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Preface

When Reid Neilson and Jed Woodworth proposed to publish a collection of my Mormon essays, I was surprised and touched. I was complimented that these two young scholars, whom I had come to know through the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History summer seminar on Joseph Smith, would consider my scattered works, written over many years for many occasions, worth bringing together. At first I was skeptical. Was there enough here to warrant a book? Would the collection amount to anything more than a pile of leaves fallen from a tree? To summarize the available work, they arranged the titles into a tentative table of contents, with the essays grouped into three sections. This conception of the project won me over. The list persuaded me that the collection—and my Latter-day Saint writings—had a semblance of order.

The collection remains, nonetheless, a compilation rather than an integrated study. The essays are perhaps best thought of as the record of a Latter-day Saint historian contemplating his own religious tradition over the last quarter of the twentieth century. They bear the imprint of the intellectual environment in which they were written, which I see as one of skepticism about religion and especially about religion as literal and institutional as Mormonism.

I entered this environment of doubt at age eighteen when I arrived in Cambridge as a Harvard freshman. My sophomore tutor in History and Science, the distinguished historian of science I. B. Cohen, casually mentioned during one of our meetings that many people at Harvard thought Mormon theology was garbage. I think he meant the comment as a kindly effort to educate me away from my primitive beliefs and introduce me to the grownup world of realistic knowledge, but the words came across as a dismissal of my people, my faith, and me. I stuck to my belief partly out of a rebellious desire not to be subdued by this dominating skepticism. I have never forgotten that telling moment and have remained a believing, practicing Latter-day Saint to this day while knowing that my belief and practice are an offense to modern thinking. The essays were written in constant awareness of the doubt at the heart of our intellectual culture.

As I say in the essay “My Belief,” I have fought the desire to strike back at the disbelievers. I know that arguments proving the truth of Mormonism are usually fruitless. Argumentation rarely brings about a change of mind, much less conversion. But I have not given up on a desire to show skeptics the richness and compass of Joseph Smith’s thought. At least we can ask for respect. The Book of Mormon, in my opinion, has never been examined in its full complexity by outside scholars, nor have the force and originality of Joseph Smith’s doctrine been measured. This absence of serious studies pains me. In apparently dispassionate essays such as “The Lamanite View of Book of Mormon History” and “The Book of Mormon in Early Mormon History,” I am driving home the point that there is more here than my Harvard critics dreamed.

The doubters are not the only characters in my imagined audience. I sometimes turn toward my brothers and sisters in the Church and ask for their attention. I may feel about them the way Cohen felt about me. Some of the essays seem to say you don’t understand how complicated the world is. Living on the East Coast magnifies the temptation to think one is more aware of complexity than westerners, even though I know that sophistication and experience know no geographical bounds. Though my prejudices are probably unjustified, I have an urge to awaken self-satisfied Mormons to the problems we face, both intellectual and cultural. I take this tack in “The Visionary World of Joseph Smith,” where I report findings on visionary experiences in Joseph’s time, and in certain passages in “Joseph Smith in the Current Age” about Joseph challenging modern corporations. I hope some readers will feel my elbow in their ribs from time to time.

In a peculiar way, then, I am on the attack in most of these essays. My wife, Claudia, insists that all writing is autobiographical. These essays show me defending my position in life—a believing Mormon in an unbelieving world and a historian in the Mormon world. I disguise my aggressiveness as best I can, but the impulse to protect my particular place cannot be concealed. Nor need it be. The work would not be better if my personal campaign for justification were neutralized. The truth is that the essays would never have been written without the motivating force of personal need. One can only hope that thought formed to vindicate one life can be helpful to readers leading other lives.

 

Richard Lyman Bushman

New York City


 

Introduction

The seventeen essays reproduced here were not written to be read together. The first was published in 1969, the last in 2001. Each set out to answer a particular question or series of questions. Most of the essays were published in journals with large Mormon readership, but one appeared first as a book chapter, another as a commencement speech. Structurally the essays are miles apart. Some are heavily footnoted, others read as lunch talks. Those in the first section are personal essays, while those in the second and third sections are history with a touch of literary analysis. Though differences exist, the essays share a common theme, Mormonism, and the perspective of an author, Richard Lyman Bushman, who believes in the religion about which he writes.

What does it mean to say Bushman is a believer? He is a believer, first of all, by birth. He was born a fifth-generation Mormon in Salt Lake City, Utah, the headquarters of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and was raised in a believing Mormon household in Portland, Oregon. Yet he thinks of himself as a believer by choice. He married a Mormon, raised his children as Mormons, and has served in church leadership positions all his adult life. “I find our Mormon truth good,” he says, “and strive to install it at the center of my life.”1 Overlaying those beliefs, and at points intermingling with them, are the habits of mind of a professional historian. A Harvard Ph.D. in the history of American civilization, Bushman has written and edited numerous books and professional articles. In the academic world, he is known primarily as a colonial historian, not as a Mormon historian. In a flourishing career spanning forty years, he has taught in the history departments of Brown University, Brigham Young University, Boston University, and the University of Delaware. He is currently Gouverneur Morris Professor of History Emeritus at Columbia University. An intellectual by temperament and training, he is an active practitioner of the historical craft.

Bushman draws no line of demarcation between his Mormon and his professional beliefs. He does not use history as a shield to protect him from his belief in Mormonism, nor does he use Mormonism as a shield to protect him from the unimpeded pursuit of historical knowledge. His Mormon essays bear the marks of his academic training. Imagining an audience consisting of both Mormon and non-Mormon readers, Bushman takes on the seemingly impossible task of pleasing both. Believing History, then, is not only a book about religion and history. It is also about a person who unites them. These essays, brought together under one cover, illustrate how scholarly inquiry can be united with religious conviction. Collectively the essays answer the question, Can a believing historian speak meaningfully about his own belief?

There are several reasons why one might say it cannot be done. The “dream” of objectivity still lingers in the historical profession even though philosophers and literary critics years ago debunked the myth that strict objectivity is possible. In a profession torn between the humanities and the social sciences, most historians have liberalized in allowing Marxist, feminist, and a variety of multicultural perspectives into mainstream debate.2 Religious perspectives have yet to find acceptance, but there are signs of change. George Marsden’s Soul of the American University, a book that indicted the academic establishment for suppressing religion, has laid the issues on the table.3 Marsden’s “Concluding Unscientific Postcript,” a confession of his evangelical Protestant beliefs, did not invalidate the book’s argument in the eyes of reviewers. Even though Marsden claimed that religion doesn’t get a hearing at the university, the fact that his book stimulated so much discussion shows a climate more favorable to religious views than in years past. Other books with a confessional tone written by academics have followed. Historians do not bury their subjectivity the way they once did, and some advocate full disclosure of basic beliefs.4

Bushman’s professional reputation helps neutralize the problem of objectivity. His Mormon essays represent but a fraction of his historical work. Bushman is a prize-winning historian of major works in American history. He won the Bancroft prize for From Puritan to Yankee: Character and Social Order in Connecticut, 1690–1765.5 His most recent book, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities, a synthetic masterpiece, was called by one reviewer “the most suggestive and delightful American social history we have ever had,” a work of “astonishing erudition.”6 His Mormon studies constitute only part of his scholarly interests. One would think an academic with a reputation to lose would not write history that could be charged with partiality.

His reputation among Mormon historians is likewise solid. Bushman helped define the “New Mormon History,” which sought understanding over affirmation or rejection. Terryl Givens recently called him the “foremost historian of Mormonism.”7 A past president of the Mormon History Association, Bushman is respected by Mormons in diverse camps. Advocates and dissidents, scholars and laypeople, historians and social scientists all quote his writings. His fair-minded tone appeals to thinkers of various stripes.8

The difficulties of his undertaking should not be minimized. Rigor, like objectivity, is a concern for religious history. Can a believer put enough critical distance between personal belief and his work to tell the truth? Will academic tools get checked at the door upon entering discussion on religious subjects? Bias may be admitted, but weak analysis cannot be countenanced. As non-Mormon historian Grant Wacker puts it, “There is no reason that a Thomist or a Mormon spin on the past should be any less acceptable in the academic marketplace than a Freudian or a Marxist one, so long as all of them are able to prove themselves both intellectually plausible and morally consistent.” Positivist assumptions go unchecked all the time. The simple fact that a historian subscribes to a particular set of beliefs, or confesses to those beliefs, should not eliminate the historian’s writings on the subject from serious consideration. To be plausible within the modern academy, written history must meet standards of professional excellence. Admitting that the standards are contested, Wacker says plausible history is open to historical context, change, and disconfirmation. Parochial history and imaginative literature does not meet these standards.9

Like his colonial history, Bushman’s Latter-day Saint essays are richly contextual. “The Visionary World of Joseph Smith” situates the founding prophet of Mormonism among other American visionaries of his time. Smith was perhaps the most extravagant and successful of dozens if not hundreds of early-nineteenth-century visionaries who sought contact with the heavens through divination and faith healings. The essay “Joseph Smith and Skepticism,” to take another example, views Smith within currents of Enlightenment skepticism, reading the injunctions against seeking miracles found in Smith’s early revelations as responses to the Christian rationalist arguments circulating in early national America. Many of these essays, following a trend in the historical profession, were prepared as preliminary studies for his long-term project of writing a “cultural” biography of Joseph Smith.

Bushman’s Mormon writings assume the standard historical project of charting change over time. Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism interprets conflicting accounts of Smith’s First Vision by arguing for an evolving self-conception. As Smith grew into his role of prophet, he understood his visions differently. His role in bringing forth a new gospel dispensation intruded into later accounts while his initial concern for personal forgiveness receded into the background.10 The essay “Making Space for the Mormons” contrasts early Mormon conceptions of sacred space with later diffusionist policies. Smith funneled converts into a single city, while modern Mormonism inverted this scheme by encouraging converts to remain in their native countries. This obvious transition cannot be ignored. “If ‘apostasy’ isn’t the right word,” Bushman concluded, “then ‘change’ certainly is.”

Change and contextualism can be linked to a theory of history implicit in Bushman’s writings. For Bushman, providential history arises out of human dilemmas. Early-nineteenth-century visionaries, for example, stood on the border between Enlightenment skepticism and medieval magic, yearning for a connection with the divine when mainstream faiths had relegated religious enthusiasm to superstition. Early Mormon conceptions of space changed, he suggests, because Church population increased, making the funneling of converts to a single gathering place impracticable. Smith adapted his telling of the First Vision to his particular audience; the most expansive account appeared as he prepared his history for public consumption. None of these explanations discounts the influence of God, but neither does any overtly posit God’s influence. A God who works in history works through human need. This hypothesis enables Bushman to follow secular historians in claiming that “reasonableness and plausibility” are the sine qua non of good history. His essay “Faithful History” speculates on the possibility of discerning God’s influence in history, but the essay finally concludes that such schemes encounter insurmountable difficulties. Produced in a secular age, Bushman’s Latter-day Saint essays account for historical change in broadly humanistic, not providential, terms.

