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PREFACE

If I had it to do again, I am not certain I would have published projections of the possible future growth of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Stark 1984a). At the time, I regarded the article as minor, intended merely to impose some disciplined reality on the idle chatter about religious movements. I wanted my colleagues to deal only with this issue: When we talk about a growing movement, are we talking about anything important? That is, if LDS membership continues to grow at the rate it has been doing for some time, how big will it become in, say, a century? Vaguely aware of the implications of exponential growth, I knew the number would be large. However, I was not prepared for a figure such as 64 million (the low estimate), let alone 267 million (the high estimate). And I am absolutely astonished that two decades later it is the high estimate that best approximates what has taken place.

Even after all the attention paid to these projections I continue to regard them as among the least important things I have learned from and about the Mormons. It would have been sufficient to have said, “Without any doubt, the Mormons are destined to become a large religious group, with a significant membership around the world.” That statement would have been adequate to emphasize the importance of the Mormons to those wishing to understand successful religious movements. And it is sufficiently vague not to have attracted attention.

But it is too late now, and so my “notorious” numbers translate into unwelcome calls from the media whenever they think of something new to say about or to blame on the Latter-day Saints. The last few weeks before the 2002 Salt Lake City Winter Olympics were dreadful. Most of the news people who called had their agenda down pat, knew exactly what quotation they wanted from me, and were uneducable. They knew the LDS Church had brought the Olympics to Utah to “brainwash” thousands of visitors into joining their faith. I told many of them that if Mormon missionaries could work such miracles, the press would not be calling me, since, for obvious reasons, the press would have been the very first targets of LDS “brainwashing.” But they simply didn’t get it. Fortunately, every sportswriter who called me got it immediately, recognized it as giving the knockout punch to brainwashing charges, and went on to write sensible things about the Mormons. Do all the smart journalism majors flee into the sports departments?

Nevertheless, Reid Neilson made the right choice in emphasizing my membership projections in his introduction, since the responses to them caused me to do more significant work on Mormons. Reid also made the right choice in placing the projections at the very end of the book. That there is a book was also his decision. Off and on I had considered pulling together all my scattered work on the Mormons. But year after year I found new subjects and new projects, and my “Mormon book” remained at most a vague and distant “maybe.” The proposition that someone else would do all the work was unexpected and very welcome. I suppose I might have done a few things slightly differently from the way Reid has done them, but the larger truth is that I probably would have done nothing at all! I am delighted with his careful and creative efforts.

I would be remiss if I failed to mention how I came to know about the Mormons and to dabble in the sociology of Mormonism. The short answer is that I was in graduate school with Armand Mauss, now retired from Washington State University. Armand comes from an old and distinguished Mormon family—his father served as a missionary in Japan just before World War II and returned to Japan as the first postwar mission president. Armand served his mission in Boston (he tells wonderful stories of being kicked off front porches by angry Irishmen) and later sent five sons on missions. Perhaps once a missionary, always a missionary—from our earliest acquaintanceship, Armand has engaged me in discussions about Mormonism. Later, he introduced me to the Society for the Sociological Study of Mormon Life and eventually arranged for me to give the O. C. Tanner Lecture at the 1998 annual meeting of the Mormon History Association. Most importantly, Armand is a friend of more than forty years.

I also expanded my Mormon contacts through Stan Weed during his tenure as director of the LDS Church’s statistical-research department. He is a terrific scholar and a wonderful man, and through him I formed some connections to the Sociology Department at Brigham Young University, especially with James T. Duke and Lawrence Young. Each of them arranged for me to visit BYU several times, and Larry initiated and conducted a conference on religion and rational choice at Sundance Resort that was focused mainly on my work. Notice that I did not capitalize rational choice, although economists always do so. The reason is that I do not belong to that particular scholarly sect. I advocate “rational” choice only as far superior to the “irrational” choice premise that so long prevailed in social scientific treatment of religion—that to be religious, people must be crazy, silly, stupid, or liars. I think I have won many battles for the principle that in making their religious choices (including whether to be religious) people are as rational (sensible) as they are when making all other choices in life. Yes, we are sometimes impulsive, misinformed, or careless. But all in all we try to do what best suits our preferences.

Finally, studying Mormonism has influenced my personal preferences. My very favorable reactions to BYU and to other LDS Church–related institutions eventually predisposed me to respond favorably to an invitation to help build the world’s leading center for the social scientific study of religion at Baylor University. Early in my career I would not have been comfortable at any faith-based institution. But in maturity I take pride in being part of the world’s largest evangelical Christian (Baptist) university. If some Mormon readers find that affiliation unsettling, consider that someone who at least knows what it actually feels like to be religious wrote the following chapters. Most sociologists, including many sociologists of religion, don’t even understand what that statement means.

Rodney Stark

Corrales, New Mexico
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INTRODUCTION

Rodney Stark is not a Mormon. He is, however, a renowned sociologist with an abiding interest in the Latter-day Saints. In his own words, the “miracle” of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (hereafter Church of Jesus Christ or LDS Church) makes it “the single most important case on the agenda of the social scientific study of religion.” As a sociologist, he considers the rise of Mormonism to be “one of the great events in the history of religion.”1

Many have wondered how and why a non-Mormon academic has become so interested in the Latter-day Saints. Sociologist Armand L. Mauss introduced Stark to Mormonism when they were both Berkeley graduate students in the 1960s.2 The following decade, Stark benefited from his friend’s insights into Mormon networks of faith as he studied how individuals are recruited into new religious movements. While LDS missionaries are traditionally seen as the engine of Mormon growth, Mauss helped Stark document the importance of interpersonal bonds in LDS missionary work.3

In 1983, Mauss invited Stark to contribute the lead article for an upcoming special Mormon issue of a sociology journal he was guest editing.4 He also provided Stark with a copy of the LDS Church’s Deseret News Church Almanac, complete with detailed statistics of Mormon membership growth since 1830. Stark was fascinated by the richness of the LDS data—it presented him with the unique opportunity to study the rise of a successful, new religious movement: “only by very careful study of a truly successful movement can we hope to glimpse how and why new religions succeed,” he would later explain.5 Mormonism promised to be the ultimate case study for one of Stark’s most important fields of research: why religious movements succeed (or, more often, fail). Unlike other new religious movements that made a splash and then sank to the depths of failure, the Church of Jesus Christ had been riding a wave of astonishing numeric growth success since 1830. “From the Mormons,” Stark would argue, “we can see how a successful movement differs from the thousands of failures.”6

The following year—two decades ago—Stark made his first major contribution to the scientific study of Mormonism. His groundbreaking article, “The Rise of a New World Faith,” appeared in the September 1984 issue of the Review of Religious Research.7 Stark observed that nearly fourteen hundred years had passed since a new religion evolved into a major world faith. “It is, of course, much too late to study how Islam arose in the seventh century,” he lamented, “as it is too late to study the rise of the other great world faiths. Their formative periods are now forever shrouded in the fog of unrecorded history.” Fortunately, scholars “need wait no longer” to witness such a moment: “the time of deliverance is now at hand.”8 The rise of a new world faith—Mormonism—is happening right now, according to Stark.

“There are more than five million Mormons on earth,” Stark noted. “How many will there be in the near future? Projections require assumptions. If growth during the next century is like that of the past, the Mormons will become a major world faith.” He then argued that if the LDS Church grows by 30 percent per decade, then there will be more than 60 million Mormons by 2080. But if it grows by 50 percent per decade, LDS membership will balloon to over 265 million and, in so doing, numerically rival other world faiths such as Islam, Buddhism, historic Christianity, and Hinduism. Mormonism will become the first world religion to emerge since the rise of Islam.9

In hindsight, what Stark expected to be a “minor article” turned out to be his most celebrated and contested sociological study of Mormonism. The scholarly response to his 1984 article encouraged him to revisit the Latter-day Saints in order to defend his projections, and that enabled him to extract important social-science models from Mormonism.10 The first six chapters of this book introduce and detail the specific theoretical models Stark has both extracted from Mormonism and applied to his study of the Latter-day Saints. The last chapter updates his original foray into Mormon studies. As his projections and contentions are such debated issues in Mormon studies, I have devoted the majority of this introduction to reviewing their reception.

Chapter 1, “Extracting Social Scientific Models from Mormon History,” is a modified version of Stark’s 1998 O. C. Tanner Lecture on Mormon History.11 Mauss, then president of the Mormon History Association, invited Stark to present a lecture on the scientific study of religion and Mormonism. Instead of devoting his remarks to illuminating how some of the “general social scientific principles” relate to Mormon history, Stark did the opposite: he summarized several of the general sociological principles he had extracted over the years from Mormonism.

Chapter 2, “Joseph Smith Among the Revelators,” is an expanded adaptation of Stark’s 1999 article “A Theory of Revelations,” with special emphasis on the Mormon prophet Joseph Smith.12 Stark relates that the inspiration for his refined theoretical model, how normal people receive divine revelations, came as he studied the 1978 revelatory experience of Church of Jesus Christ President Spencer W. Kimball.13 His theory consists of twelve propositions necessary for revelations to occur, and he illustrates each by looking at the revelatory experiences of Joseph Smith, Muhammad, Jesus, and Moses.

Chapter 3, “Mormon Networks of Faith,” is a reworked version of a published book chapter and essay on the role of social networks in conversion.14 Stark explains how early Mormonism, like early Christianity, expanded through interpersonal bonds and not the mass conversions that some historians have suggested. He also demonstrates how contemporary LDS missionary work flourishes through the same networks.

