable history as moving myth and
putative prophecy as inspiring, if not inspired, poetry. We value
these works precisely because they’re classics, masterpieces that
bear an uncontrollably universal significance transcending creed,
cult, culture, and century.

What seems to be missing from all of these admittedly com-
mendable venues, however, is a sacred text known by name and
reputation (and even by sight and probably even by touch) to al-
most every literate American. Ask any one of these otherwise edu-
cated and tolerant students of world scriptures why he or she has
overlooked this particular volume and you’ll be met with either
the blank stare of ignorance or the curled lip of impenitent bias:
“Why would I want to read that?”

I’m well acquainted with this response, because I, too, resisted
reading this book for a number of years. Even after my doctoral
training in theology, I had somehow convinced myself that I could
serve my profession without actually reading this holy text in a se-
rious and comprehensive way. For the last ten years or so, I’ve
tried to make up for this indefensible attitude by incorporating
this piece of sacred literature not only into my routine of critical
study but even into my private practice of spiritual reading. I’m
happy to report that my evolving experience with this text has
been effectively the same as my on-going experiences with other
great works from the world’s treasury of spiritual wisdom.

The scripture I have in mind, of course, is the Book of Mor-
mon. What follows is a Gentile’s appreciation—even recommen-
dation—of this well-known but largely unread example of world-
class scripture.

* * *
Before I go further, I should make it clear that I am not now,
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nor have I ever been, a Mormon. I’m not affiliated with the
13-million-strong, Utah-based Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints—popularly known simply as the Mormon or LDS
Church. Nor do I belong to the smaller Missouri-based Commu-
nity of Christ (formerly Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter Day Saints) or any of the scores of sects that have branched
off from the original Mormon movement.

I’m what Latter-day Saints call a Gentile: a non-Mormon. As a
Gentile, though, I should also dissociate myself from what
amounts to a community of anti-Mormons in our society. Many
Americans pick up a strain of anti-Mormonism in the same way
that some of our fellow citizens catch a bit of anti-Semitism or
Islamophobia. Some anti-Mormons publish books and tracts,
internet screeds and YouTube propaganda, warning all who care
to read or view of the grave errors in Mormon doctrine and the
near-criminal nature of Mormon practice. Some anti-Mormons
even go “pro,” taking their message—complete with costumes and
props—to the centers of Mormon population and pilgrimage. In
my visits to Mormon sacred sites across the country, I’ve had di-
rect contact with more than a few of these zealots.

Anti-Mormon bigotry is by no means limited to the unedu-
cated and misguided. Before JFK, anti-Catholicism was described
as the anti-Semitism of the liberal elite. Today, anti-Mormonism
plays a comparable role. Recent political events have demon-
strated that anti-Mormonism is alive and well in our republic. It’s
largely unspoken and usually well behaved, but its presence can
be felt—especially if you have the right kind of theological or so-
ciological radar. In the academic world, specialization in Mor-
mon studies can wreck a promising career. Suggest that the LDS
worldview deserves serious philosophical consideration and may
actually correspond to at least a portion of reality, and you could
easily find yourself classed with Holocaust deniers and f lat-earth
kooks. Anti-Mormonism seems to be one of our nation’s last
acceptable prejudices.

* * *
As neither Mormon nor anti-Mormon, I find myself strategi-

cally—maybe even providentially—positioned to recommend a
reading of the Book of Mormon that is free and candid, yet empa-
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thetic. Intellectually responsible believers and skeptics can profit
especially from a multi-faceted approach to the Book of Mormon
that views the text through a variety of lenses. We can consider
the Book of Mormon as literature, as ancient history, as divine
revelation, and as universal wisdom.

Whatever else it might be, the Book of Mormon is an extraor-
dinary piece of literature. A queer one, too. Ever since it was first
published in 1830, it has sparked intense controversy—a remark-
able achievement for a book that has attracted so few diligent
readers. Critics have mocked its imitation of King James Bible
English, its preposterous proper nouns, its apparent anachro-
nisms, its convoluted plot lines. One wag claimed it would be
nearly half its size if a single oft-repeated phrase were systemati-
cally deleted: “And it came to pass.” Doomed to enter American
letters in the age of Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer, the Book of Mor-
mon was dismissed by Mark Twain as “chloroform in print.”2