Rigorous history does not subject some ideas to hard scrutiny while exempting others from careful consideration. Wacker says “the possibility that a proposition could be decisively disconfirmed comes as close as any to serving as a wedge by which properly historical texts can be separated from properly imaginative ones.”11 All historical affirmations, even cherished myths, must be available for testing. Bushman was one of the first Mormon historians to acknowledge that the young Joseph Smith engaged in treasuredigging and vernacular magic, long a resisted admission among Latter-day Saints. In the essay “Joseph Smith as Translator,” Bushman uses the affidavits sworn out by Smith family neighbors, documents often discounted by believing Mormons, to connect Joseph Smith to a magical culture stretching from Europe to America down through the centuries. Mormons had long downplayed Smith’s magical pursuits, thinking them beneath the dignity of one called of God, but Bushman’s candor led the Saints to reconsider Smith’s early visions. Bushman’s history has been called revisionist. In the essay “Was Joseph Smith a Gentleman?” the answer was a somewhat unsettling “no,” challenging genteel depictions of the Prophet in contemporary Mormon art. For Bushman, no shibboleth is beyond scrutiny.

Yet there must be evidence. Bushman’s “The Recovery of the Book of Mormon” gently chides secular accounts of the Book of Mormon translation for ignoring the historical sources closest to Joseph Smith. Implicit were several non-Mormon reviewers of Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism who criticized Bushman for affirming a traditional Mormon view. By relying heavily on the primary accounts, all of which seemed to affirm the existence of “golden plates” and angelic visitations, Bushman was viewed as a sympathizer. But that was the evidence, and he used it. Unbelievers wanted Bushman to find a naturalistic explanation for the early visions. When he did not, his own faith was taken as evidence that was pitching softballs.12 The dispute was typical of those in Mormon historiography. As R. Laurence Moore distilled the problem, “Mormonism is apparently not quite an old enough faith to render irrelevant the question of whether Smith really did translate golden plates that he had, with divine assistance, uncovered on the Hill Cumorah, near Rochester.”13 As Moore implies, the starting point for writing religious history usually begins with sacred origins, a perspective not fully allowed Mormon studies, which continues to be plagued by unrealistic expectations. In effect, reducing a rich religious phenomenon like Mormonism to naturalistic terms is like saying a Beethoven symphony is merely horse hair rubbing across catgut.

Bushman’s method in both his secular writings and his Latter-day Saint essays begins with the assumption that historians are no greater than their subjects. The alleged sea of faceless masses, he says in “My Belief,” does not exist. If people are carried along by historical forces outside their control, they are also “individual persons, quite idiosyncratic, perverse, and interesting.” He assumes that all individuals, and no less religious individuals, have a valid take on the world. He treats self-reports seriously, which is not to say he treats them uncritically (“Some statements about the past can be proven wrong,” he says in “Faithful History”). Bushman tries to get inside the skin of historical actors, to see the way they saw. His writing has been called empathetic. His point is not to prove that a Mohammad or a Joseph Smith did or did not have visions but to ask what the visions they claimed meant to them and their followers. The method seeks to make judgments without being judgmental.

Mircea Eliade once described this style of actor-centered history: “There is no other way of understanding a foreign mental universe than to place oneself inside it, at its very center.”14 In an effort to understand eighteenth-century religious and political thought, Bushman as a young scholar took seminars from the psychosocial theorist Erik Erikson, a student of Freud’s. Psychological theory had entered the writing of historians trained in the generation after World War II, and Bushman found in what later became known as “psychohistory” a way to extend his empathetic approach. Plumbing the depths of mind and soul, Bushman felt, brought him even closer to the experience of the historical figures he was studying. His long-standing interest in psychoanalysis is apparent in his Latter-day Saint essays. “The Lamanite View of the Book of Mormon” draws on Freud to understand the behavior of Laman and Lemuel, the backsliding brothers in the Book of Mormon. Psychological words like “need” and “feeling” and “motivation” sprinkle all the essays. If some have sought to reduce history to logic, Bushman has wanted to reduce it to emotion. His essays are introspective, self-reflective, and psychologically nuanced.5

Tying emotion to history impels Bushman to consider the influence of his own belief on his written history. Any theory used to interpret the past must in some measure correspond to the private lives of those who employ that theory. How can someone say texts have inexhaustible interpretations and yet interpret events in their private lives univocally? Wacker wants history to admit what it is doing, laying all cards on the table while “never employing covert methods in the interest of some higher cause.”15 Bushman’s essays “My Belief” and “The Social Dimensions of Rationality” certainly lay out all the cards, frankly admitting the influence of personal belief on historical renderings.

Bushman frequently reasons with his audience by employing the first-person plural “we,” the language of consensus history, a word merging private belief with public interest. His writings assume a soft, not hard, historical determinism. Historians sometimes treat the past as ironclad social construction, overlooking the fact that they do not think of their own lives this way. If historians see themselves as agents, should they not extend the same liberty to others—including the dead? Bushman’s essays situate Joseph Smith in history without compressing him into the product of historical forces. No other Jacksonian American produced a book like the Book of Mormon. Must not Smith, then, be credited with unusual originality if not inspiration? Essays such as “The Book of Mormon and Its Critics” and “The ‘Little, Narrow Prison’ of Language” remind readers that Mormonism cannot be explained away as just another sect arising from the religious revivals of early-nineteenth-century America. There is too much that is exceptional. Harold Bloom’s assessment of Joseph Smith as an “authentic religious genius” is a description Bushman is inclined to accept.16

Moral consistency can be seen in Bushman’s attention to the Book of Mormon, a work standing beside the Bible as scripture in Mormon thought. Smith claimed he translated the book from golden plates hidden in a hill near his home in upstate New York. He said an angel told him where to find the plates. Secular historians, turned off by Smith’s supernatural claims, have resisted careful study of the Book of Mormon. Eager to pronounce the work fraudulent, they wave off the book with surface references to warmed-over King James English or theology resembling Smith’s environment. They do not probe the text.17 But Bushman’s historical method and his Mormon belief compel him to take the book seriously. By its own account the Book of Mormon is not a simple text. The essays “The Book of Mormon in Early Mormon History” and “The Book of Mormon and the American Revolution” explore the complexity of the book’s narrative.

Bushman’s is a reassuring voice as Mormonism seeks acceptance and professional legitimacy. Will the concerns be different a generation from now? Will an essay with a title like Bushman’s “Joseph Smith in the Current Age” be written with startlingly different conclusions? Will the categories “believing” and “unbelieving” found in “A Joseph Smith for the Twenty-first Century” be merged and re-divided as Mormonism grows into a sprawling and diverse world religion as sociologists predict? Joseph Smith may one day overflow an American context strictly divided between believers and unbelievers. Until then, there is much to learn from believing history.

We acknowledge the help of many individuals who made this work possible. Thanks first to Richard Lyman Bushman, who saw merit in the idea and volunteered to write headnotes and make light revisions. John W. Welch and Heather M. Seferovich provided steady hands when this project was first contemplated for publication at BYU Press. Anastasia Sutherland scanned and formatted the essays, and Kimberly Chen Pace did the production work. Karen Todd read all the essays and made valuable edits. Jan McInroy’s proofreading caught many errors. Wendy Lochner and many others at Columbia University Press, as well as several peer reviewers, improved the collection immensely.
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PART ONE

 

Belief


1

 

Faithful History


This essay is the fruit of my six years at Brigham Young University. During that BYU period, I felt a compelling pressure to orient my historical work toward religious questions like the ones raised here. In the Mormon atmosphere, religion seemed to dwarf conventional studies of politics or culture. I began to feel that historical inquiries had to relate to God or salvation to be significant. For a moment I wondered if I was better described as an “intellectual” rather than as a “historian,” meaning I was less interested in digging up new historical facts than in interpreting them in a religious spirit.

“Faithful History” was written in Arlington, Massachusetts, after I had left BYU. During a year away from Provo on a sabbatical leave, I accepted a position at Boston University, and we settled in Arlington and later Belmont. Away from Utah, the need to connect everything to religion gradually diminished. In Boston’s more secular environment, I began to think of myself as a historian again, but the question of how to write about the religious dimensions of history still intrigues me.

The essay now has an antiquated flavor. Over the past quarter century, the issue it discusses—the pliability of historical knowledge—has been treated with great sophistication and sometimes baffling complexity. (One need only read two books to get a sense of the problem. Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988], and Joyce Oldham Appleby, Lynn Avery Hunt, and Margaret C. Jacob, Telling the Truth about History [New York: Norton, 1994].) Had the essay been written after the postmodern explosion of interest in representation, it would have required reference to an immense literature.

I include it here now in its initial naive rendering to illustrate the way religious belief in an unbelieving world drives the mind toward skepticism and relativism. The separation between one’s own convictions and the standard common sense of the time forces one to doubt the validity of received wisdom. A modern believer lives in a kind of postmodern time warp where religious reality is constantly overlaid on conflicting secular reality, making everything seem relative and indeterminate. In the modern world, faith is a choice. One has to choose to believe over against the reigning common sense. This leads to the liberating but disconcerting realization that historical truth is also molded to suit our assumptions and desires.



Written history rarely survives the threescore and ten years allotted those who write it. Countless histories of the French Revolution have moved onto the library shelves since 1789, and no end is in sight. The same is true of any subject you care to choose—the life of George Washington, the medieval papacy, or Egyptian burial rites. Historians constantly duplicate the work of their predecessors, and for reasons that are not always clear. The discovery of new materials does not satisfactorily account for the endless parade of books on the same subject. It seems more that volumes written even thirty or forty years before fail to persuade the next generation. The same materials must constantly be recast to sound plausible, the past forever reinterpreted for the present.