Chapter 4, “Rationality and Mormon Sacrifice,” is also partially taken from Acts of Faith.15 In this essay, Stark explains why a demanding faith like Mormonism is so attractive to so many people. He explodes the myth that less-demanding religious organizations are more attractive to rational people and demonstrates that exacting faiths actually enjoy higher levels of commitment, sacrifice, and satisfaction than their less-demanding competitors.

Chapter 5, “Modernization, Secularization, and Mormon Growth,” blends three essays.16 Stark contends that modernization and secularization do not deter the growth of religious movements, although many of his “colleagues believe the pool of potential new LDS converts is rapidly drying up and soon will be fished out, causing growth rates to plummet.” Therefore, Mormonism will fail to become a new world faith, they believe. Yet Stark demonstrates that “faith in these secularization theses is sadly misplaced but also that contrary to prevailing views, modernization and secularization stimulate Mormon growth.”17

Chapter 6, “The Basis of Mormon Success,” is an edited version of Stark’s 1998 book chapter on Latter-day Saint social life.18 In 1996, Stark refined his original theory of why some religious groups succeed. “I wanted to identify the factors that separated these rare winners from the thousands of losers,” he explained.19 To do so, he suggested ten propositions or necessary conditions for religious movements to thrive. This chapter explores the extent to which the LDS Church fulfills each of his revised propositions. In other words, it explains why Mormonism continues to enjoy such steady growth.

Chapter 7, “The Rise of a New World Faith,” is an updated and reworked version of Stark’s 1984 essay and his 1996 follow-up article.20 As previously mentioned, some sociologists and observers of religion choked on Stark’s daring declarations. The magnitude of his figures and the implications of his projections lodged in their throats like a stray chicken bone. “I have been given the benefit of an amazing amount of counseling concerning the pitfalls of straight-line projections,” Stark admitted in his 1996 article. “In assessing this earnest advice, I have had to consider that it was coming to me mainly from people who were utterly horrified at any conceivable possibility that in a century there might be more than 260 million Mormons on the planet.”21 (As a side note, his “high” forecast was too low by almost a million Latter-day Saints in 1996.)22

Naturally, Stark’s predictions provide the media with a much-needed handle by which to chronicle the rise of Mormonism. A former journalist himself, his writing drips with juicy sound bites. During the 2002 Salt Lake City Olympic Games’s media hype, many news writers, broadcasters, and reporters peppered their stories with his demographic forecast. Time magazine, for example, featured the Church of Jesus Christ complete with a nighttime picture of the Salt Lake Temple on its cover. “Mormons, Inc.: The Secrets of America’s Most Prosperous Religion,” the cover read. Noting that the LDS Church was “by far the most numerically successful creed born on American soil and one of the fastest growing anywhere,” the reporter quoted Stark to bolster his claim.23 And U.S. News and World Report magazine ran its own cover story on contemporary Mormonism with an almost identical cover. Referencing Stark, journalist Jeffrey Sheler stated: “By almost any measure, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is one of the world’s richest and fastest-growing religious movements.”24

While there is truth to Stark’s claim that some observers are rooting for the demise—not the rise—of Mormonism, I will document the wide-ranging response to his demographic projections and new-world-faith thesis, both inside and outside of academia and the Church of Jesus Christ. LDS officials and laypersons, together with both Mormon and non-Mormon scholars, have expressed more ambivalent views toward Stark’s thesis and projections for the LDS Church than the popular press. In fact, British sociologist Douglas Davies describes Stark’s argument as one of the most controversial and debated issues in contemporary Mormon studies.25 I will suggest that most Latter-day Saints are flattered by Stark’s numerical projections but feel unsure about the potential repercussions of his claims. I will also present the views of some Mormon and non-Mormon scholars who disagree with Stark’s scenario and debate what it means.

CATEGORIZATIONS OF MORMONISM

Although Stark predicts that Mormonism will become the first new world faith in almost fourteen centuries, he was neither the first nor the last observer to identify Mormonism as something new—but he was perhaps the boldest in his assertions.26 Since the organization’s founding in 1830, historians, sociologists, religious studies scholars, and even literary critics have attempted to categorize Joseph Smith’s American religion. Notable men and women have wrestled with the meaning of Mormonism and advanced a number of conclusions. In other words, Stark joined an important scholarly conversation midsentence—an exchange that continues to this day. To understand what he is saying in this volume, one must listen to the echoes of the earlier and ongoing discussion.

How, then, have writers and scholars defined Mormonism? Author Fawn Brodie is one of Joseph Smith’s best-known biographers. Brodie argued it was “exciting and enlightening to see a religion born.” She believed Mormonism was “no mere dissenting sect” but instead “a real religious creation, one intended to be to Christianity as Christianity was to Judaism: that is, a reform and a consummation.”27 A decade after Brodie’s book, sociologist Thomas O’Dea asked, “Who Are The Mormons?”28 He concluded that what began “as a sectarian religious group, through its emulation of the Old Testament Hebrews … had been transformed into the Mormon people.” In his view, the Mormon community “had gone from ‘near-sect’ to ‘near-nation.’”29

Even the dean of American religious history, Sydney Ahlstrom, furrowed his brow over “the great story” of Mormonism, which “persistently escapes definition.” “One cannot even be sure if the object of our consideration is a sect, a mystery cult, a new religion, a church, a people, a nation, or an American subculture; indeed, at different times and places it is all of these,” he opined. Unable to define Mormonism, Ahlstrom likened the movement “to a fast growing hardwood towering above the sectarian underbrush of the burnt-over district.”30

Undaunted by Ahlstrom’s struggle to categorize the LDS movement, several scholars added their voices to the ongoing dialogue after Stark dropped his 1984 bombshell. For example, religious studies scholar Jan Shipps advanced her own classification in the early 1980s. Unlike Stark who eschewed doctrine for demographic data, Shipps analyzed Mormon beliefs and theology. Echoing and expanding upon Fawn Brodie’s earlier claim, Shipps argued, “Latter-day Saints of every stripe are heirs of a radical restoration.” As a result, “Their forebears entered into a new age in much the same way that the Saints of early Christianity entered into a new age. In so doing the Latter-day Saints started over, not to reform the institutions of Christendom but to participate in a transformation which in its totality has now made Mormonism into a distinct, discrete, internally consistent religious tradition.”31

Within a decade of Shipps’s groundbreaking study, literary critic Harold Bloom offered his own take on Mormonism. “Mormonism is as much a separate revelation as ever Judaism, Christianity, and Islam were,” Bloom argued.32 According to sociologist Kendall White, “Bloom’s conception of Mormonism as a new world religion combines Stark’s argument based on growth and the numbers of Mormons that may be anticipated through the twenty-first century with Shipps’ argument about Mormonism developing its own distinctive religious tradition.”33 And Joel Kotkin predicted in 1993 that Latter-day Saints would someday constitute a new world “tribe.”34 Having eavesdropped on this important conversation, we can now better hear Stark’s booming voice.

267 MILLION MORMONS?

Cheerleaders and critics provide Stark’s argument with two distinct but related responses. First, they applaud or question his fantastic projections. Then, they endorse or distance themselves from what his projections, if true, imply: that Mormonism will become the next world religion. Let us examine these two issues separately.

Although scholars have critiqued Stark’s 1984 projections, I am unaware of any attempts actually to model them in any detail; one colleague merely offers, “if Stark is correct, Mormonism will possess large numbers.”35 In other words, until now, no one has examined whether the number of Latter-day Saints would actually compare numerically to the traditional world religions—Islam, Buddhism, historic Christianity, and Hinduism—whether Stark’s “high” twenty-first-century forecast proves accurate.

Fortunately, Stark is not the only scholar to speculate on the future of religion. If we combine his “high” LDS growth projections with the world religion projections found in David B. Barrett, George T. Kurian, and Todd M. Johnson’s World Christian Encyclopedia and its companion volume World Christian Trends, A.D. 30–A.D. 2200, we have similar data to compare.36

Before we attempt to divine the religious future, however, we need to survey the sacred past. And as any statistician will attest, it is much easier to count than to predict. According to table 1, the global population numbered 5,266,442,000 in 1990.37 There were approximately 1,747,462,000 Christians (33.2 percent of the world’s population), 962,357,000 Muslims (18.3 percent), 685,999,000 Hindus (13.0 percent), 323,107,000 Buddhists (6.1 percent), 13,189,000 Jews (0.3 percent), and 7,761,000 Latter-day Saints (0.1 percent) scattered across the globe. If we consider Mormonism as a religious tradition apart from historical Christianity, it ranked as the eleventh largest religion (numerically) in the world in 1990. By 2000, however, there were over 11 million Latter-day Saints worldwide, moving their faith almost to the tenth spot.