Twain was funny but not completely right. (No religious
group, by the way, reveres Life on the Mississippi as holy writ.) Ap-
proached on its own terms, the Book of Mormon can, in fact, be
riveting reading. Its fifteen documents, named supposedly after
ancient American prophets and kings, introduce us to a fascinat-
ing cast of characters: the patriarch-writer Nephi, the prophet-
martyr Abinadi, the stripling warriors of Helaman, the war-re-
nouncing tribe of Anti-Nephi-Lehies, and a memorable class of
villains, including bad King Ammoron, the “bold Lamanite.” The
documents also rehearse unforgettable accounts of adventure on
the high seas, the rise and fall of civilizations, the agony of collec-
tive heroic sacrifice, and the ecstasy of individual moral transfor-
mation. (Romance, it seems, is the only major theme without a sig-
nificant presence in the book—curious, given Joseph Smith’s folk
status as over-sexed charlatan.) The dramatic climax of the Book
of Mormon, unmatched in all literature sacred and profane, is the
New World appearance of the resurrected Christ.

Reject claims of supernatural origin, and we’re still stuck with
homespun creativity that defies comprehension. Call Smith a pla-
giarist, and the prodigious nature of his backwoods intellectual
theft registers higher on the miraculous scale than his own tales of
angelic visitation. At the very least, the Book of Mormon deserves a
special place in the American canon, on a par with Moby-Dick, The
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Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Roots, and, yes, The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn. What’s more, I think we can make a case for ranking it among
near-sacred texts of the Western heritage such as The Divine Com-
edy, Paradise Lost, Narnia, and Lord of the Rings.

* * *
Latter-day Saints, of course, see the Book of Mormon as far

more than a neglected literary classic. For them, it is nothing less
than sacred scripture. They also accept it as an accurate, but not
infallible, record of at least a portion of ancient American history.

Here’s where we come face to face with the audacity of Mor-
mon belief. Some religions speak of heavenly messengers sent to
earth. Some speak of divine books delivered supernaturally to se-
lect human agents. Some speak of living prophets loaded with di-
vine mandate. Some speak of holy objects handled by the chosen
few during a golden age of faith. Some speak of lost empires.

Mormonism does it all. The real scandal of the Mormon
worldview for the outsider may be its metaphysical greediness. It
believes too much!

Regarding what some would call the outlandish historical
claim embedded in the Book of Mormon narrative, let me just say
this. Imagine that we were somehow convinced that the Mayflower
expedition truly represented Europe’s first contact with the Am-
ericas. If that were the case, we would greet the idea of a Spain-
sponsored fifteenth-century trans-Atlantic voyage with profound
skepticism. As a matter of fact, ancient Egyptians, Minoans, Phoe-
nicians, Carthaginians, and Greeks all performed tremendous
feats of oceanic exploration—often without navigational instru-
ments or anchors. The only reason to reject the hypothesis of a
Jewish journey across the Pacific around the time of the Babylo-
nian Exile is credible historical evidence to the contrary—not dog-
matic attachment to an Italian mariner or a Viking pirate or
anybody else as the true “discoverer” of America.

For Latter-day Saints, this set of historical claims can never be
separated from the supernatural aura surrounding the Book of
Mormon itself. When Muhammad’s detractors asked why he didn’t
perform any miracles, he consistently pointed to the Qur’an as the
real miracle for his generation. Joseph Smith and his followers have
similarly envisioned the Book of Mormon as a miracle in print.

210 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 43, no. 2 (Summer 2010)



Any missionary can tell you the miraculous story. The teen-
aged Joseph Smith has a vision of God the Father and Jesus Christ
and is instructed to avoid all existing churches. A second vi-
sion—this time of an angel named Moroni—informs him of an an-
cient record engraved on golden plates buried in a hill not far
from his home. A few years later, Smith uncovers the record and
begins to translate a portion of it—through supernatural means—
from “reformed Egyptian” into English. While still completing
the manuscript of what will become the Book of Mormon, he re-
ceives additional heavenly visitations and revelations, all of which
direct him to restore the rites and doctrines of the authentic
church of Christ and reestablish the “ancient order of things.” All
before his thirtieth birthday!

Given the highly charged character of this narrative, you
might say that no one but a true believer could acknowledge the
Book of Mormon as scripture. It’s easy to get paralyzed in an in-
sider/outsider dichotomy when it comes to Mormonism and its
unapologetic supernaturalism. Iron Rod Mormons warn against
any kind of middle position. I think, though, that we can argue for
a legitimate third option—an option available to anyone even ten-
tatively open to what William James called “‘piecemeal’ supernat-
uralism.”3 Such a demythologized approach invites us to trans-
pose the symphony of Mormon wisdom into a key more accessible
to Gentile ears.