The books on the framing of the Constitution written over the past hundred years illustrate the point. Through most of the nineteenth century, Americans conceived of the framers as distinguished statesmen, if not demigods, who formulated a plan of government which embodied the highest political wisdom and assured freedom to Americans so long as they remained true to constitutional principles. Near the end of the century, however, when certain provisions of the Constitution were invoked to prevent government regulation of economic excesses, reformers began to think of the Constitution less as a safeguard of liberty than as a shield for greed and economic domination. Proposals for drastic revision began to circulate. Among the advocates of reform was a young historian, Charles Beard, who set out in a new mood to rewrite the story of the Constitution. As reported in An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, Beard discovered that most of the framers were wealthy men who feared popular attempts to encroach on property rights.1Quite naturally they introduced provisions that would forestall regulation of business by the democratic masses. The deployment of the Constitution in defense of business interests in the late nineteenth century was only to be expected. The framers themselves were businessmen who had foreseen the popular tendency to attack property and had written a document that could be brought to the defense of business. Far from creating a government for all the people, they constituted the power of the republic so as to protect property. Their interests were narrow and by implication selfish.2

That interpretation caught on in the early twentieth century when the main thrust of reform was to regulate business. For nearly twenty years, historians found Beard’s interpretation of the Constitution true to life as they knew it and faithfully taught his views to their students. Shortly after World War II, however, the temper of the times changed. Business interests no longer appeared so malevolent as before; the Supreme Court took a brighter view of government regulation; and constitutional principles were invoked on behalf of civil rights and other libertarian causes. All told, the provisions protecting property did not stand out so prominently as before, and the broader import of the document was seen once again. A number of historians then began to attack Beard. They argued that all the political leaders of the eighteenth century were men of property, and that wealth did not distinguish those who favored the Constitution from those who opposed it. Rather than being protectors of class interest, the framers were seen to be seeking a balance in government that would keep order while preserving liberty, and they were generally acknowledged to have succeeded. Now the consensus of historical opinion has swung around once more to honor the framers as distinguished statesmen of unusual political wisdom who framed a constitution for which we can be thankful.

Presumably we are closer to the truth now than thirty years ago when Beard’s views held sway. And yet it is disconcerting to observe the oscillations in historical fashion and to recognize how one’s own times affect the view of the past. Anyone unfamiliar with the writing of history may wonder why historians are such vacillating creatures. Are not the facts the facts and is not the historian’s task no more than to lay them out in clear order? Why the continual variations in opinion? It seems reasonable that, once told, the story need only be amended as new facts come to light.

The reason for the variations is that history is made by historians. The facts are not fixed in predetermined form, merely awaiting discovery and description. They do not force themselves on the historian; he selects and molds them. Indeed, he cannot avoid sculpturing the past simply because the records contain so very many facts, all heaped together without recognizable shape. The historian must select certain ones and form them into a convincing story. Inevitably scholars come up with differing accounts of the same event. Take the following vignette, the individual components of which we will assume are completely factual.


Having come from a broken home himself, Jack yearned for a warm and stable family life. For many years he went out with different girls without finding one whom he could love. At age thirty-four he finally met a girl who won his heart completely, and in his delirious happiness he dreamed of creating the home he had missed in his own childhood. In the fall of 1964, one month before their wedding, the girl withdrew from the engagement. Jack was heartbroken and deeply distressed. Two months later he entered the hospital and in three months was dead.



No causes for the death are explicitly given, but we surmise a tangled psychic existence connected with Jack’s ambivalence about marriage. He yearned for a wife and a happy home life, and yet his experience as a boy prevented him from risking it until long after most men are married. When he finally found the girl, the long pent-up desires were promised fruition. Her withdrawal from the engagement shocked his nervous system and induced a psychosomatic ailment serious enough to kill him. Admittedly we have to read a lot into the story to reach that conclusion, but it is not implausible. If the historian gave us only those facts and we were of a psychological bent, we would probably believe the account.

But listen to a briefer narration from the same life:


Beginning in his last year in high school, Jack smoked two packs of cigarettes a day. In the winter of 1965, his doctor diagnosed lung cancer, and three months later he was dead.



Aha, we say, now we have the truth. We do not have to resort to far-fetched psychological theories to explain what happened. We all know what cigarettes do to you.

But as careful historians we cannot yet close the case. The most obvious diagnosis is not necessarily the true one. Only a small fraction of those who smoke two packs of cigarettes a day contract lung cancer at age thirty-four. Smoking alone does not explain why Jack was one of them. Can we rule out the possibility that psychic conflicts broke his resistance and made him susceptible? I do not think we can, though most people may prefer the more straightforward explanation. The point is that, given the multitude of facts, historians can pick and choose to make quite different and plausible stories, and it is difficult to demonstrate that just one of them is true. There is room for debate about the cause of Jack’s death even when all the facts are in, including a medical autopsy. When so simple a case refuses to yield an indubitable result, think how interpretations of broad, complex events can vary: the motives of a presidential candidate, the causes of a war, or the origins of the Book of Mormon.

Notice also that neither of these explanations would have convinced reasonable people thirty or forty years ago. After the demise of romantic notions of brokenhearted lovers, and before the currency of psychoanalytic ideas about psychosomatic disease, a death by a broken engagement would have sounded outlandish indeed. In the same period, the connection of smoking and cancer was not yet established. The juxtaposition of two packs a day and the doctor’s diagnosis would have been thought irrelevant, like linking the ownership of cats or a taste for bright neckties to tuberculosis. Nowadays, however, both theories make sense. New outlooks in our own time demand that past events be surveyed anew in search of relationships overlooked by earlier scholars. Reasonableness and plausibility, the sine qua non of good history, take on new meanings in each generation.

I doubt if any practicing historian today thinks of history as a series of beadlike facts fixed in unchangeable order along the strings of time. The facts are more like blocks that each historian piles up as he or she chooses, which is why written history is always assuming new shapes. I do not mean to say that historical materials are completely plastic. The facts cannot be forced into just any form at all. Some statements about the past can be proven wrong. But historians themselves have much more leeway than a casual reading of history books discloses. The historians’ sense of relevance, their assumptions about human motivation and social causation, and the moral they wish readers to draw from the story—what they think is good and bad for society—all influence the outcome.

Perhaps the most important influence is the sense of relevance—what the historian thinks is worth writing about. For that sense determines what part of the vast array of facts the historian will work with. When you consider all that has happened in the world’s history—children reared, speeches given, gardens planted, armies annihilated, goods traded, men and women married, and so on and on and on—more important than how you answer a question is what question you ask in the first place. Not until you decide that you want to know the history of child-rearing or oratory or gardening do you even bother to look at all the facts on those subjects stored away in the archives. A large part of creativity in the writing of history is the capacity to ask new questions that draw out arrays of facts previously neglected.

Fashions in historical questions come and go like other fashions, and these changes in the sense of relevance require that old stories be told anew. Beard’s generation took a great interest in economic forces. They wished to know (and we still do today) the wealth and sources of income of historical figures, the distribution of wealth through society, price levels, and the volume of trade and production. Earlier generations, particularly those before 1800, did not even think such facts important enough to record them properly. Economic historians today are hard-pressed to answer the questions that interest them most. The same is true of demographers, who bewail the failure of colonial Americans to take even a rude census before 1754. The present generation would also dearly love to know the opinions and feelings of the poor and the slaves. One hundred and fifty years ago, hardly anyone thought it worth the effort to record their thoughts. Now we must laboriously collect materials from scattered sources, speculate on the implications of the skimpy materials we do have, and try to answer questions our generation is asking in order to make the past relevant for us.

To sum it all up, written history changes simply because history itself brings change. Were we exactly like our ancestors, their history would satisfy us just as their houses and clothes would. But time has altered our concerns, our beliefs, our values, just as it has changed our taste and technological skill. We need new histories that appeal to our views of causation, our sense of significance, and our moral concerns. Since the materials out of which histories are made are so vast and flexible, historians are forever rearranging old facts and assimilating new ones into accounts that will help those in the present understand the past.3

II

Historians nowadays are philosophical about the frailty of their work. Most of my contemporaries realize the next generation’s books will supersede their own and are content to write for their own times. They know their work will pass into obsolescence just as architects build knowing their structures will come down. Looking at the matter realistically, we can probably hope for nothing more. So long as we change, our understanding of the past must also change. Even from a religious perspective, at least from a Mormon point of view, there can be no lasting history for mortals. So long as we progress, we will enjoy ever broader horizons, and these must inevitably reflect on our understanding of what went before. As our wisdom enlarges, we will see more deeply into all of our experiences. Only when we come to the limits of knowledge and intelligence will we reach the final truth about history.

Recognizing the contingency of written history does not mean we can dismiss it as trivial. No human activity, including the physical sciences, escapes these limitations. We must try to speak the truth about the past as earnestly as we try to tell the truth about anything. Accepting the inevitable role of beliefs and values in history simply compels us to examine more closely the concerns that influence us and to make sure that we write history with our truest and best values uppermost.

Given these premises, it seems to me that Mormon historians, if they are given to philosophizing about their work, must ask themselves what values govern their scholarship. What determines their views of causation, their sense of significance, and their moral concerns? One might think that their religious convictions, their deepest personal commitments, would pervade their writing. But in my own experience, religious faith has little influence on Mormon historians for an obvious reason: we are not simply Mormons but also middle-class American intellectuals mostly trained in secular institutions.

It is perfectly clear that all Mormons live by varying values and outlooks, not all of them religious. When we sell cars, we act like most used-car salesmen, for they are our teachers in selling automobiles. When we preside over a ward or teach a gospel lesson, we act in another frame of mind, more in accord with what we have learned at church. The two are not entirely separable, but we all sense the different spirit of the two situations—a used-car lot and a church classroom. Obviously different ideas and assumptions about life prevail in each place. Similarly, historians who are Mormons write history as they were taught in graduate school rather than as Mormons. The secular, liberal, establishmentarian, status-seeking, decent, tolerant values of the university govern us at the typewriter, however devoted we may be as home teachers. Indeed, this viewpoint probably controls our thinking far more than our faith does. The secular, liberal outlook is the one we instinctively think of as objective, obvious, and natural, even though when we think about it we know it is as much a set of biases as any other outlook.

The values learned in modern universities are not without merit, and I do not intend to disparage the work produced under their auspices. But given a choice, would not most Latter-day Saints agree that their religious faith represents their best selves and their highest values? Is it not the perpetual quest of the religious man or woman to have religious principles regulate all conduct, the selling of automobiles and the writing of history as well as Sunday preachments—in short, to do all things in faith? Now that we have abandoned the naive hope that we can write objective history, I think Mormon historians should at least ask how we might replace our conventional, secular American presuppositions with the more penetrating insights of our faith.