TABLE 1 Global Adherents of the World’s Major Distinct Religions, 1990–2100
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Looking beyond 2004 requires us to let go of hard data and place our trust in soft projections. If both Stark (“high” projections) and the others are correct regarding world religion growth rates, the Church of Jesus Christ will number almost 29 million members by 2025. It will become the ninth largest religion in the world, surpassing Judaism and Spiritualism. And by 2050, it will have nearly 80 million adherents, exceeding Sikhism. (Cheering Latter-day Saints need to keep in mind, however, that their tradition, even with such massive numbers at the middle of the twenty-first century, would still not constitute 1 percent of the world’s population.) On the surface, then, Stark seems correct in suggesting that his projected number of Latter-day Saints would elevate Mormonism numerically to the status of a dominant world faith by the middle of the twenty-first century. Finally, Stark projects there will be over 267 million Latter-day Saints by 2080. Even Carl Mosser, one of the LDS Church’s most outspoken, evangelical critics, accepts Stark’s projections—“if there is no change in the process”—and anticipates that Mormonism will become “one of the world’s largest religious organizations within the lifetimes of our children and grandchildren.”38

REACTIONS TO STARK’S NUMERIC PROJECTIONS

Not surprisingly, many Latter-day Saints view Stark’s projections as long awaited, outside corroboration of their own beliefs regarding the destiny and growth of their church—for they believe their faith is in crescendo, not diminuendo. Most are flattered that a “gentile,” or non-Mormon, sociologist would seem to agree. In his 2003 Society for the Scientific Study of Religion conference paper, sociologist Kendall White suggested that “Mormon officials warmly embrace Stark and his demographic argument, and they like the import implied in being a major world religion.”39 Furthermore, Douglas Davies claims that Stark’s “extrapolation of membership figures into the future functions as a kind of reversed history, depicting a future of a profoundly positive profile. The Mormon interest in Stark’s analysis is, obviously, grounded in faith and in the hope that this religion of the Restored Gospel will establish itself in large numbers across the world.”40

Several LDS scholars have already appropriated Stark’s conclusions. For example, Terryl Givens and Eric Eliason subtitled their recent LDS publications “The American Scripture That Launched a New World Religion” and “An Introduction to an American World Religion,” respectively.41 Moreover, Claudia and Richard Bushman concluded their history of Mormons: “At its current rate of growth, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints will be a major world religion in the coming century.”42

Three vignettes from LDS history—two from the nineteenth century and one from 2003—help explain why these LDS scholars and many other Mormons embrace Stark’s numeric projections. There is no doubt that Latter-day Saints encourage, monitor, and document LDS growth—but not for growth’s sake alone. They believe they are building the Kingdom of God in preparation for Jesus Christ’s Second Coming.

In 1830, the year he founded the Church of Jesus Christ with just six members, Joseph Smith gathered his small, yet growing number of followers into a humble log home in New York. One attendee recalled the brash conversation:


We began to talk about the kingdom of God as if we had the world at our command; we talked with great confidence, and talked big things, although we were not many people, we had big feelings; … we began to talk like men in authority and power…. We talked about the people coming as doves to the windows, that all nations should flock unto it.43



Several years later in Kirtland, Ohio, Smith assembled all the early brethren in a log schoolhouse. The Mormon prophet asked all the men to share their testimonies of the latter-day work. When they finished, he said:


Brethren I have been very much edified and instructed in your testimonies here tonight, but I want to say to you before the Lord, that you know no more concerning the destinies of this Church and kingdom than a babe upon its mother’s lap. You don’t comprehend it…. It is only a little handful of Priesthood you see here tonight, but this Church will fill North and South America—it will fill the world.44



Finally, in fall 2003, Gordon B. Hinckley, president of the LDS Church, reaffirmed Joseph Smith’s vision when he told his 12 million members:


We have scarcely scratched the surface. We are engaged in a work for the souls of men and women everywhere. Our work knows no boundaries. Under the providence of the Lord it will continue…. The little stone which was cut out of the mountain without hands is rolling forth to fill the earth.

(see Daniel 2:31–45; Doctrine and Covenants 65:2)45



President Hinckley and his fellow Latter-day Saints have reason to be optimistic about the future. In 2002, the Glenmary Research Center report named the Church of Jesus Christ the “fastest-growing religious denomination” in the United States. During the 1990s, it grew 19.3 percent to a total of 4.2 million members in the United States.46 And Mormon growth was even more explosive internationally. Perhaps Harold Bloom was right when he observed of Mormonism: “No other American religious movement is so ambitious, and no rival even remotely approaches the spiritual audacity that drives endlessly towards accomplishing a titanic design. The Mormons fully intend to convert the nation and the world.”47 Church leaders and members are encouraged to consecrate their lives and means to fulfill Joseph Smith and Gordon B. Hinckley’s latter-day vision.

Not all Latter-day Saints, however, are comfortable with this expansionist mindset. Mormon sociologist Rick Phillips argues that his church “uses membership growth as a principal benchmark of its success. Church publications and the speeches of LDS leaders often cite the expansion of Mormonism as evidence of the validity and legitimacy of church doctrines and programs.” Noting that nearly every LDS periodical chronicles growth, he also argues that “Mormon apologists … use the work of sociologists [especially Rodney Stark] to substantiate Mormonism’s bandwagon appeal” and claims that the LDS Church has “seized on Stark’s predictions, and has disseminated them widely.” Phillips continues, “While I was doing research in Salt Lake City several years ago, rank-and-file Mormons sometimes mentioned Stark’s work to me in passing. They had heard of the eminent, non-Mormon sociologist who concurs with their own assessment of the church’s destiny.”48

While most Latter-day Saints have welcomed Stark’s projections, I believe the official church response has been more ambivalent than Phillips and others have suggested. For instance, although the LDS Church’s Deseret News Church Almanac showcased Stark’s eye-popping projections, the article ran under the following headline: “An Imaginative Look Into the Next Century.” The word “imaginative” hardly suggests wholesale acceptance. Moreover, the almanac offered its own forecast (through 2050), which falls short of Stark’s “high” projections but is still above his “low” forecast (see table 1).49 In other words, Stark, a non-Mormon observer, is more optimistic about the growth of Mormonism than official LDS researchers! Furthermore, I found only two references to Stark’s scholarship in LDS periodicals, including the Ensign, New Era, Friend, Liahona, Church News, and other official publications between 1984 and 2004.50

This observation raises the question: Why does the Church of Jesus Christ and its public relations department not quote Stark’s numeric projections more often? A couple of thoughts come to mind. First, their concern may stem from their own ambivalence about the church’s numeric—not spiritual—destiny. One of the oft-quoted LDS scriptures on this theme is found in the Book of Mormon. The prophet Nephi records a vision in which he is shown the condition of the world and the “church of the Lamb of God” (the LDS Church in Mormon belief) in the last days. According to Nephi, the saints of God in the latter-days would be “scattered upon all of the face of the earth,” “few” in number, and their dominions “small” because of the wickedness of the world. Nevertheless, the saints and God’s covenant people would be “armed with righteousness and with the power of God in great glory” (1 Nephi 14:12, 14). Therefore, even though they see their church as the stone that the Old Testament prophet Daniel saw in vision, breaking down the other kingdoms of the world in the last days, Latter-day Saints are unsure how large membership needs to become to fulfill that prophecy. They also realize that great numbers do not necessarily equal great success.

Second, one could argue that church officials are cautious about placing too much emphasis on secular scholarship. They comprehend Mormonism on spiritual, not academic terms. In contrast, Stark, a sociologist, necessarily reduces all religious behavior, including that of Latter-day Saints, to group action. For example, when scholars (including Stark) gathered to discuss LDS growth in Canada, one church official tempered their academic approach to the study of Mormonism. “I applaud the attempts by historians, sociologists, and others to understand us,” Elder Alexander B. Morrison began, but “I must tell you in all solemnity, however, that unless you come to understand the deeply felt conviction of divine direction that has motivated the leadership and the humble, faithful members of our Church since its beginning, you will fall short of your goal.” Many Mormons believe their faith “can only be understood in religious terms.”51 In other words, no matter how glowing a portrait outside academics, including Stark, paint of the Latter-day Saints, Mormon officials are wary unless the hand of God is visible on the finished canvas.

A NEW WORLD FAITH?

That said, I believe LDS leaders are more concerned about the implications of the second half of Stark’s prediction—that Mormonism will soon be a new world faith. However, Mormonism already is a global religion. Today more than half of all Latter-day Saints reside outside of the United States: they live in Canada (160,743), Mexico (918,975), the Caribbean (122,182), Central America (488,830), South America (2,640,234), Europe (417,056), Asia (791,752), Africa (171,123), and the South Pacific (373,025). They speak English, Spanish, Portuguese, Tagalog, Cebuano, Japanese, Ilokano, Samoan, Korean, and Tongan as their top ten languages. Mormonism became a world religion, some would argue, when its early missionaries converted their first Canadian and British citizens in the 1830s; others say it was when its global membership reached 10 million in the 1990s. Or did it? Evangelical scholar Carl Mosser argues that even if “LDS membership fully meets or exceeds Stark’s highest projections,” this feat alone would not “constitute Mormonism as a world religion.”52 Why?

If staggering numerical growth and expanding global presence are not the defining factors, what transforms a global faith into a world religion? Furthermore, what is at stake in such categorization? Douglas Davies argues: “The interest of any particular religion could be positively served by the fact that the very phrase ‘world religion’ has come to assume general approbation and stands at the opposite end of the popular spectrum from the term ‘cult.’”53 And “cult” is how many evangelical Christians define Mormonism. Not surprisingly, “cult” is a four-letter word (in both senses) in Mormon circles. Latter-day Saints cringe when they learn that “Mormons” and “Mormonism” are still entries in contemporary reference works like Sects, “Cults,” and Alternative Religions: A World Survey and Sourcebook, by David Barrett, and The Encyclopedia of Cults, Sects, and New Religions, by James Lewis.54 And they fume that Gordon Melton classifies the “Latter-day Saints Family” (including Utah Mormons, Polygamy-Practicing Groups, Missouri Mormons, Other Mormons) outside of Christianity in his Encyclopedia of American Religions.55 “To move from cult status to that of ‘world religion’ would be beneficial to the membership and leadership of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as far as public opinion is concerned,” Davies suggests.56

What is at stake here? Regardless of its scholarly utility, the category “world religion” is still used by many to categorize (and rank) global faiths. For example, a search for “world religions” on the Google search engine will yield nearly 7 million hits. Enter the same key words into any university library catalog and you will be bombarded with hundreds of references. And looking for books about world religion on Amazon.com will net nearly 70 thousand titles.

