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does discussion of the Book of Mormon typically tend to focus on
questions of its historicity and authorship, on Mesoamerican arche-

ology, chiasmus, and wordprints? These subjects are certainly valid and worth
pursuing, but I find a more personally relevant question to be: How does the
Book of Mormon present the basic doctrines of the gospel? What role should
the Book of Mormon play in our religious and intellectual lives? Is it a sign of
the divine origin of the Restoration movement or is it scripture? Do we use it
as a weapon to convince doubters of the truth of our position or as a source for
our own reflection on the meaning and truthfulness of our religious teaching?

When I talk about using the Book of Mormon as a sign, I refer to the
tendency to use it to demonstrate the divine origin of the Latter Day Saint/
Latter-day Saint movement or to demonstrate that Joseph Smith, Jr., was a
prophet.1 It is not necessarily inappropriate to use the Book of Mormon in this
way, provided the claims can be substantiated. Nevertheless, using the Book of
Mormon as a sign is different from using it as scripture.

The term "scripture" is, at once, more precise and more difficult. In one
sense, scripture simply consists of those writings defined as such by the Church
(meaning both RLDS and LDS churches). Beyond this rather circular defini-
tion, however, the term becomes somewhat murky. The Church defines scrip-
ture to establish some kind of ultimate doctrinal authority. The New Testa-
ment canon, for example, was initially defined to counter the canon established
by the heretic Marcion. Thus, to fix the canon was to establish doctrinal ortho-
doxy in an authoritative way.
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1 Tillich would argue that the Book of Mormon should be classified as a symbol rather
than a sign since it can be seen as participating in the reality to which it points (1959,
54-56).
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Scripture, then, is a source of doctrinal orthodoxy, but the precise nature
of that authority is open to interpretation. In the early centuries of the Chris-
tian era, a literalistic interpretation of scripture was one approach among many.
Biblical literalism as the only legitimate approach to scripture was largely the
invention of conservative protestants during the nineteenth century. Generally
speaking, neither the LDS nor the RLDS churches have supported a fully
literalistic approach to scriptural interpretation. This reluctance can be attrib-
uted both to suspicions about the integrity of the biblical text and to a high
regard for contemporary revelation. On the other hand, the literature of both
churches contains numerous examples of proof-texting, which is implicitly
literalistic. We tend to have a high view of the authority of scripture but do
not want to give scriptures complete doctrinal authority because of our equally
high regard for contemporary revelation. Furthermore, when conflicts arise
between our stated beliefs and the scriptures, we sometimes ignore the scrip-
tures altogether. The problem is practical: What do we do when our scrip-
tures support doctrines which are at variance with our own views and with the
official doctrinal statements of our religious institutions?

The LDS and RLDS churches have a similar problem in defining the
nature of scriptural authority. I do not intend to solve that problem in this
brief essay. Indeed, I expect that the two churches will approach that problem
in quite different ways. However, I will explore the problems through some
Book of Mormon examples in hopes of clarifying the nature of the problem.

Any responsible study of scripture should first establish the text, preferably
in the original language, and the political, social, and cultural context out of
which the scripture arose. Yet, even so basic an issue is unresolved with respect
to the Book of Mormon. Is it an actual account of the peoples whose stories
it tells? We have not yet been able to develop an ancient American context
with enough persuasiveness and richness of detail to contribute to our under-
standing of what the Book of Mormon is saying. To my knowledge, no one has
ever been able to identify a significant correlation between Book of Mormon
place names and personal names with ancient American place names and per-
sonal names. Similarly, I am unaware of a widely accepted chronology of an
ancient American civilization which correlates with the chronology of the Book
of Mormon. In themselves, these factors do not "disprove" the Book of Mor-
mon; they simply make it difficult to interpret it from an ancient American
context.

Is the Book of Mormon the creation of Joseph Smith? If so, we can estab-
lish the text in its original language and we can know a great deal about the
conditions which prevailed when it was written, but why, then, should it be
accepted as scripture? Needless to say, the obvious disadvantage of this posi-
tion is that most Church members do not believe that Joseph Smith composed
the Book of Mormon.

Thus we are left with this apparent dilemma: Either the Book of Mormon
was written on golden plates which were delivered to Joseph Smith by an angel
and translated by supernatural means, or it was written by a semi-literate
farmer. This is hostile territory for Occam's razor. It is not my intention to
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