I am not contending for orthodox history in the sense of adherence to one opinion. Gospel principles do not point toward one way of describing the past any more than they specify one kind of human personality. The Lord does not intend that we all be exactly alike. The possible styles of history in a Mormon spirit are as varied as the persons who write it. The authentic forms of Mormon-style history will emerge in the works of Mormon historians. They cannot be deduced from theological doctrines. All we can do in a theoretical vein is to speculate on some of the leads the gospel opens up, the directions Mormon historians might take. And that is what I intend to do in the remainder of this essay.

III

The Book of Mormon is a source of insight about the nature of history, a source that Mormons have only begun to mine. Since it was written by prophets, we can assume that extraneous cultural influences were largely subordinated to faith (although Mormon’s interest in military tactics must have affected his decision to include the war episodes in the latter part of Alma). What clues does the Book of Mormon offer about appropriate concerns for a Mormon historian?

As I read the book, one pervasive theme is the tension between humans and God. Class struggles, dynastic adventures, technological change, economic forces are all subordinated to this one overriding concern. Human obedience and divine intervention preoccupied the prophets who told the story. Where is God leading the Nephites? Will he help Nephi get the plates of Laban? Will Laman and Lemuel repent? Will God protect the Nephites on the voyage? Will they serve him in the new land? The prophets are most interested in what God does for his people and their willingness in turn to serve him. All events take on meaning as they show God’s power or as they depict people coming to him or falling away. The excitement of the story often lies in finding out what God will do next or how the people will respond. As would be expected of prophet-historians who had experienced God’s glory, the fundamental axis of every story stretches between earth and heaven.

Presumably Mormon historians today might concentrate on the same relationship. Just as the concerns of the Progressive Era led its historians to focus on economic forces, our concerns interest us in God. Nothing could be of more lasting importance. As we examine our best selves in moments of faith, God’s presence seems to fill our consciousness and seems to be the ultimate source of meaning in life. Inevitably, we must ask how God has shaped human experience generally, just as the historians overawed by industrialization and business power asked how economic forces affected the past.

Admittedly, we are not as gifted as the prophets in discerning the hand of God or even the consequences of sin. Who can say where he intervened in the lives of Charlemagne or Napoleon or even in the formation of the Constitution? Belief in God is not a simple guide to relevant history. But our faith certainly compels us to search for God as best we can, and the scriptures suggest some avenues to follow. We know from our doctrine that God enters history in various ways: revelation to the prophets, providential direction of peoples and nations, and inspiration through the Spirit of Christ to all men and women. Each of these offers an interpretive structure that puts God to the fore and suggests a strategy for the Mormon historian. Someone someday may work out more systematically the implications of each of these perspectives and perhaps even approach a Mormon philosophy of history. But even on first inspection some of the possibilities—and problems—can be seen.

1. Revelation to the Prophets. We are most certain of divine intervention when the prophets, whose judgment we trust, tell us God has spoken or acted. The most obvious subject for Mormon historians is the history of the Church, the story of God’s revelation to his people and the implementation of his will on the earth. Mormons are drawn to their own past not merely out of ethnocentrism, but because they see it as part of the Lord’s work.

Faith in the revelations does not, however, determine how the story is told, not even its basic structure. The fundamental dramatic tension can be between the Church and the world, or it can be between God and the Church. In the first, the Lord establishes his kingdom on earth, and the Saints struggle to perform his work against the opposition of a wicked world. Joseph Fielding Smith’s Essentials in Church History rests on this structure.4 In the second, the Lord tries to establish his kingdom, but the stubborn people whom he favors with revelation ignore him much of the time and must be brought up short. I know of no modern Mormon who has written in this vein, but it is common in the Bible and the Book of Mormon. The prophets mourn the declension of faith within the Church itself more than they laud the righteousness of the Saints. In the first, the Saints are heroes and the world, villains. In the second, the world is wicked, but so are the Saints much of the time.

Unfortunately, the polarization between Mormon and anti-Mormon has foreclosed this latter kind of history for the time being. Virtually everyone who has shown the “human side” of the Church and its leaders has believed the enterprise was strictly human. To defend the faith, Mormon historians have thought they must prove the Church to be inhumanly righteous. We need historians who will mourn the failings of the Saints out of honor for God instead of relishing the warts because they show the Church was earthbound after all.

However we write our own story, we cannot, of course, content ourselves with the history of the Church because, statistically speaking, it is such a small part of world history. We must find some way of bringing a larger portion of mankind within our field of vision. The most common device among Mormons for comprehending the whole of world history within the scope of revelation has been the concept of dispensation. The revelation of knowledge and the bestowal of priesthood power is seen as a pattern repeated through history to various people in many places. Usually an apostasy follows each dispensation of divine blessings so that history follows the path of an undulating curve. Each dispensation raises men toward God, and then they fall away, only to be lifted by the succeeding dispensation.

The archetype of this pattern was the “Great Apostasy,” from the dispensation of Christ to the restoration of the primitive Church through Joseph Smith. B. H. Roberts and James Talmage have most vividly explicated this period of history for Mormons with the liberal assistance of Protestant scholars, who were equally committed to belief in the apostasy of the Roman Church. (Indeed, it would be interesting to know if Roberts, Talmage, or James Barker added anything to the findings of Protestant scholars.5) On this framework Mormons have hung the course of Western civilization since Christ. Milton Backman’s American Religions and the Rise of Mormonism has filled in the picture with a more detailed account of the Protestant Reformation and the growth of tolerance in preparation for the Restoration.6 Together these works tell of the Church’s glory under the original Twelve, declension under Roman influence, upward movement with Protestantism and religious liberty, and climax in Joseph Smith and the Restoration.

Beyond this one period, the dispensation pattern is more difficult to apply because the scriptural and historical materials are much thinner. Milton Hunter’s Gospel Through the Ages briefly tells the whole story from Adam to the present, relying almost entirely on the scriptures.7 But clearly the most significant advances in this area have been achieved by Hugh Nibley. Nibley’s great innovation is to argue that the influence of revelation in the dispensation cycle does not end with apostasy. Revelation leaves its mark long after people cut themselves off from God. The Gnostics go on yearning for revelation and even counterfeiting it; medieval Christians envy the temple when temple ceremonies are long forgotten. In short, the structure and aspirations of uninspired religion are derived from the revealed religions from which they once sprang. Even in non-Christian ritual, remnants of the temple ceremony can be glimpsed.8

The dispensation pattern thus does not restrict itself to the people who figure in the scriptures. Revelation to the prophets more or less directly influenced vast portions of world civilization, perhaps all of it. A number of anthropologists today argue that rather than arising independently, civilization diffused from some cultural center in the Near East. Nibley, himself a diffusionist of a sort, seems to be hinting that a revelation started it all, and the divine original still shows up in the distorted worship of apostate religions.

I can only suggest the scope and richness of Nibley’s thought. One certainly cannot accuse him of unduly narrowing the span of time or space which he encompasses. It will require teams of scholars to match his erudition in a large number of complex fields and to follow up on his insights. I hope the immensity of the task will not discourage the young scholars he has inspired. He very well may have opened up the most promising approach to a religiously oriented understanding of world history.

My only misgiving about this method is its limited sympathy. Nibley’s gospel framework may brilliantly illuminate some aspects of a people’s culture. The Gnostics’ frenetic search for mysteries and ineffable experience makes sense when seen as a quest of recovery, an effort to regain the Holy Ghost. But at distant removes, the gospel frame may also distort a culture’s values and purposes. The temple ceremonies may indeed have shaped the form of the Roman liturgy or of Icelandic sagas, but does not time alter a culture until it means something quite different to the people absorbed in it than was originally intended? Should we not be sensitive to what the mass means today as well as to the remnants of the ordinances from which it was derived? If nothing else, our love for all people as part of God’s progeny should caution us against stuffing them into our own categories, however cosmically significant. At its best, Nibley’s analysis would show the interplay of what a religion was originally and what history made of it.

Far the larger part of all the history written with an identifiable Mormon twist falls into these two categories: history of the Church or history of the dispensation cycle. The reason for this concentration is obvious. In both cases, the prophets tell us where God intervened. We do not have to rely on our own insight to make this most difficult of judgments. The revelations themselves guide us. The historian has only to work out the implications of divine action. God’s part in the other forms of history I wish to discuss is far more conjectural, and historians have understandably shied away from them. Until we develop more-precise techniques, these categories will probably remain empty, mere theoretical possibilities.

2. Providential Direction of Peoples and Nations. The large plan of three scriptural histories falls into this division: the Old Testament, the Book of Mormon, and the Book of Ether. Day by day, the dramatic tension in all of the scriptures resembles that of the Book of Mormon: God acting and man responding. But the collection of small events in these three national histories is not a shapeless heap of successes and failures; they form a Providential pattern. Each of the peoples in these books was chosen by God, guided, chastised when they wandered, and eventually rejected—though not forever; ultimately the Lord will restore them (except for the people of Ether, who were obliterated).

This divinely supervised rise and fall is related to the dispensation cycle but stands above it as a pattern of its own. The history of a nation or people forms the next larger historical unit after the dispensation. It tells the whole story of a people, following the long curve of their history along the ups and downs of various dispensations and apostasies that occur within the larger cycle of national ascent and decline. Presumably this scriptural structure could guide scholarly study today as it did the work of Old Testament historians.

Practically speaking, the history of the Jews is the only area that will prove fruitful for the time being. The absence of non-scriptural sources compels us to rely mainly on the Book of Mormon for the history of Lehi’s and Ether’s people. So long as we are unable clearly to identify which of the pre-Columbian remains connect up with the Book of Mormon, we have no materials to enlarge the scriptural accounts. Not that we should neglect early American history; Mormons certainly should be involved. But as far as I know we are as yet a long way from writing Providential history of pre-Columbian America that would in any way add to the Book of Mormon. We simply have no way of telling where God intervened. We are less in the dark about the Jews. Scriptural events and non-scriptural sources have been connected at a number of points. We could write their history and that of their predecessors in the light of the concept of Providence. Doubtless that is partly the fascination of Cleon Skousen’s ambitious works.9 Certainly it is sufficient reason to attract serious Mormon scholarship.

But beyond the application to these two peoples, the scriptural model of Providential history raises questions for other nations. Does God have a plan for them as well? Does their history follow a Providential pattern? It seems to be a fact that all civilizations rise and fall much as Israel did. Could it be for similar reasons? Nibley discovered that the dispensation cycle could be enlarged to include many peoples; perhaps Providence also has a wider compass than we have imagined.