Who or what exactly constitutes a world religion is less clear. According to Merriam-Webster’s Encyclopedia of World Religions, the term “world religions” was a “classification made popular in the 19th century that referred to an exclusive set of religions that crossed national boundaries.” Initially, only Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam fit the definition. Over time, four more religions—Confucianism/Taoism, Hinduism, Judaism, and Shinto—were added.57 Moreover, the editors of The Illustrated Guide to World Religions suggest only seven living religions—Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Chinese Traditions, and Japanese Traditions—deserve to be called world religions, based on three criteria: number of followers, diffusion, and historical importance.58 Finally, the editors of Microsoft’s Encarta 1998 Encyclopedia consider only Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Judaism, and Zoroastrianism world religions.59 Not even reference works agree as to what constitutes a world religion. One thing is clear, however: being labeled a world religion is certainly preferable than being slurred a cult.

REACTIONS TO STARK’S NEW-WORLD-FAITH THESIS

What’s in a name, or, in this case, what’s in a categorization? Although many scholars of religion no longer find the “world religions” typology helpful, it is clear that such status has great cachet. Why, then, are LDS leaders hesitant to have their church anointed the next world religion even if it qualifies numerically? As long as Stark’s thesis remains in the realm of demographics and numbers, they are generally content and even flattered. When I asked him where he fit in the larger discussion, Stark replied, “I don’t!” He has read neither Shipps nor Bloom. When he first claimed that Mormonism was on its way to becoming a “new world faith,” all he meant was that if historical LDS growth rates continue, the Church of Jesus Christ will be a “really, really big religion” by 2080.60 But his scholarship has been increasingly appropriated by the larger conversation I described earlier: the growing debate over Mormonism’s status as an emerging world religion, or a new religious tradition.

Kendall White argues that the debate within the LDS community regarding the labeling of Mormonism as a new religious tradition centers on the relationship between Mormonism and historical Christianity.61 For Mormonism to be considered a stand-alone world religion, with all that imports, it would have to divorce itself from Christianity—something Jan Shipps and Harold Bloom believe the Church of Jesus Christ has already done. White suggests that this is why these two scholars have not enjoyed the same hospitality as Stark has in Salt Lake City. “As flattering as Shipps and Bloom may be, they create anxiety with arguments that define Mormonism outside Christianity. To the Mormons, Shipps and Bloom unwittingly provide aid and comfort to those who deny the saints their ‘rightful’ place within the Christian fold.”62 And members of the Church of Jesus Christ are unwilling to trade their Christian birthright for a mess of world religion pottage.

Latter-day Saints take understandable offense when outsiders judge them to be beyond the pale of Christianity. It is one thing to claim that Mormons are not part of traditional Christianity; it is quite another to deny their Christian heritage and faith. As part of a religion “asserting its status as a Restoration of truth,” LDS leaders, scholars, and members are therefore trying to find new ways actively to categorize their own beliefs rather than passively to accept the categorization of others.63 Some now refer to their unique flavor of Christianity as “Mormon Christianity,” “Latter-day Christianity,”64 and “Restored Christianity.”65 Or, as two Mormon scholars explain, Latter-day Saints “are Christians, but of a particular sort.”66 According to the LDS Church’s Web site, “Members of the Church claim to be Christian, but they reject the notion that they are Catholic, Protestant or Orthodox. To them, being Christian is not complete without another unique identifier. The key word for believers is restoration.” The Web site further claims that


many Latter-day Saints don’t seem to care much about claims from other Christians that they are not part of “mainstream Christianity.” In fact, most of the Church’s members readily agree. While they seem to want to be regarded with respect by other faiths as Christians, they seem eager to stand independent in matters of doctrine.67



Latter-day Saints want to be different, but not completely different from their Christian brothers and sisters. They want to be “in Christianity, but not of it,” to turn a biblical phrase. As a result, most Latter-day Saints are grateful for Stark’s optimism and “imaginative view” of their destiny. Yet they are apprehensive of what exactly he and other scholars, like Shipps and Bloom, mean when they identify Mormonism as something new—even if the identification is positive—if they perceive the scholars or their classifications as undermining their relationship to Christianity.

This LDS ambivalence toward Stark and his fellow scholars, however, may fade in the twenty-first century. According to one sociologist:


If Christianity further fragments in a post-modern, secular world of varied options, the Latter-day Saints will find it easier simply to assert their uniqueness without debating the precise meaning of “Christian” at all. That would make their identity as a distinctive group easier to affirm and, if their numbers continue to expand, it would also make their status as a new religion increasingly viable.68



Already, few Latter-day Saints understand or even care about the conversation I have just rehearsed.69

CONCLUSION

Could there really be 267 million Latter-day Saints by 2080? In 1996, Stark reminded his critics that “it would be wise to keep in mind that back in 1880 scholars would have ridiculed anyone who used a straight-line projection to predict that the [133,600] Latter-day Saints of that year would number more than five million a century hence. But that is now history.”70 What remains is the future. And although “only time will tell whether we have in Mormonism a new world religion as such,” the future looks bright for the American religion.71 Yale scholar Harold Bloom argues that not even the Catholics, Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus will be able to stop the Mormon wave in the coming age. The Latter-day Saints “will not falter; they will take the entire twenty-first century as their span, if need be, and surely it will be.”72

And if they do, we, along with our children and our grandchildren, will witness something unseen in more than fourteen centuries: the rise of a new world faith, or at least—to borrow Stark’s words—a “really, really big” Christ-centered religion.

We are grateful to many individuals who helped midwife this book into the world of scholarship. Richard Lyman Bushman, Terryl L. Givens, Phillip E. Hammond, Laurie F. Maffly-Kipp, Armand L. Mauss, Heather M. Seferovich, Steven Vaisey, Grant Wacker, and Jed Woodworth reviewed portions or complete drafts of the manuscript. Their suggestions are appreciated and reflected in this volume. Many thanks to Wendy Lochner, our editor at Columbia University Press, for seeing merit in our idea and shepherding our project through the publication process. While Columbia may not have much of a college football team, its press and personnel are second to none. Christine Mortlock, Michael Haskell, and Kate Lawn have been wonderful to work with during the production process.

Much of this work appeared earlier, in somewhat different form as explained above. We therefore acknowledge the publishers and organizations that allowed us to reprint Stark’s scholarship: the Association for the Sociology of Religion, Mormon History Association, Religious Research Association, Religious Studies Center–Brigham Young University, Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, Transaction Publishers, University of California Press, University of Chicago Press, and University of Illinois Press. Artist Roger Loveless graciously permitted us to showcase his Brotherhood painting as our cover art.

Finally, I want to thank Rodney Stark for taking Mormonism seriously. That such an eminent sociologist would entertain and support an unsolicited proposal by an unknown graduate student says more about his magnanimous character than my abilities as an editor. Thanks for believing in me from the beginning, Rod.

Reid L. Neilson

Chapel Hill, North Carolina
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1. EXTRACTING SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC MODELS FROM MORMON HISTORY

Historians have become accustomed to exhortations that they ought to apply social scientific models to their scholarship. Thus, when the Mormon History Association invited me to give the distinguished O. C. Tanner Lecture on Mormon History at their thirty-second annual conference in 1998, they likely assumed that any religious movement, including the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, is both unique and constrained by general social scientific principles. And I imagine they presumed that I would devote my lecture to explaining how some of these principles apply to Mormon history.

However, I thought it would be far more useful to do the opposite. Through the years, by close study of the Mormons I have tried to discover the general within the particular—to extract general social scientific models from Mormon history. So I devoted my Tanner Lecture to summarizing several of these models in hopes that my Mormon audience would see some of the general implications of things they knew so very well in particular.

THE RISE OF A NEW WORLD FAITH

Twenty years ago I published my first LDS study with the flamboyant title “The Rise of a New World Faith” (Stark 1984a). In it I explained why Mormonism offered a “unique opportunity” to social scientists. I began by noting that it may be futile to try to understand the rise of new religions by studying the numerous small groups that constantly spring up, since none of these movements ever actually rises. Almost all are doomed to obscurity from the start. Hence, even if we should discover the underlying principles governing these new religious movements, chances are that what we will have discovered are the laws of religious failure.

Sociologists must study successful cases to understand how new religions rise. So I continued:


It is, of course, much too late to study how Islam arose in the 7th Century, as it is too late to study the rise of other great world faiths. Their formative periods are now forever shrouded in the fog of unrecorded history. Despite the many admirable efforts to deduce “histories” of these great movements by sociologizing upon shreds of texts, there are severe limits to what can be learned by these means. Sociologists of religion must await new developments to provide them with critical evidence.



And then came my punch line: “I suggest that we need wait no longer, that the time of deliverance is now at hand. I shall give my reasons for believing that it is possible today to study that incredibly rare event: the rise of a new world religion” (Stark 1984a:18).