Today, signs of that emerging third option can be seen in the
academy. A few non-Mormon scholars are beginning to enroll Jo-
seph Smith into the communion of the world’s “great souls.” That
storied fellowship of spiritual pioneers who have witnessed the
“sundry times” and “divers manners” of divine penetration into
human experience will never be complete without the founder of
America’s premier world religion. This thawing of prejudice is
long overdue. For many years, I’ve embraced Smith as a type of
vernacular visionary, who in another time and place would have
simply been accorded the title of mystic.

Honoring Smith as an interfaith saint, ironically, may be just
another attempt to tame an original and unruly spirit. We’ve seen
it happen to Buddha, Jesus, Gandhi, King, and too many others.
The book Joseph produced, however, defies domestication. It
calls into question virtually every assumption that undergirds our
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overly secular lives. Thoreau had this experience when he read
the newly translated Hindu and Chinese scriptures during his ex-
cursions on the Concord and the Merrimack and his sojourn at
Walden Pond. The Vedas, the Upanishads, the Gita, Confucius,
and Mencius forced him to confess just how “puny and trivial” his
modern mind really was. “I would give all the wealth of the
world,” he said, “and all the deeds of the heroes, for one true vi-
sion. But how can I communicate with the gods, who am a pen-
cil-maker on the earth, and not be insane?”4

The Book of Mormon fuels this desperately modern drive for
a single true vision. Like all great sacred classics, it confronts us
with the truth about ourselves and our ultimate purpose on this
planet. Excavated from the bedrock of upstate New York or har-
vested from the fertile soil of a farm boy’s frontier imagination, it
reminds us that the ground upon which we stand is enchanted
and that the age of miracles is nowhere near its final chapter. The
so-called “burning in the bosom,” well known to missionaries and
Mormon-phobes alike, may, after all, be a remarkably accurate
way to describe the book’s uncanny effect on the heart of the ear-
nest reader—even latter-day Gentiles like me.

The New Testament book of Hebrews concludes with sage ad-
vice: “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have
entertained angels unawares” (Heb. 13:2). Today, this apostolic
counsel is a basic axiom of the interfaith imperative. I encourage
you to apply it to the least-read volume in the world’s family of bi-
bles. If we listen to the strange voice of this New World scripture,
we may begin to hear again the long-forgotten tongues of angels.

Notes

1. Henry David Thoreau, Walden and Civil Disobedience (New York:
Penguin Books, 1983), 346.

2. Mark Twain, Roughing It (New York: Oxford University Press,
1996), 127.

3. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, edited by Mar-
tin E. Marty (New York: Penguin Books, 1982), 520.

4. Henry David Thoreau, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack
Rivers, edited by Carl F. Hovde (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1980), 140.
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Michael Slade

Michael Slade has been photographing all over the world for the
past twenty years. A Cache Valley native, Slade received his B.A.
degree in photography from Utah State University (1994) and is
currently an MFA candidate, with an emphasis in photography.

He comments, “My work is often less about the photography
and more about the experience, which I try to share with the
viewer. Not all of the experiences are earth-shattering or spiritual,
but images that are broad, wide, simple, and not distracting are
most often those where I have a head-clearing experience.”

He seeks landscapes that make him “reset some kind of cog in
the machine that is me” and works predominantly in black and
white.” Avoiding “the seduction of color” makes him “more con-
cerned with content.”

He describes himself as “interested in telling stories,” particu-
larly those that “are not obvious and that take some time to dis-
cover. The stories I look for are patiently waiting for someone to
tell them. I enjoy the hunt, the research of the story, the f leshing
out of the details, and the ultimate image making.”

Slade’s recent work has focused on extended visual stories,
the largest being “The Great Salt Lake Photographic Survey,” a
ten-year project that he admits may never be finished. Additional
long-term photographic essays deal with topics as diverse as
North Korean refugees living in South Korea and Utah locations
of personal interactions with Bigfoot.

“Emotion ultimately is a large portion of an image’s content,”
he adds. “If an image is devoid of emotion or a feel of place, the
image does not succeed. It is my job as an image-maker to find
ways to instill emotion in my images. It is also my constant chal-
lenge to do so without being heavy-handed. Staying out of the way
of the story is always on my mind. Finding the stories that need to
be told and being presented the opportunity to do so is a privi-
lege. I feel fortunate when I am in a position to do so.”

He, his wife, Polla, and their two children live in Riverton,
Utah. Other Slade photographs appear on www.gslps.org.
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