The possibility of broadening the scope of Providential governance leads us back to examine more carefully the causes of Israel’s ascent and decline. The Old Testament leads one to believe that God rejected the Jews because the Jews rejected God. The tribes of Israel entered into a covenant at Sinai, and when they consistently refused to honor it, God’s patience wore thin. Finally, he cast them aside. If that is all there is to it, Israel’s case would apply only to covenanted nations. Egyptian and Hellenic civilization would be another matter entirely. Not having been chosen, they could not be rejected. Providence must govern them according to another plan, and the Old Testament does not tell us what that plan is.

Just possibly the Book of Mormon does. Much less is said there of the original covenant, and more of the righteousness of the people. The general impression one receives is that righteousness brought peace and prosperity, while war and misery came close on the heels of sin. The people of Lehi declined when they persistently broke the commandments. Their fate was less dependent on a personal quarrel with God than on refusal to comply with his laws. By extrapolation, righteous behavior and the well-being of a civilization may be linked in some lawful relationship among gentiles as well as among covenanted people. The historian who understood the laws well enough could explain the course of a nation’s development just as Arnold Toynbee tried to do, except that divine principles would be seen to underlie events.

A simplistic form of such a history could model itself after David McClelland’s study of the achievement motive.10 McClelland worked out a measure of people’s desire for concrete achievements and used it to assess the presence of this need in popular literature over the past two or three centuries. To his delight, the production of iron and steel, a rough indicator of economic growth, followed the ups and downs of the need-achievement curve. Presumably when people got worked up about getting things done, that desire ultimately got the economy to perking. A need for righteousness or for religion might yield similar results. Could it be when the level of pride goes up so does civil strife, or when a nation humbles itself it enjoys peace?

The difficulties of the program are obvious. How does one measure righteousness, and what kind of righteousness is most critical? And what are the historical consequences of goodness? Wealth? Peace? An artistic flowering? Military power? Imperial conquest? I doubt very much that the relationship will be the simple one that seemingly held for McClelland. However, it would be a mistake to give up on the scriptures as a source of historical understanding. We still might be able to derive a religious sociology and psychology from the Book of Mormon that would illuminate all national histories. We sense in our bones that virtue affects the quality of social life. The prophets have expressed the same sentiment rather emphatically. Can that insight be worked out in concrete historical instances? I think it deserves a try. We may not be able to plot the course of a people through all of their history as the scriptures do for Israel and as Toynbee does for his civilizations. But perhaps we can penetrate lesser events or epochs to show Providence at work governing the world by divine law.

3. Inspiration Through the Spirit of Christ. Mormons have long entertained the vague belief that God was guiding all good men and women everywhere to various triumphs of the spirit in art and government and science. In general we have attributed the appearance of “the finer things” to the activity of the Spirit of Christ, thereby reconciling our gospel convictions with our commitment to middle-class American culture. I have no serious objection to this comforting belief so long as we do not fall prey to secularization of the worst sort—that is, to clothe worldly values in religion. But what I have in mind as a program of historical research has a different purpose than the sanctification of culture heroes.

The program rests on two doctrines: spiritual death at the Fall and spiritual life through the light of Christ. The assumption is that our separation from God wounded us, and we desire to be healed. We are not whole without God, and we seek completion. The truest and only completely satisfying course is to yield to the Spirit of Christ, which God sends into the world in lieu of his own presence. Following that Spirit brings us eventually to the gospel and to God, where we enter once again into the rest of the Lord. But en route most humans are waylaid or deceived. They accept counterfeit gods, mere idols, and fruitlessly seek fulfillment in them. Rarely are individuals entirely defeated, for the Spirit continues to strive with man, and men as a whole, however badly misled for a time, will always back away from their false gods and start again on a more promising path. Thus the search is perpetual, driven by man’s deepest need. In this sense, all of human history can be thought of as heilige Geschichte, a quest for salvation.

The model for this mode of history, I must confess, is not the scriptures (though they too tell of the quest for salvation) but Reinhold Niebuhr’s Gifford Lectures published as The Nature and Destiny of Man.11 Niebuhr’s categories were human finitude and divine infinitude. Man is limited and contingent but, because of a divine component, yearns to be infinite and free. His quest has taken two major forms, romantic and classical, which roughly correspond to emotion and reason, loss of self in the senses and exaltation through the mind. The romantics are Dionysians, giving themselves over to feeling and seeking union with the All through sense and emotion. Classical figures are Apollonians. They seek order and perfect control. The scientist is a classical man who tries to reduce all of life to laws of which he is perfectly certain and that afford complete control. Both the romantic and the classical styles are idols, Niebuhr argued, false and misleading efforts to be God, that eventually lead to tyranny and death. The only true way to reach the infinite is through worship, which permits men to reach God without claiming to be God themselves. I do not subscribe entirely to Niebuhr’s categories, although they are immensely useful, but his model of incomplete man striving for completion does accord with the scriptural view of the human situation.

Furthermore, I find that the model works in historical research. I am currently studying religious and political thought in America in the early eighteenth century. Without forcing the issue, I see people in this period attempting two things in their ideological discourse. The first is to describe life as it should be. This generation was vexed by their own greed and contentiousness. The self was forever getting in the way, venting bitter and rancorous emotions, or pursuing its private interests at the expense of the whole. These people yearned for peace and union, ways of keeping the self in check or of giving themselves to noble causes that would make them forget self. Union, tranquillity, peace, harmony were among their most prominent values, and these, I think, represent in some way a response to the Spirit of Christ, a form of the desire for the rest of the Lord.

The second quest is for moral justification. We yearn to prove ourselves right, that is, to reconcile what we are with what we think we should be. I am willing to work on the assumption that conscience is somehow related to the Spirit of Christ. Warped as moral standards sometimes appear to be, usually we find behind the specific standards of behavior an intention we can recognize as admirable in our own terms. What I am arguing is that conscience is not entirely relative, though in detail it varies immensely. And that when we find men justifying themselves or setting standards for others, we see them wrestling with the influence of heaven. These eighteenth-century figures, living as they did in a rapidly expanding society, were forever contending with one another and following naked self-interest in contradiction to what they believed ought to be. Their tortured efforts to justify their actions open a window on an authentic religious struggle.

All of this becomes interesting historically when we see various ideals, sometimes disparate ones, working against a reality that drives people to fight with themselves. The ideals and the actual situation create a dynamic interplay that goes far to explain specific events and to account for changes in ideology. In eighteenth-century America, the ideal of harmony and the reality of conflict moved people toward a new view of the social order that envisioned life as compartmentalized, each person secluded and safe within the bounds of his own rights—in short, an order more like our present pluralistic society. That minimized contention and unleashed ambition, but it also separated men from each other and required another ideal to give moral significance to life: the free individual progressing toward his own destiny. Nineteenth-century Americans sought their salvation by pursuing that ideal.

Again without forcing the issue, I am convinced that we require a moral setting for our lives. We want to measure ourselves against some ideal standard, however grotesque, inarticulate, or irrational it may be. Life has to have purpose and meaning, to operate within a structure that describes existence as it should be and permits people to justify their exertions by some standard outside themselves. In some respects, these moral frameworks are godly, and rightly attributed to the Spirit of Christ. They seem to be among the chief means by which people undertake to save themselves.

The advantage of the history of salvation (or man’s attempt at it) over the history of revelation or the history of Providence, the two other categories I have discussed, is that the first applies to all people and permits, even demands, full sympathy with them. There is no danger of narrowness, which is inherent in concentration on the locus of revelation or on the vicissitudes of covenanted nations. Its disadvantage is that it may blend imperceptibly with secular history. I confessed my indebtedness to Niebuhr, no Mormon, though a Christian. At the moment I am impressed with the work of Carl Schorske, who has no religious convictions at all so far as I know. If these men write history as I aspire to write it, can I still claim to be working out of a Mormon heritage in response to the self I encounter in moments of faith?

IV

The query brings me to my final point, one I touched on when I said we will know what Mormon history is only when Mormons write it. There is a paradox in the very discussion of the subject of Mormons writing history. On the one hand, I wish to encourage Mormon historians, like Mormon psychologists and Mormon physicians, to think about the relationship of their faith and their professional practice. We are still too much merely Sunday Christians. On the other hand, I do not wish my categories to be thought of as prescriptive. I think it would be a mistake to set out to prove that nations rise and fall according to principles of righteousness outlined in the Book of Mormon. The outcome would probably be no more convincing than the books that try to show principles of psychoanalysis governing novels. Such works always seem stilted, forced, and artificial. You feel the author was trying to prove an ideological point rather than tell you what he thinks actually happened.

Scriptural principles will guide us toward more powerful works of history only when those principles are fully and naturally incorporated into our ways of thinking, so that when we look at the world we see it in these categories without lying to ourselves or neglecting any of the evidence. We must believe in our framework as sincerely as the Progressive historians believed in economic forces or as any of our secular contemporaries believe in their theories of motivation or social change. It must be part of us, so much so that we will not consciously write as Mormons, but simply as men who love God and are coming to see the world as he does.

Thus it is that my history of the eighteenth century as a quest for salvation may indeed partake of secular strains of thought. But I also know that for me it is religious as well. It is faithful history. As I look at the world in my best moments, this is how I see it. I am not lying to any part of myself, neither the part that prays nor that which interprets documents. If I am still the victim of secularism, the recourse is not to a more obviously Mormon approach but to repentance. Merely altering technique or a few ideas will not make the difference. My entire character, all the things that shape my vision of the world, must change.

The trouble with wishing to write history as a Mormon is that you cannot improve as a historian without improving as a person. The enlargement of moral insight, spiritual commitment, and critical intelligence are all bound together. We gain knowledge no faster than we are saved.
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My Belief


Like so many of the essays in this volume, “My Belief” was written in response to a request. Phil Barlow, a Latter-day Saint whom I came to know while he was studying at Harvard Divinity School, wanted to publish the thoughts of Latter-day Saint academics on the reasons for their faith. By the time he came to me, I had stabilized my belief, and turning the struggle into a story for Barlow’s book helped me gain control over questions that had been on my mind since my first Harvard years.

The essay has been surprisingly useful in talking to people about religious belief. I have given offprints to dozens of people. I think Mormons like the essay because it acknowledges the existence of doubt in Mormon lives. Many people wrestle with unbelief while remaining true to the Church. They are happy to know their uncertainties do not disqualify them. The essay offers hope that resolution can come in time.