I then presented two projections of LDS Church membership for the next century (1980–2080). The low estimate was based on a growth rate of 30 percent per decade, which is far below the actual average rate of growth of 61 percent maintained by the church during the three decades up to 1980. This low estimate would produce about 64 million Latter-day Saints in 2080. The high estimate was based on a growth rate of 50 percent per decade, still below the rate maintained during the preceding thirty years. Were it to be met, there would be about 267 million Latter-day Saints in 2080. Either total would qualify Mormonism as a world religion.

These projections have attracted much attention and have sent any number of my colleagues and various journalists into extreme denial. But it is possible to compare the projections for the first twenty-three years (1980–2003) with actual membership figures. In chapter 7 I show that membership of the Church of Jesus Christ is substantially higher than my most optimistic projections.

This little exercise in the arithmetic of the possible became of considerably more general interest when I wrote a book on the rise of Christianity (Stark 1996a). I hoped to establish whether the ordinary process of conversion explained how Christianity had grown as large as it must have been by the start of the fourth century or whether it was necessary to accept claims of mass conversions. That is, what rate of growth must we assume for Christianity to have grown from about 1,000 members in A.D. 40 to about 6 million in A.D. 300? Historians, from Eusebius to Ramsay MacMullen, have unanimously asserted that such large numbers necessitate extraordinary bursts of mass conversions.

Here I had an immense advantage because I knew from LDS statistics that the early growth of Christianity was in no way astonishing. All that was required for Christians to number 6 million within the time that history allows was a growth rate of 40 percent per decade, which is significantly lower than the recent LDS rate (Stark 1996a:7, 14). I must confess that I have enjoyed all the praise I received for generating this growth curve for early Christianity, but I also must admit that it was a very small achievement. I have made rather more important discoveries from close study of the Latter-day Saints. For example, in my first essay on the rise of Mormonism, I promised that I would soon publish a theoretical model of how new religions succeed, generalized from the LDS example. I made good on that promise in 1987 and produced a more sophisticated version in 1996 (Stark 1987, 1996b). In chapter 6 I examine whether (and to what extent) the Latter-day Saints satisfy each element of my theory. And satisfy and succeed they do.

NETWORKS OF FAITH

One of my earliest theoretical contributions to the social scientific study of religion concerned the central role of social relations in conversion to religious groups. This work did not begin with study of the Latter-day Saints but with the first dozen American members of the Unification Church, often referred to in the media as the Moonies. John Lofland, a fellow graduate student, and I wanted to understand how people converted. We decided that no real progress could be made in explaining conversion if we were barricaded behind the library stacks, so we went out to see it happen.

Our observations reduced doctrinal appeals to a very minor initial role. Yes, after people have joined a new religious movement and have fully learned its doctrines and forms of worship, they emphasize the centrality of belief in their conversion. But having observed these same people before and during their conversions, Lofland and I knew better. It was the social connection that led to their conversions, or, as we put it, “conversion was coming to accept the opinions of one’s friends [or relatives]” (Lofland and Stark 1965:871).

Subsequent studies have shown that, in fact, interpersonal ties, or social capital, are the primary factor in conversion; my more recent work on this phenomenon is based on the proposition that when an individual’s attachments to a member or members of another religion outweigh his or her attachments to nonmembers, conversion will occur.

In the case of most new religious movements, conversion is based on the formation of attachments to outsiders, and the typical convert is a person deficient in ties to others because of situational or psychological factors. However, when movements depend on befriending isolates, their growth will be very slow. Why? Because when new members are selected for lack of ties to nonmembers, they rarely connect the group to other potential converts. Thus, growth requires that these religious movements constantly form new ties to nonmembers despite being increasingly composed of members deficient in the social skills needed to play the active role in forming such relationships (Stark and Roberts 1982). Any movement growing as rapidly as Mormonism or early Christianity cannot be based on recruiting isolates. Rather, most new converts must open the way to new social networks—to the conversion of their friends and relatives.

While seeking to document this proposition I first benefited from a close examination of Mormonism. My LDS friend and fellow sociologist Armand Mauss provided me with data on the outcomes of a large number of contacts between Mormon missionaries and nonmembers. When the contact occurred through a door-to-door cold call, the results were dismal. However, when the contact was arranged and hosted by a Mormon friend or relative of the potential recruit, conversion took place quite often. It thus became obvious that LDS conversion is most efficiently produced by rank-and-file Latter-day Saints who spread their faith to relatives and friends (Stark and Bainbridge 1980b).

My interests in conversion and the growth of religious movements have taken me back to the Church of Jesus Christ data again and again. I have devoted a good deal of effort to reconstructing the earliest Mormon social networks, starting with the Joseph Smith family. Most Mormon historians are aware that many early Mormon conversions were very much a kinship affair. Nevertheless, I doubt that many fully appreciate the extent by which the Church of Jesus Christ began as one big family or how long this remained true and at what extraordinary distances. I have detailed these social networks in chapter 3.

RELIGIOUS CAPITAL AND CONVERSION

Having stressed the network character of LDS conversion, I now must admit that doctrine does matter. Even if people do not pursue a new faith because they find its doctrines irresistible, doctrine does tend to impede or facilitate religious choices. It does this in two primary ways. One way involves the principle of the conservation of religious capital. The other way occurs as doctrine shapes the social norms within religious groups.

As I became more familiar with LDS statistics I noticed that the LDS church was much more successful in some places than others. Eventually, I recognized a pattern: Mormon growth is usually more rapid in Christian than in non-Christian societies. This encouraged me to examine other recent religious movements and to notice that groups retaining substantial Christian cultural elements (such as Christian Science or the Children of God) have grown more in the United States than have various non-Christian faiths based in Hinduism or other Eastern religions (such as Theosophy or the Hare Krishnas).

We already have examined the role of social capital in conversion. Likewise, people will attempt to conserve their religious capital—the degree of mastery of any particular religious culture—when making religious choices. What this means is that, generally speaking, the greater their store of religious capital (the more they have invested in a faith), the more costly it is for people to change faiths. This fact helps us recognize why converts overwhelmingly are recruited from the ranks of those lacking a prior religious commitment or having only a nominal connection to a religious group. When people change religions, they tend to select the option that maximizes their conservation of religious capital by switching to a religious body very similar to the one in which they were raised (Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1973).

THE WORD AS FLESH

Doctrine also plays a substantial role in shaping the social life of religious groups, aspects of which are of special importance to any outsider thinking of becoming a member. I was able to overcome my sociological training and to recognize that the Word can indeed become flesh.

Anyone who lives around Latter-day Saints and pays attention must be struck by the worldly rewards of membership. They benefit from the promise of immense rewards to come in the next world and shower one another with rewards in this one. By asking much of their members, the church gains the resources to give them much. Far more than members of most other American faiths, Latter-day Saints can feel secure against misfortune and hard times. This is not an accident, nor is it a holdover from frontier customs. Again and again when I have discussed these practices with Latter-day Saints, they quickly offer scriptural explanation. They maintain their own system of social services because they believe God commands them to do so. And here, too, my work on early Christianity profited greatly from my Mormon experiences.

It is not fashionable to argue that the early Christians took seriously such ideas as being their brothers’ keepers. Nor would most sociologists have suggested that Christians really would have acted on such notions to nurse the sick in times of plague, to sustain widows and orphans, to purchase the freedom of slaves, or to provide decent burial for the dead—this despite the fact that both early Christian and pagan sources agree that it was all true! Most sociologists know better than to believe such stuff. We have been taught that ideas are but epiphenomena flowing upward from underlying material conditions. But anyone who has watched their LDS friends make substantial sacrifices on behalf of others—open their home to an abandoned wife and children or regularly take a former neighbor now suffering from Alzheimer’s disease out for a picnic—knows enough to look for such forms of religious behavior elsewhere. I was able to understand the very attractive social and material rewards of early Christianity because I observed people become Latter-day Saints after having initially formed a favorable impression of the church on these grounds alone.

A THEORY OF REVELATIONS

Furthermore, my immersion in Mormon history led me to formulate and then to extend a theory of revelations. The most basic question confronting the social scientific study of religion concerns the sources of religious culture. Given that the major Western religions are all based on revelations, the question becomes: How do “revelations” occur? To the extent that we cannot answer this question, we remain ignorant of the origins of our entire subject matter.

When William Bainbridge and I first surveyed the literature on revelation, we found that the psychopathological interpretation was the overwhelming favorite, with conscious fraud treated as the only plausible alternative. We reworked the literature and systematized our own field observations to state three models of revelation, allowing for revelations involving neither craziness nor corruption (Bainbridge and Stark 1979). But I still was not satisfied. Eventually, I found the basis for a new theory in a close examination of how Spencer W. Kimball, then president of the LDS Church, received the revelation in 1978 that blacks could receive the Mormon priesthood. President Kimball reported no voices from beyond, no burning bushes, and no apparitions (Mauss 1981). The actual process by which he received his revelation would seem to involve nothing more (or less) than achieving a state of complete certainty about what God wanted him to do.

Couldn’t any sincere believer have revelations that way? Clearly, this episode demonstrated the possibility that many revelations can be understood in rational terms. I soon realized that this assumption could be extended even to the more dramatic episodes of revelations, including those that involve visions and voices. So I proceeded to construct a model of revelations based on the starting assumption that normal people can, through entirely normal means, have revelations, including revelations sufficiently profound to serve as the basis of new religions (Stark 1999b). In constructing it, I ended up giving considerable attention to famous founders of religions, and I was struck by some amazing similarities among Joseph Smith, Muhammad, Jesus, and Moses. I have unpacked my comparison of these holy men in chapter 2. This observation led me to the notion of “Holy Families” or the importance of family and social networks not only for producing converts but also for sustaining prophets. There seems to be compelling evidence that cultural and social supports are needed to make people receptive to revelations.

I was careful to acknowledge the possibility that revelations actually occur. It is beyond the capacity of science to demonstrate that the divine does not communicate directly with certain individuals; there is no possibility of constructing an appropriate detector. We must, therefore, admit the possibility of an active supernatural realm closed to scientific exploration. To confess these limits to scientific epistemology is not to suggest that we cease efforts to account for religious phenomena within a scientific framework. There is no necessary incompatibility between these efforts and faith.

RELIGION, FAITH, AND SKEPTICISM

While the similarities among Joseph Smith, Muhammad, Jesus, and Moses sustain my theoretical propositions, unfortunately they can also be twisted to support the view that religions are nothing more than human inventions and that all the faithful are misled or myopic. This fallacy has gone unchallenged in social science circles for far too long. Therefore, let me explain why the social scientific study of religion is as compatible with faith as it is with skepticism.

The basis of the fallacy is the notion that, to be true, religions must be immune to social scientific analysis, being inexplicable enigmas. For example, it is assumed that if believers, and especially founders, can be shown to behave in predictable ways, subject to normal human desires and motivations, then their religion must be a wholly naturalistic phenomenon, having no supernatural aspects. From this view, the fact that these four religious founders conform to a social scientific model is proof of their purely human origins. Why else, skeptics ask, would the recipients of revelations have role models? Why would they require social support to proceed with their missions? Why would movements spread through networks on the basis of interpersonal relations rather than on the basis of scriptural merit?

This form of attack on the credibility of religion ignores what all believers readily acknowledge: that there is always a human side to religious phenomena. Mormons, Muslims, Christians, and Jews believe that the divine could convert the whole world in an instant, restrain the forces of evil, and perform much-desired miracles. But followers of these faiths also assume that this is not the divine intention. Rather, they believe that the divine acts through history, employing imperfect human agents. No inherently irreligious assumptions are therefore involved in seeking to understand the human side of religious phenomena, including revelations, in human terms. Thus, for example, there is nothing discreditable in discovering that those who train and supervise missionaries are concerned with developing effective tactics, with sustaining morale, and with all the other common issues arising from organized human action. Moreover, all four faiths depict the humanity of their founders, and, from the point of view of believers, there is nothing blasphemous about examining their human sides and observing that they behaved in recognizably human ways. The social scientific study of religion attempts to do nothing more.

CONCLUSION

The “miracle” of the Church of Jesus Christ’s success makes it the single most important case on the agenda of the social scientific study of religion. Sociologists and historians can learn much from the study of Mormonism and from Latter-day Saints directly. From Mormonism we can see how a successful movement differs from the thousands of failures. Moreover, we are fortunate to have such a movement available for study and can also hope to profit immensely from the extraordinary research of LDS social scientists on Mormonism (Walker, Whittaker, and Allen 2001:153–97).

One of the great advantages of doing research on the Latter-day Saints is the extraordinary quality and quantity of the data they collect and statistics they compile. In 1903, University of Wisconsin political economist Richard T. Ely wrote of Mormonism: “So far as I can judge from what I have seen, the organization of the Mormons is the most nearly perfect piece of social mechanism with which I have ever, in any way, come in contact, excepting alone the German army” (Ely 1903:668).

And, as the German army in that era displayed its perfection not only in field tactics but in scrupulous staff work, so, too, has the Church of Jesus Christ maintained an appetite for detailed and exact information. Their statistics are constantly being updated; they are subject to periodic field audits; and they are augmented by extremely professional research. Through the years, I have consulted with many denominational research departments and have read countless reports of their results. I have often been very favorably impressed. Yet the research efforts of other denominations shrink to insignificance when compared with the quality, scope, and sophistication of the work of the Church of Jesus Christ’s social-research department. One might as well be comparing missionary efforts.

Some of this work is not yet readily available outside the LDS Church, and I have been unusually privileged to see it. Yet there is every reason to be confident that the results of these truly important studies will find their way into the appropriate journals in the future. And, even if we must wait awhile, what is really important is that the right data are being collected in the right way. Thus they constitute a prize for scholars—if not today, then at some future time. Suppose the Apostle Paul had not only sent out letters but also questionnaires? And what if it were only today that the Vatican released them? Would we think them too old to be useful? Not at all.

Finally, I am aware how easy it is for one person’s faith to be another’s heresy. Indeed, that was the basis of my early work on religion and anti-Semitism. Nevertheless, one does not really expect to find hard-line particularism among scholars of religion. Thus, I continue to be astonished that my colleagues—who would never utter anti-Semitic, anti-Catholic, or even anti-Muslim remarks—unself-consciously and self-righteously condemn the Latter-day Saints. It is time we did better.


[image: image]

2. JOSEPH SMITH AMONG THE REVELATORS

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Several days after experiencing his “First Vision,” Joseph Smith related his theophany to a local revivalist Methodist preacher. His rehearsal was not well received. “I was greatly surprised at his behaviour,” Joseph recorded, “he treated my communication not only lightly, but with great contempt, saying it was all of the devil; that there was no such thing as visions or revelations in these days; that all such things had ceased with the Apostles, and that there never would be any more of them” (Smith 1853:77). Historian Richard Bushman explains: “The preacher reacted quickly, not because of the strangeness of Joseph’s story but because of its familiarity. Subjects of revivals all too often claimed to have seen visions.” But it was the accompanying messages, not the visions themselves, that upset the establishment. “Too often the visions justified a breach of the moral code or a sharp departure in doctrine. By Joseph’s day, any vision was automatically suspect, whatever its content” (Bushman 1984:58–59).

Not only were visions automatically suspect—so were the visionaries. Joseph quickly discovered he was the target of evangelical attack. “I soon found,” he lamented, “that my telling the story had excited a great deal of prejudice against me among professors of religion, and was the cause of great persecution, … though I was an obscure boy, only between fourteen and fifteen years of age, and my circumstances in life such as to make a boy of no consequence in the world.” Nevertheless, “men of high standing” from all Christian sects united and took “notice sufficient to excite the public mind against” Joseph, stirring up “hot persecution,” which they heaped upon his head, causing the Palmyra plowboy “great sorrow” (Smith 1853:77). Reflecting on his teenage years, Joseph concluded:


I have thought since, that I felt much like Paul when he made his defence before King Agrippa, and related the account of the vision he had when he “saw a light and heard a voice”; but still there were but few who believed him. Some said he was dishonest, others said he was mad, and he was ridiculed and reviled; but all this did not destroy the reality of his vision. He had seen a vision—he knew he had—and all the persecution under heaven could not make it otherwise; and though they should persecute him unto death, yet he knew, and would know unto his latest breath, that he had both seen a light and heard a voice speaking to him, and all the world could not make him think or believe otherwise. So it was with me. I had actually seen a light, and in the midst of that light I saw two personages, and they did in reality speak unto me, or one of them did; and though I was hated and persecuted for saying that I had seen a vision, yet it was true; and while they were persecuting me, reviling me, and speaking all manner of evil against me falsely, for so saying, I was led to say in my heart, Why persecute for telling the truth? I have actually seen a vision; and who am I that I can with stand God?

(Smith 1853:77–78)



Joseph Smith would go on to claim a number of revelatory experiences, including additional theophanic visions, angelic visitations, as well as the receipt of corporate and personal revelations. To his growing number of followers, Joseph spoke with divine authority on both spiritual and temporal matters. Still, his critics continued to condemn his revelatory claims, rejecting the possibility that “angels appear to men in this enlightened age!” “Damn him,” they exclaimed, “he ought to be tarred and feathered for telling such a damned lie!” (as quoted in Wood 1980:382). And he was. Mobs applied the pitch and down to the exposed flesh of Joseph and several of his followers. The Mormon prophet’s revelations and his critics’ condemnation crescendoed until June 1844, when a hail of bullets finally silenced Joseph, but not before he had shared some of his most mind-stretching, radical revelations.

In the sixteen decades since Joseph Smith’s assassination, many Mormon and non-Mormon scholars and observers have attempted to explain why he and his followers found themselves so at odds with antebellum U.S. society. They have explored the political, religious, social, and economic fault lines between the Latter-day Saints and those in the mainstream. While each claim is interesting and worthy of study, it seems that Smith’s claim to the revelatory was the ever-present wedge. This is because he taught that the heavens were again open and that God was speaking to men—a charge that few could bear, then or now. His successor Brigham Young explained: “Why was [Joseph Smith] hunted from neighborhood to neighborhood, from city to city, and from State to State, and at last suffered death? Because he received revelations from the Father, from the Son, and was ministered to by holy angels, and published to the world the direct will of the Lord concerning his children on the earth” (Young 1876:582). Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to present a theory of how and why revelations work, with special emphasis on Joseph Smith, the Mormon prophet.

A THEORY OF REVELATIONS

As conceived by the major Western faiths, God speaks. Thus, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, and Mormon scriptures are believed to derive from revelations, from the actual thoughts of God conveyed to selected recipients. If we would truly understand these faiths, it is necessary to ask: How do revelations occur?