When I was growing up in Portland, Oregon, in the 1930s and 1940s, I always thought of myself as a believing Latter-day Saint. My parents were believers; even when they were not attending church regularly, they still believed. All of my relatives were Latter-day Saints and, so far as I could tell, accepted the gospel like eating and drinking, as a given of life. In Sunday School I tried to be good. I answered the teachers’ questions and gave talks that brought compliments from the congregation. From the outside, my behavior probably looked like the conventional compliance of a good boy. But it went deeper than mere appearance. I prayed faithfully every night, and whenever there was a crisis I immediately thought of God. I relied on my religion to redeem me. I often felt silly or weak, and it was through prayer and religious meditation that I mustered my forces to keep on trying. As a sophomore and junior in high school, I was a thoroughbred wallflower, at least as I remember it now, with no close friends. At lunchtime, I often ate all by myself because no one noticed me, and I had no idea how to insinuate myself into a circle of people. At the end of my junior year, a Mormon friend in the class beyond mine said it was my obligation, for the honor of the Church, to run for student-body president. One thing I had learned in church was to speak, and a good speech could win an election. I prayed that God would help me for the sake of the Church, got my speech together, and was elected. That made redemption very real.

Partly because of the student government responsibilities that fell to me as a senior, I was admitted to Harvard and left my family and Portland for Cambridge in the fall of 1949 (fig. 1). I loved everything about Harvard—the people, the studies, the atmosphere. I was more myself there than I had ever been in my whole life. Harvard helped redeem me, too, but it also eroded my faith in God. I went to church regularly and made good friends with Latter-day Saint graduate students, a faculty member or two, and the small circle of Mormon undergraduates. The undergraduates met Sunday afternoons to discuss the scriptures. We debated everything about religion, but we all were believers. I do not know why it was that by the end of my sophomore year my faith had drained away. Logical positivism was at a high tide in those days, trying to persuade us that sensory evidence was the only trustworthy foundation for belief. At the end of my freshman year, I wrote a paper comparing Freud and Nietzsche and confronted the assertion that Christian morality is the ideology of servile personalities who fear to express their own deepest urges. Up until then I had prided myself on being a servant of God. Was I also servile? These ideas and perhaps the constant strain of being on the defensive for believing at all must have eaten away at my belief. The issue in my mind never had anything to do with Latter-day Saint doctrine specifically. I was not bothered by the arguments against the institutional Church, which so trouble people today, or the problems of Mormon history, another current sore spot. I was not debating Mormonism versus some other religion; the only question for me was God. Did he exist in any form or not? I was not worried about evil in the world, as some agnostics are. I suppose Mormon theology had made the existence of evil perfectly plausible. I simply wondered if there was any reason to believe. Was all of religion a fantasy? Were we all fooling ourselves?
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FIG. 1.  Richard Lyman Bushman as a Harvard undergraduate.

These doubts came on strongest in the spring of my sophomore year. During the preceding Christmas holiday, I had been interviewed for a mission and received a call to New England, to serve under the mission president who attended the same sacrament meeting as the students in Cambridge. Did I have enough faith to go on a mission? I debated the question through the spring, wondering if I were a hypocrite and if fear of displeasing my parents was all that carried me along. And yet I never really considered not going. It may be, I think looking back, that my agnosticism was a little bit of a pose, a touch of stylish undergraduate angst. It was true enough that my bosom did not burn with faith; on the other hand, I was quite willing to pledge two years to a mission. So I went.

The mission president was J. Howard Maughan, an agricultural professor from Utah State and former stake president (fig. 2). In our opening interview in the mission home in Cambridge, he asked if I had a testimony of the gospel. I said I did not. He was not at all rattled. He asked if I would read a book, and, if I found a better explanation for it than the book itself gave, to report it to him. Then he handed me the Book of Mormon. The next day I left North Station in Boston for Halifax, Nova Scotia. For the next three months, while trying to learn the lessons and the usual missionary discipline, I wrestled with the book and wrote long entries in my journal. I thought a lot about the Three Witnesses: Were they liars? Had they been hypnotized? Were they pressured? I believe it was at that time I read Hugh Nibley’s Lehi in the Desert.1 I also read the Book of Mormon and prayed, sometimes in agnostic form—“if you are God. …” After three months, President Maughan came up for a conference, and when it was my turn to speak, I said with conviction that I knew the Book of Mormon was right. The reasons that I had concocted for believing were not the difference—though Nibley made a great impression. It was more the simple feeling that the book was right.
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FIG. 2.  J. Howard Maughan (1893–1976). Maughan directed several hundred missionaries during his volunteer tenure (1951–55) as president of the New England Mission. Here he stands in front of the mission headquarters, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, with three former missionaries. Left to right: Don Lind, James Sandmire, J. Howard Maughan, and Richard Lyman Bushman.

The mission left me with another impression. At Harvard in those days we talked a lot about the masses, envisioning a sea of workers’ faces marching into a factory. Tracting in Halifax, we missionaries met the masses every day, and they did not exist. There were a great number of individual persons, quite idiosyncratic, perverse, and interesting. They were no more a mass than the Harvard faculty or the United States Congress. That realization planted a seed of doubt about formal conceptions. Did they conform to the reality of actual experience? After the mission, I never again felt that the issues debated in the academy were necessarily the issues of real life. This skepticism grew, especially after I entered graduate school in history and learned how formulations of the past had continually altered, each generation of historians overturning the conceptions of its predecessors and making new ones for itself. Rational discourse came more and more to seem like a kind of play, always a little capricious and unreal—and in the end, compared to the experience of life itself, not serious. To confuse intellectual constructions with reality, or to govern one’s life by philosophy or an abstract system came to seem more and more foolhardy. My attitude as it developed was not precisely anti-intellectual. Ideas did not strike me as dangerous; they were too weak to be dangerous. I was depreciating intellectual activity rather than decrying it. But whatever the proper label for this attitude, it put distance between me and the intellectuals whom I so admired and whom, as it later turned out, I would aspire to emulate.

Paradoxically, in my own intellectual endeavors, I have benefited from this skepticism engendered in the mission field, for it has led me to trust my own perceptions and experience over the convictions of my fellow historians, considered individually or en masse. I have always thought it possible that virtually anything taught and believed in the academy could be wrong. Repudiation of God by every intellectual in creation did not mean God was nonexistent. By the same token, any of the certainties of historical interpretation could be perfect errors. However fallible I might be myself, however much subject to influences and illusions, I had to trust my own perceptions above everything else.

After I returned from the mission field, I no longer had doubts, but I did have questions. They were not specific questions about the meaning or validity of specific doctrines, the wholesome kind of questions that enlarge understanding. They were the questions of some unknown interlocutor who asked me to justify my faith. “Why do you believe?” the masked stranger asked. This was the old question of my sophomore year, asked now, however, of one who did believe, who had faith and was being called upon to justify it. I suppose there was nothing complicated about the questioning. At Harvard I studied in the midst of people who made a business of defending their convictions. It was an unwritten rule that you must explain why you took a position or supported a proposition. “Why do you believe in God?” was a question that all of Harvard whispered in one’s ears without prompting from any skeptical inquisitors. In fact, when I returned to Harvard in 1953, the religious atmosphere was much more favorable to believers. The president, Nathan Pusey, was himself a believing person, and he had seen to the hiring of Paul Tillich as a university professor and to the rejuvenation of the Divinity School. Even the agnostics listened respectfully to Tillich, and undergraduates talked more freely of their religious convictions. In my senior year, I headed a committee sponsored by the student council on “Religion at Harvard,” and our poll of undergraduates turned up a majority who said they had a religious orientation toward life. Even so, the mood did not quiet my faceless questioner. I still wanted to justify my convictions.

How those questionings came to an end is beyond my powers of explanation. For an undergraduate reader today, still fired by fierce doubts and a desperate need to know for sure, one word may seem to explain all—complacency. But I myself do not feel that way. My questions have not simply grown dim over the years, nor have I answered them; instead, I have come to understand questions and answers differently. Although I cannot say what truly made the difference, a series of specific experiences, small insights, revelations, new ideas, all addressing the same issue and coming over a period of thirty years, have caused me to change my views. I now have a new sense of what constitutes belief.

For a long time, twenty-five years or more, I went on trying to answer the questioner. I received little help from religious philosophers. The traditional proofs for God never made an impression on me. I did not find flaws in them; they simply seemed irrelevant. My empirical temperament and suspicion of grand systems worked against any enthusiasm for arguments about a prime mover. I never studied those arguments or made the slightest effort to make them my own. My chief line of reasoning was based on the Book of Mormon. It was concrete and real and seemed like a foundation for belief, not merely belief in Joseph Smith but in Christ and God. Joseph Smith and Mormonism, as I said before, were never the issues; it was God primarily. Although it was a lengthy chain from the historicity of the Book of Mormon, to Joseph’s revelations, to the existence of God, it was a chain that held for me. I felt satisfied that, if that book were true, my position was sound. Without it, I do not know where I would be. I have imagined myself as a religious agnostic were it not for the Book of Mormon. That is why Hugh Nibley’s writings played a large part in my thinking. Although I recognized the eccentricities of his style and was never completely confident of his scholarship, there seemed to me enough there to make a case. 1 Nephi could not be dismissed as fraudulent, and so far as I know no one has refuted the argument Nibley made in Lehi in the Desert. He offered just the kind of evidence I was looking for in my pursuit of answers: evidence that was specific, empirical, historical.

Nibley’s style was important enough that I made one attempt myself to prove the Book of Mormon in the Nibleyesque manner, and this effort came about in such a way as to confirm my belief. When I was asked to give some talks in Utah during the bicentennial of the American Revolution, I decided to examine the political principles embodied in the Book of Mormon and make some application to our Revolution and Constitution. I thought this would be simple enough because of the switch from monarchy to a republic during the reign of Mosiah. I was sure that somewhere in Mosiah’s statements I would find ideas relevant to the modern world. With that in mind, I accepted the invitation to talk, but not until a few months before I was to appear did I get down to work. To my dismay I could not find what I was looking for. Everything seemed just off the point, confused and baffling. I could not find the directions for a sound republic that I had expected. Gradually it dawned on me that the very absence of republican statements might in itself be interesting. I long ago learned that it is better to flow with the evidence than to compel compliance with one’s preformed ideas. So I asked, instead, what does the Book of Mormon say about politics? To my surprise, I discovered it was quite an unrepublican book. Not only was Nephi a king, and monarchy presented as the ideal government in an ideal world, but the supposedly republican government instituted under Mosiah did not function that way at all. There was no elected legislature, and the chief judges usually inherited their office rather than being chosen for it. Eventually I came to see that here was my chance to emulate Nibley. If Joseph Smith was suffused with republican ideas, as I was confident he was, then the absence of such sentiments in Nephite society was peculiar, another evidence that he did not write the Book of Mormon. Eventually, all of this came together in an article, “The Book of Mormon and the American Revolution,” published in BYU Studies in 1976.2

While circumstances and my predilection to justify belief influenced me up to that point and beyond, my commitment to this kind of endeavor gradually weakened. Perhaps most influential was a gradual merger of personality and belief. By 1976 I had been a branch president and a bishop and was then a stake president. Those offices required me to give blessings in the name of God and to seek solutions to difficult problems nearly every day. I usually felt entirely inadequate to the demands placed upon me and could not function at all without some measure of inspiration. What I did, the way I acted, my inner thoughts, were all intermingled with this effort to speak and act religiously for God. I could no longer entertain the possibility that God did not exist, because I felt his power working through me. Sometimes I toyed with the notion that there could be other ways of describing what happened when I felt inspired, but the only language that actually worked, the only ideas that brought inspiration and did justice to the experience when it came were the words in the scriptures. Only when I thought of God as a person interested in me and asked for help as a member of Christ’s kingdom did idea and reality fit properly. Only that language properly honored the experience I had day after day in my callings.