Despite being the question, it seldom has been raised, and the ongoing empirical research on revelations and various other aspects of “the sociology of mysticism takes place within a theoretical vacuum” (Hood 1985:287). The reason for this theoretical neglect has been that the “causes” of revelations have seemed obvious to most social scientists: those who claim to have received revelations—to have communicated with the supernatural—are either crazy or crooked, and sometimes both. Indeed, even many social scientists who will assume the rationality of more mundane religious phenomena find it quite impossible to accept that normal people can sincerely believe they have communicated with the divine. No reviewer flinched when, in the third sentence of his book Mystical Experience, Ben-Ami Scharfstein revealed that “mysticism is … a name for the paranoid darkness in which unbalanced people stumble so confidently” (1973:1).

Although scholars often are more circumspect than Scharfstein, it long has been the orthodox position that the world’s major religious figures, including Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, as well as thousands of more recent revelators such as Joseph Smith, Bernadette Soubirous, and Sun M. Moon, were psychotics, frauds, or both. When William Sims Bainbridge and I (1979) surveyed the literature on revelation we found that although the topic had been little covered, the psychopathological interpretation was the overwhelming favorite, with conscious fraud treated as the only plausible alternative.

In that essay, Bainbridge and I reviewed this slim literature and analyzed our own fieldwork to propose three models of revelation. The first gives systematic statement to the psychopathology interpretation. Here, revelations are traced not simply to mental illness but also to abnormal mental states induced by drugs or fasting. The second model substitutes chicanery for psychopathology and characterizes some religious founders as entrepreneurs. Finally, we proposed a subcultural-evolution model of revelation wherein a small group, interacting intensely over a period of time, assembles a revelation bit by bit, without anyone being aware of the social processes taking place. Here, at least, we made room for revelations involving neither insanity nor fraud.

After the publication of that article, it became increasingly clear to me that these three models fail to account for many cases of revelations—including the most significant ones. There have been precious few examples for which there is any persuasive evidence that the founder of a new religious movement had any symptoms of mental problems.1 Of course, lack of visible signs is no impediment for Freudians and others who are entirely willing to infer psychopathology from religious behavior per se (Capps and Carroll 1988; Carroll 1987; Freud [1927] 1961; La Barre 1969; Schneiderman 1967). For those lacking conviction in Freud’s revelations, the apparent normality of scores of well-documented cases ought to stimulate new approaches. Moreover, it seemed equally clear that few of the apparently sane recipients of revelations were frauds. Too many made personal sacrifices utterly incompatible with such an assessment. Finally, the subcultural-evolution model will not take up the slack, for the majority of cases seem not to fit it either. Hence, the need for a new approach was patent. Consequently, I devoted several papers to exploring how normal people could talk with God (Stark 1991, 1992b, 1997). In this chapter I greatly revise and extend that work into a general model of revelations.

The inspiration for pursuing such a model came from reading an account of how President Spencer W. Kimball received the revelation in 1978 that blacks could receive the LDS priesthood. President Kimball spoke only of the many hours he spent in the “upper room of the temple supplicating the Lord for divine guidance,” not of voices from beyond, burning bushes, or apparitions (Mauss 1981). He apparently received his revelation by becoming convinced of God’s will in the matter.

If President Kimball’s experience can be considered revelation, then it is entirely clear that normal people can, through entirely normal means, believe they communicate with the divine. Moreover, as I pursued the matter in greater depth, I saw that this assumption can be extended even to cases involving voices and visions—as I plan to demonstrate.

Although the model is, of necessity, limited to the human side of revelations, it is inappropriate to rule out the possibility that revelations actually occur. Unfortunately, as Ralph Hood (1985) has pointed out, even the most unbiased social scientists typically have been unwilling to go further than to grant that the recipients of revelations have made honest mistakes, that they have misinterpreted an experience as having involved contact with the divine. This is taken as self-evident on the grounds that any real scientist “knows” that real revelations are quite impossible. I fully agree with Hood (1985, 1997) that whereas methodological agnosticism represents good science, both methodological atheism and theism are unscientific. Neither we, nor science, can prove that revelations are impossible. Therefore, provision is made for this possibility in proposition four of my model, although this is not, and ought not be, a necessary assumption of the model.

Keep in mind, too, that many religions are not based on revelations. A distinction is made between “revealed” and “natural” religions in all general discussions of comparative religions. Thus, The New Columbia Encyclopedia notes that religions may be distinguished on the basis of “the origins of [their] body of knowledge … some religions are revealed as in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam” while others are “nonrevealed, or natural,” being the result “of human inquiry alone” (Harris and Levey 1975:2299). Here The New Columbia Encyclopedia includes Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, and “Chinese metaphysical doctrines.” In similar fashion, the new Oxford Dictionary of World Religions (Bowker 1997:814) explains that natural religious are based on truths “discerned within the natural order,” whereas revealed religion “comes from a source other than that of the human recipient, usually God.” Geoffrey Parrinder (1976) uses the terms “monism” and “theism” to draw the same distinction between forms of mysticism, the former involving insights achieved by the mystic, whereas the latter attributes insights to communication with divinity.

Consequently, insights gained through meditation, such as when Zen Buddhists experience enlightenment, are not revelations because a revelation is not an insight or an inspiration. A revelation is a communication—President Kimball did not think that he had found truth within himself, but that God had placed it there. Consequently, a revelation presupposes a divine being capable of wishes and intentions, thereby eliminating the Tao as well as the god of most Unitarians.

Revelations are communications believed to come from a divine being.

With this definition to guide us, let us turn to the model. In presenting the propositions, I will illustrate each by drawing on the four most important cases of revelations in Western history. I make considerable use of the case of Joseph Smith not only because his revelations launched the most impressive new religious movement in centuries but also because of the extraordinary amount of reliable detail that is available. The second primary case is that of Muhammad, whose life and activities also are very well documented. Jesus is the third case I will draw upon, and I was very relieved to discover that the mists of unrecorded history are far less dense than I had feared. The fourth case is Moses, and here I will be limited to passing references since the mists are thick indeed.

THE CONTEXT OF REVELATIONS

If not all conceptions of the divine can be the source of revelations, not all sociocultural contexts can sustain revelatory activity (Stark 1965b). Hence, the first proposition includes two elements, which specify the context necessary for revelations to occur.

1. Revelations will tend to occur when (a) there exists a supportive cultural tradition of communications with the divine and (b) the recipient of the revelation(s) has direct contact with a role model, with someone who has had such communications.

As will be seen, people routinely experience many things they might define as communication with God (Hood 1985), but to actually define something as a revelation they must assume that such communication is possible. This assumption can be supported by the religious culture in general, but revelations are far more likely for those who know and respect someone who already has had such encounters. This holds in all four major cases: Joseph Smith, Muhammad, Jesus, and Moses.

JOSEPH SMITH. At age eighteen, when he had his first encounter with the angel Moroni, Joseph Smith lived in Palmyra, New York, a small town in the heart of a region that came to be known as the “Burned-Over District” because of its responsiveness to revivals and for giving rise to so many religious movements. Hence, in addition to the general Christian tradition of revelation, Joseph lived in a local environment in which people were accustomed to reports of revelations (Ahlstrom 1972; Brodie 1945; Cross 1950). His family took revelations for granted, as did most of their neighbors.

Local people frequently reported having vivid religious experiences; one such person was Joseph’s father, Joseph Smith Sr., who often had dreams that he defined as “visions” (Arrington and Bitton 1979; Brodie 1945; Bushman 1984). Seven of the visions were regarded as so significant that they are recounted in detail in his wife’s memoirs, published years later (Smith 1853). These visions, which involved healing and salvation, were well known to all family members. Consequently, Joseph Jr. was prepared to have visions of his own, and when that happened the first thing he did was tell his father who “expressed no skepticism. Having learned himself to trust in visions, he accepted his son’s story and counseled him to do exactly as the angel said” (Bushman 1984:63). LaMar C. Berrett noted that the senior Smith was “the first person to have faith in Joseph’s experience with Moroni” and “showed respect and trust to his son concerning an experience that would cause most fathers to question, criticize, or disregard” (1988:37).

MUHAMMAD. Revelations were taken for granted in Arabic culture in Muhammad’s time. In part, this was a result of the constant and close contact with Christians and Jews—communities of both faiths existed all over the Arabian Peninsula in those days, some of them very close to Muhammad’s Mecca. In fact, at the start of his prophetic career, Muhammad assumed that Christians and Jews would embrace his revelations, since he believed himself to be the last in a line of prophets beginning with Abraham and including Jesus. There also was an indigenous Arabic tradition of revelation. This was especially well developed among a group known as the hanif, who seem to have been a monotheistic sect in Arabia that included elements of both Christianity and Judaism—possibly being a refuge for heretics from both (Bowker 1997). Scholars now generally accept that the hanif reflected the existence of “a national Arabian monotheism which was the preparatory stage to Islam” (Fueck [1936] 1981:91).

Muhammad was directly influenced by two of the four founders of the hanif movement. One of these was his cousin Ubaydallah ibn Jahsh, who also was one of Muhammad’s early converts, and the other was his wife’s cousin Waraqa ibn Nawfal, a famous ascetic whom Muhammad may have known since early childhood (Peters 1994:104). Waraqa had visions of his own and had long been predicting the coming of an Arabian prophet. Consequently, he authenticated Muhammad’s earliest visions and spurred him on in pursuit of more revelations (Armstrong 1993; Farah 1994; Payne 1959; Peters 1994; Rodinson 1980; Salahi 1995; Waines 1995; Watt 1961).