Church work more than anything else probably quieted my old questions, but there were certain moments when these cumulative experiences precipitated new ideas. Once in the early 1960s, while I held a postdoctoral fellowship at Brown University and was visiting Cambridge, I happened into a young adult discussion, led, I believe, by Terry Warner. He had the group read the Grand Inquisitor passage in The Brothers Karamazov. The sentences that stuck with me that time through were the ones having to do with wanting to find reasons for belief that would convince the whole world and compel everyone to believe. That was the wish of the Grand Inquisitor, a wish implicitly repudiated by Christ. The obvious fact that there is no convincing everyone that a religious idea is true came home strongly at that moment. It is impossible and arrogant, and yet that was exactly what I was attempting. When I sought to justify my belief, I was looking for answers that would persuade all reasonable men. That was why I liked Nibley: he put his readers over a barrel. I wanted something that no one could deny. In that moment in Cambridge, I realized the futility of the quest.

I was moved still further in this direction by a lecture Neal Maxwell invited me to give at Brigham Young University in 1974 as part of the Commissioner’s Lecture Series. I cannot for the life of me recall why I turned to the topic of “Joseph Smith and Skepticism,” but that was the subject.3 In that lecture I sketched in the massive effort to demonstrate rationally the authenticity of the Christian revelation. The effort began in the early eighteenth century, when Deism first took hold in earnest, and continued through the nineteenth century. The Christian rationalists assembled all the evidence they could muster to prove that biblical miracles, such as the parting of the Red Sea, were authentic and therefore evidence of God’s endorsement of Israel. In the course of the nineteenth century, as agnosticism waxed strong among intellectuals, the volumes on Christian evidences proliferated. I can still remember sitting on the floor in the basement of the Harvard Divinity School library, flipping through these books, each one almost exactly like the others. I realized then that the tradition of seeking proof was very strong in the nineteenth century and that Mormons had been influenced by it. B. H. Roberts, a man troubled by questions as I had been and a great apologist for the Latter-day Saint faith, borrowed these methods. His A New Witness for God was a replica of the books in the Harvard Divinity School basement, except with Mormon examples and conclusions.4 Hugh Nibley dropped the nineteenth-century format for works of Christian evidences, but his mode of reasoning was basically the same.

Awareness of the affinity of Nibley with these Protestant works did not dilute my own interest in evidences. The study of Book of Mormon republicanism, my own contribution to the genre, came along two years later. But the contradictions were taking shape in my mind and readied me, I suppose, for a personal paradigmatic shift. It occurred in the early 1980s at the University of Indiana. Stephen Stein of the religion department had some Lilly Endowment money to assemble scholars and religious leaders from various denominations to discuss their beliefs. With Jan Shipps’s help, he brought together a handful of Mormon historians, some historians of American religion, a local stake president, a regional representative, and a seminary teacher. The topic was Joseph Smith. The historians among us made some opening comments about the Prophet, and then over a day and a half we discussed the issues that emerged. It was a revelatory assemblage from my point of view because it brought together in one room representatives of the various groups involved in my religious life—Church leaders, non-Mormon scholars, and Mormon scholars. Although all of these people had been represented in my mind symbolically before, they had never been together in person before my face, talking about Joseph Smith.

Their presence brought together notions that previously had been floating about separately in my head. Sometime in the middle of the conversations, it came to me in a flash that I did not want to prove the authenticity of Joseph Smith’s calling to anyone. I did not want to wrestle Stephen Stein to the mat and make him cry “uncle.” It was a false position, at least for me, and one that I doubted would have any long-range good results. I recognized then that the pursuit of Christian evidences was not a Mormon tradition; it was a borrowing from Protestantism and not at a moment when Protestantism was at one of its high points. At any rate, it was not my tradition, and I did not want to participate in it. There was no proving religion to anyone; belief came by other means, by hearing testimonies or by individual pursuit or by the grace of God, but not by hammering.

By the time of the conference, I had completed the manuscript of Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism.5 The Book of Mormon chapter in that book hammered at readers. My urge had been to show that the common secular explanations of the Book of Mormon were in error and to imply, if not to insist, that only a divine explanation would do. In the revision, I tried without complete success to moderate the tone. I did not wish to dissipate the basic argument, which is that the counterexplanations are inadequate to the complexity of the book, but I sincerely did not want to push readers into a corner and force them to come out fighting. The desire to compel belief, the wish of the Grand Inquisitor, was exactly what I had abandoned.

At the present moment, the question of why I believe no longer has meaning for me (fig. 3). I do not ask it of myself or attempt to give my reasons to others. The fact is that I do believe. That is a given of my nature, and whatever reasons I might give would be insufficient and inaccurate. More relevant to my current condition is a related question: How do others come to believe? I would like to know if there is anything I can do that will draw people to faith in Christ and in the priesthood. My answer to this question is, of course, related to my personal experiences. I no longer think that people can be compelled to believe by any form of reasoning, whether from the scriptures or from historical evidence. They will believe if it is in their natures to believe. All I can do is to attempt to bring forward the believing nature, smothered as it is in most people by the other natures that culture forms in us. The first responsibility is to tell the story, to say very simply what happened, so that knowledge of those events can do its work. But that is the easy part, the part that could be done by books or television. The hard part is to create an atmosphere where the spiritual nature, the deep-down goodness in the person, can react to the story honestly and directly. Some people can create that atmosphere quite easily by the very strength of their own spiritual personalities. It is hard for me. There are too many other natures in me: the vain aspirer formed in childhood, the intellectual fostered at Harvard, the would-be dominant male created by who knows what. But I do believe that when I am none of these and instead am a humble follower of Christ who tells the story without pretense to friends whom I love and respect, then they will believe if they want to, and conversion is possible. Questions may be answered and reasons given, but these are peripheral and essentially irrelevant. What is essential is for a person to listen carefully and openly in an attitude of trust. If belief is to be formed in the human mind, it will, I think, be formed that way.
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FIG. 3.  Richard Lyman Bushman.
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Learning to Believe


The invitation to deliver the summer 1991 commencement address at Brigham Young University presented an opportunity to offer my opinions on open discussion at an LDS university. I have long been aware of the tension between classic academic freedom doctrines and the imperatives of belief. The Church has the responsibility of preserving faith, while intellectual culture thrives on questioning. How the two contradictory cultures cohabit at BYU is a miracle in itself.

I have always believed that the BYU faculty’s chief responsibility is to emphasize faith, not to suppress doubt. Faith has to overcome doubt not by censoring, but by strengthening itself. This means we cannot shield students from conflicting opinions. We have to trust young people to find belief just as their teachers have done. Sheltering students in college only weakens them for the blasts they will encounter after graduation.

As I prepared the address, I kept thinking of Elder Boyd K. Packer’s frequent counsel for Latter-day Saints to seek individual inspiration from God. Students have to find their way to faith through personal inspiration rather than by closing their minds.



We call the occasion of our meeting today a commencement to recognize the new lives you are about to begin. You are scattering in a thousand directions and within a short time will be caught up in new worlds, some of them far from here and quite different from the lives you have known in Provo. But beginnings must also be endings, and today you are ending something, too. You are ending your lives as students, leaving familiar places, good friends, and a particular kind of community, the community of scholars. My thoughts on this occasion might better be called an ending rather than a commencement address, for I wish to ask what it means to have been a member of the community of scholars. How will your time at BYU affect the new lives you are beginning today?

College teachers are sometimes criticized for trying to make little scholars of undergraduates when very few of you will go on to become academics. But in my opinion that is precisely what we should do: make scholars of you. For the time you are at the university, we should try to involve you in the scholarly life. Students should sense the immense pleasure of pursuing knowledge and know its pride, its rigor, its confusion, and its reassurances. If your education has been successful, you have been scholars. While scrambling for grades to make a good record, you now and then felt the pure happiness of knowing something exactly and truly, and in those moments you were scholars.

Now you are leaving us, and what will become of you? Many of you are Latter-day Saints, as I am, and during your sojourn among the scholars, you may also have experienced the ambivalence of the scholarly life. Is scholarship good from an eternal perspective, or is it bad? “To be learned is good,” the scriptures say, “if…” (2 Ne. 9:29). There is an if in the passage. Scholarship is not endorsed unconditionally. There are reservations and uncertainties and, in fact, dangers. “When they are learned they think they are wise, and they hearken not unto the counsel of God, for they set it aside, supposing they know of themselves, wherefore, their wisdom is foolishness and it profiteth them not. And they shall perish.” (2 Ne. 9:28–29) These hazards of learning are part of the life of your teachers, and in joining us for the past few years you have been exposed to the same dangers. In this respect you will not leave us. For you have eaten of the apple and gained knowledge and henceforth will never be entirely out of jeopardy, never entirely free from the dangers of scholarship. These hazards are what I wish to talk about today.

From one point of view, no modern religion more warmly supports learning than the Latter-day Saints. It would be difficult to match the classic scriptures: “Seek ye out of the best books words of wisdom; seek learning, even by study and also by faith” (D&C 88:118). “Study and learn, and become acquainted with all good books, and with languages, tongues, and people” (D&C 90:15). In some places, we sense a ravenous hunger for knowledge in Joseph Smith. In the midst of the Saints’ poor and arduous beginnings, he organized schools and universities and spent days and days in the classroom himself. Learning was given the best possible endorsement in the scriptures and in Joseph’s life: it was made part of God’s work.

Those first seeds have borne fruit in our culture. The passages on learning are not empty words. Years ago when I was teaching at BYU, Kenneth Hardy, a psychologist on the faculty, reported research on the impact of cultural values on educational achievement. Researchers who studied undergraduate colleges to determine which produced the most Ph.D.’s found that certain factors such as the academic ability of the student body and field of study predicted most of the achievement, just as you would expect. Colleges that admitted students with the highest academic talent produced the most Ph.D.’s. However, there were two clusters of colleges that produced far more high achievers than predicted. The two groups were four New York City colleges with large Jewish populations and three Utah universities with heavily Mormon populations. In these institutions, the researchers concluded, particular cultural values motivated people to pursue scholarship. The implication was, of course, that Mormon culture, like Jewish culture, inspires people to learn.1

Shortly after this study was completed, David McClelland, the distinguished Harvard psychologist, visited BYU, and the author of the article mentioned his findings. How would McClelland account for these unforeseen results? McClelland said that it was obvious to him. In essence he said, “You think it is your responsibility to save the world. That’s what makes you want to learn.” Strangely enough, that is what Joseph Smith said, too. We are to learn, not to rise to fame and glory, but to carry forward our mission of saving the world.

I observe the Mormon heartland from a safe distance on the eastern seaboard. But even there I am aware of the impact of Mormon educational values on our young people. During the bicentennial of the Revolutionary War in 1976, the Mormon Tabernacle Choir toured the East and visited Boston. I was then teaching at Boston University, and Chase Peterson (then dean of admissions at Harvard and a fellow member of the Church) and I decided we would invite John Silber, the illustrious and controversial president of Boston University, to the concert. Silber had spoken at BYU and knew quite a few Latter-day Saints. At the dinner before the concert, Silber turned to my wife, Claudia, and asked, “When are you going to send the missionaries?” Jaws dropped around the table, and Silber, who loves the dramatic effect, went on to say, “When are you going to send the missionaries to Boston University?” What our student body needs, he said, is an influential core of returned missionaries. My wife, never at a loss for words, replied, “When are you going to set up a scholarship fund for them?” Then it was his turn to drop the jaw (fig. 1).

[image: image]

FIG. 1. Claudia Lauper Bushman and Richard Lyman Bushman, ca. 1989.

We have had the same experience at Columbia. The associate dean of the law school became aware of the twenty or thirty Latter-day Saints at Columbia Law School, many of them BYU graduates, and asked our stake president, a member of the Columbia law faculty, to help him recruit more. Now the same man is dean of Columbia College and has asked Claudia and me to help recruit LDS undergraduates. When asked why he wants Mormons, he said because they are so “centered.”

I think the fact is that Latter-day Saints, apart from any native ability, do well in educational settings. They are clearheaded, they work hard, and they value learning. All of that comes from our culture. And you, the latest generation of graduates, must, and most certainly will, carry it on—simply because you are Latter-day Saints. It is your heritage and your destiny.

All of this is on the positive side of learning. Here we see learning and our faith coming together as the scriptures say they should. On the negative side are the hazards where learning and faith part company or go to war. Not everything in scholarship sustains our faith or wears a godly countenance. Those of us who live in the community of scholars do not experience it as a community of belief. While there are numerous individual believers among scholars, the mien of scholarship, its public countenance, is agnostic. It does not profess belief in God and is in fact ostensibly godless.

A few years ago, an editor at Life magazine conceived of a volume devoted to the meaning of life. He asked people from many fields and vocations to sum up in a hundred words their understanding of the meaning of life. The contributors were not a cross-section of the population. They asked a few religious people like me to contribute, but mainly they were notables of one sort or another—scientists, entertainers, novelists, philosophers, artists. When the book came out, I was surprised at how little faith I found in the statements. A few respondents said there was no meaning to life; a person just lived it. Others found meaning but mainly in some kind of harmony—with other people or with nature. Very few mentioned anything that bore a resemblance to the God that we know.2

The book made me realize how little faith there is among the men and women who control our public culture—the writers, the media leaders, the intellectuals. However much the polls show everyday Americans professing belief in God, our cultural leaders do not profess that kind of faith. And that is true for scholars and teachers as well. A friend recently proposed a book of essays by believing historians about their faith and asked me to list possible contributors. I searched through the names of the hundreds of historians whom I know and could think of very few who, so far as I can tell, worship God.

We all live our lives in this prevailing atmosphere of unbelief, but scholars live that way more than most. From my undergraduate years at Harvard on, I have always felt myself to be a little bit of an outsider because of my belief. Not that I am not at home with my fellow scholars and do not love and admire many of them, but I recognize that my belief sets me apart in their eyes, that there is an intellectual quirk in my makeup that they do not understand.

Soon after I was hired at the University of Delaware, I went to lunch with one of the members of the search committee who had hired me for the new job. As we drove along, just to make conversation, I mentioned that I was working on a biography of the young Joseph Smith. Something must have clicked in his head, because he turned to me with a warm smile and said, “Dick, we took all that into account and decided it didn’t matter.”

I had a similar experience after writing the book. When I submitted the manuscript to Richard Wentworth at the University of Illinois Press, he received favorable readings from four or five scholars, but one reader, a key figure, thought the book was too sympathetic to Joseph Smith. After analyzing how the belief of the author shaped the work on every page, the reader finally concluded that the book should be published anyway. We publish books from the viewpoint of Marxists and homosexuals, he said; why not from a Mormon viewpoint?

We should not underestimate the influence of living in an atmosphere of unbelief such as this. Strong as we may be, the awareness of doubt and skepticism all around us will have its effect. I was an undergraduate in the heyday of logical positivism, the philosophical doctrine that only the experience of the senses provides a foundation for sound reasoning. As an undergraduate, I was deeply troubled by doubts and went into the mission field not at all sure the Church was true. When I returned I took a class on American intellectual history from Arthur Schlesinger Jr. Mark Cannon, a graduate student in government at the time, went to Schlesinger’s lecture on Joseph Smith with me. Schlesinger began by saying that he knew that there were sensible people who believed in the Mormon religion—Ezra Taft Benson had just been appointed secretary of agriculture, and Schlesinger was made newly aware of Mormons in high places. But then he launched into his lecture with his classic smirk and was unrelenting in his sarcasm. As we walked from the lecture hall, Mark observed that at least Schlesinger got more laughs per minute from Joseph Smith than from any of the historical figures he discussed during the semester.

For years I felt that I had to answer these scholars. I had to come up with a reply to every doubt, every jibe, every question, every argument; and my own faith would not be secure until I did. I held imaginary dialogues with these people in an effort to subdue them. And I did find things to say in reply, for we have been given a great deal of concrete evidence for our beliefs. But in the end I recognized that I could not answer them all. There were far too many of them, and I could not win the doubters over anyway. Furthermore, it did not matter to me. I had to recognize a simple fact about myself. I am a believer. I believe in God and Christ and want to know them. My relations with scholarship and scholars have to begin there.

What of you who now have eaten of the fruit of knowledge and for a time have been part of this world of scholarship? Will you come out where I have? Will you be believers twenty years from now? We take a great risk when we invite you here to join the world of scholarship. As you have heard so often, you, more than any other single group, will make up the pillars of the coming Church. As you scatter across the world, you are the ones on whose shoulders the Kingdom will rest. How, then, can we invite you, our precious hope for the future, to learn of doubt as well as faith, to encounter minds, if only through books, who contend that reason leads in the end to disbelief and the repudiation of morality.

The university does its best to attract the most competent, well-trained, faithful men and women possible to be your teachers, and has succeeded admirably. But it cannot and does not attempt to remove from the shelves every book that attacks the Church, casts doubt on the existence of God, or criticizes traditional standards of conduct. Those books are in the BYU library as they are in every other university library in the land.

My son and daughter-in-law, who were in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, during the Iraqi war, were issued gas masks and instructed on how to create a safe room sealed off from poison gas. You saw the scenes of people putting tape around windows and doorjambs. The gas masks for their four- and two-year-old children were essentially transparent bags with rubber strips that went around their necks with a small electric pump to pull the air through a purifying device. Their new baby boy, born on the night of one of the last SCUD attacks, had a mask with a rubber belt around his abdomen. The masks and safe rooms were meant to keep the children free of toxic fumes delivered on a warhead. Our son said that their two children could not abide the gas masks and would not keep them on for a minute. Likewise, there is no way you can be sealed off against ideas that oppose the gospel. It cannot be done. You would not tolerate such treatment in this university either, and furthermore, it would not be right to subject you to it. You were not sent here to be isolated from evil. It would be wrong to attempt to create a safe room, and it would not work.

But if, on principle, you cannot be protected against error, what can we your teachers, your believing teachers, say to you about the unbelief in the world of scholarship? How could we have asked your parents to send you to the university where you learn about error as well as about truth?

We can say only one thing: you will, with God’s help, find the path. Having taught you what we believe and what we know, we trust you. That is the only way: trust.

My son, the one in Saudi Arabia, went off to Harvard as an undergraduate the way I did. I was very much aware as he went that now he was free to choose—to believe or not, to obey or not. He could continue faithful, or he could put all that we had taught him away and become someone who was not LDS, who was not a believer.

Contemplating all this, about January of his first year I wrote him a letter. I was thinking of the mission that should figure into his plans soon. I told him that I knew he would have to make the basic decisions about the Church on his own. I asked only one thing of him. I asked that he keep himself worthy, that he live the commandments so that there would be no guilt to cloud his thinking. I wanted him to make a perfectly free decision, and guilt would constrain his freedom. I am happy to say that he went on a mission, and now he and his wife are doing their parts in the Riyadh Ward.

In my view, it is one of God’s miracles that most of you, perhaps all, will follow the same course, and be faithful and serve. In the midst of the doubt and uncertainty all around us, you will choose the LDS way. We go against the grain of the public culture in our simple, direct faith in a God who loves us and hears our prayers. But contrary to the prevailing opinion, our faith is not at war with scholarship. In my experience, quite the opposite is true. If you decide like me that you are a believer, that you worship God and want to enjoy his spirit, you will love learning. Your mind will clear. You will absorb and understand. You will work hard and enthusiastically. You will grow in intelligence. You will enter into your rightful intellectual inheritance as Latter-day Saints.

That believers will value and enjoy scholarship was prophesied long ago, when all I have been saying was said much better: “To be learned is good if they hearken unto the counsels of God” (2 Ne. 9:29).

NOTES

1. Kenneth R. Hardy, “Social Origins of American Scientists and Scholars,” Science 185 (1974): 498.

2. David Friend and the Editors of Life, The Meaning of Life: Reflections in Words and Pictures on Why We Are Here (Boston: Little, Brown, 1991).
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