JESUS. There is much uncertainty about the actual revelations on which Christianity is based. Jesus did not leave a “book,” and his fundamental message, let alone what he actually said, always has been in dispute. That aside, the story is much the same.

Has there ever been a time and place where revelation and prophecy were more taken for granted than Palestine two millennia ago? Indeed, it is the combined legacy of Judaism and early Christianity that provided the cultural basis for the revelatory activities of Muhammad and Joseph Smith. As for a role model, according to Luke (1:36), John the Baptist and Jesus were cousins. Moreover, the Baptist’s father, Zacharias, was a high priest whose revelation from the angel Gabriel concerning his son’s conception was known far and wide (Luke 1:5–22). Besides being cousins, John the Baptist and Jesus are thought to have been friends from childhood (Metford 1983:92, 144), and the most famous among John’s revelations is the one in which he is told that Jesus is the promised messiah and son of God.

In addition, a case might be made that Mary also served as a role model. Although the New Testament says surprisingly little about the mother of Jesus, the account in Luke 1:26–56 tells of her revelation concerning her conception of the “Son of God” and also reports her discussions with Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist, concerning the divine source of that miraculous pregnancy as well. Granted, many Bible scholars deny that there is any historical reality behind this passage. But, of course, they make the same claim about most of the New Testament—despite a century of archaeology that strongly demonstrates otherwise (Dodd 1963; Finegan 1992; Robinson 1985). Moreover, it never seems to occur to these scholars that even if they are correct that revelations don’t actually occur, that doesn’t falsify reports about people who believe they communicated with the divine. When scholars claim that because they “know” there was no virgin birth, Mary could not have perceived an encounter with the Holy Spirit, they express a non sequitur, despite all the academic apparatus within which it usually is wrapped. We do not know whether Mary was a “teenage prophetess who sang hymns of joy when she became pregnant with Jesus” (Allen 1998:36). All we know is that Luke says she was, and that when her son grew up he believed that he spoke to God.

MOSES. Admittedly, an attempt to draw upon the case of Moses to illustrate my model is entirely dependent on scripture and tradition (cf. Ginzberg 1911; Kugel 1997). I make no claim that any portion of these traditions is true. Indeed, I cannot refute revisionists who claim Moses never lived. Were the whole story mythical, however, it would seem curious that the account in the Pentateuch is so entirely consistent with the other three cases—the “mythmakers” had no model to guide them in these respects. All that said, let’s see what the tradition tells us.

However it was that the Israelites got to Egypt and whatever their actual status under the pharaohs, it appears they took the idea of revelation for granted, as the story of Abraham attests. Scripture reports no skepticism when Moses and Aaron confided the Lord’s message to the assembled “elders of all the Israelites” (Exodus 4:29–31). Closer to home, Moses’ wife is presented as having been entirely supportive: she not only agreed to accompany him back to Egypt, but she also is reported to have circumcised her eldest son along the way in order to protect him from God. As the daughter of Jethro, who is identified as the “priest of Midian” (Exodus 2:16, 3:1), she may have been accustomed to such episodes. We do not know whether Jethro had visions or otherwise served as a role model, but it is a worthy supposition and entirely consistent with his enthusiastic support of his son-in-law’s claims and plans (Exodus 18). In addition, Moses’ brother Aaron also had a revelation at this time, directing him to join Moses. Finally, in Exodus 15, Moses’ sister Miriam is identified as “the prophet.” Since she was older than Moses, depending upon when she began to prophesy, she, too, could have served as a role model. As Yehezkel Kaufmann put it, Moses “seems to have grown up among a family of … seers” (1960:227). In any event, he did not have to invent the idea of revelation.

Let us now focus more closely on the phenomenon of revelation as such.

THE “MYSTICAL” MAJORITY

Revelations are merely the most intense and intimate form of religious or mystical experiences—those episodes involving perceptions and sensations that are interpreted as communication or contact, however slight, with the divine (Glock 1959). As I have noted, such episodes differ greatly according to the intensity and intimacy of the contact (Stark 1965a). But even the least intense form of religious experience contains the potential for more intense encounters. Indeed, the ordinary, frequent, and very widespread act of prayer has often been the springboard for revelations; this is how it all began for Joseph Smith.

With this in mind, consider remarks by an American Catholic interviewed as part of Margaret Poloma and George Gallup Jr.’s (1991:28) national survey on prayer: “There are times I need to make contact with God, but he seems very far away. During those times I’ll force myself to recite the rosary—and somehow he’ll just become present. After I finish the decades I can go on to talk with him in my own words. I don’t understand how it works, I just know that it does.” This respondent did not report revelational experiences, and most people do not. But for those who pray often and talk with God in their own words, the possibility is always there. Given that well over 80 percent of Americans pray quite regularly and nearly all do so in their own words, the wonder is that revelations aren’t rife. Perhaps they are. As will be discussed, most revelations do not involve anything new and thus do not require recipients to report them; most revelations simply provide recipients with personal confirmation of the reality of God (Howell 1997; Neitz and Spickard 1990; Stark 1965a, 1965b).

Although religious experiences do occur among the mentally ill and sometimes are caused by fasting or drugs, overwhelmingly they occur among normal, sane, sober people (Stark and Bainbridge 1997:129–55). Indeed, there is an immense body of evidence suggesting that quite ordinary mental phenomena can be experienced as some sort of mystical or religious episode involving contact with the supernatural being (Hood 1985) and that many (perhaps even most) people in most societies have such experiences (Gallup International 1984; Greeley 1975; Yamane and Polzer 1994). Hence:

2. Many common, ordinary, even mundane mental phenomena can be experienced as contact with the divine.

Most of the time these contacts do not produce revelations but instead provide an experiential validation of faith, or what I have called a “confirming experience” (Stark 1965a). Thus, for example, Catholics often report seeing the Madonna, but seldom is she reported to speak. Moreover, even when the contact does involve a communication, this usually will be interpreted in support of the prevailing religious culture. Such revelations are the kind Ernst Troeltsch (1931) defined as dogmatic mysticism, in that they support the current orthodoxy. Troeltsch contrasted these with revelations of the nondogmatic variety, which do challenge orthodoxy and can lead to protest movements. Evelyn Underhill made the same point, noting that mysticism “is most usually founded upon the formal creed which the individual mystic accepts…. he is generally an acceptor and not a rejector of such creeds…. The greatest mystics, however, have not been heretics but Catholic saints” (1911:95, 105).

The far greater prevalence of the confirming or dogmatic variety of religious experience is the result of two factors. First, religious organizations typically come to recognize the risks involved in uncontrolled mystical activity among their adherents. As James S. Coleman noted: “One consequence of this ‘communication with God’ is that every[one] who so indulges … can create a new creed. This possibility poses a constant threat of cleavage within a religious group” (1956:49–50). Consequently, religious organizations take pains to filter, interpret, and otherwise direct such activities so that the communications enhance and even revive conventional faith. Indeed, orthodoxy has been the standard against which Christianity has tested revelations. In 1 John 4:1–3, Paul states clearly the test of all revelations:


Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are of God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit which confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God. This is the spirit of antichrist, of which you heard that it was coming, and now is in the world already.



In addition to institutional control, the second reason that most people who communicate with the supernatural bring forth orthodox revelations is that most such people are deeply committed to the prevailing orthodoxy and few are possessed of the creativity needed to generate new culture. This leads to the third proposition:

3. Most episodes involving contact with the divine will merely confirm the conventional religious culture, even when the contact includes a specific communication, or revelation.

ENTER GENIUS

Most revelations are utterly boring and clearly uninspired, as is easily discovered at the nearest occult bookstore. In contrast, some revelations seem genuine in the sense that the material is so culturally impressive as to be worthy of divine sources. For example, entirely apart from its status as a sacred text, Islamicists never cease to praise the Qur’an for its extraordinary literary merit, particularly the rhyming, rhythmic stanzas of the earliest srahs. As Robert Payne put it, in the Qur’an the Arabic “language reaches its greatest heights. Muhammad, who detested poetry, was the greatest poet to come out of Arabia” (1959:3). How could this happen?

Suppose that someone with the literary gifts of William Shakespeare underwent a series of mental events he or she interpreted as contact with the supernatural. Would it not be likely that the revelations produced in this way would be messages of depth, beauty, and originality? The question is, of course, how can geniuses mistake the source of their revelation? That is, how could they not know that they, not the divine, composed it?

The psychopathological model explains their mistake as delusional. The entrepreneurial model claims there is no mistake but merely conscious fraud. Nevertheless, it seems likely that such a mistake could easily be made by an entirely rational and honest individual.

Most composers compose. That is, they write music slowly, a few notes at a time. But this is not the way all composers work. For Mozart and Gershwin, melodies simply came to them in completed form—they did not compose tunes, they simply played what they heard and later wrote down what they had heard (although they often polished what they had originally heard). And both men seemed to regard the sources of their music as somehow “out there,” as external. In a letter to Isaac Goldberg, Gershwin described the genesis of his “Rhapsody in Blue”:


It was on that train, with its steely rhythms, its rattlety-bang that is so often stimulating to a composer—I frequently hear music in the heart of noise—I suddenly heard—and even saw on paper—the complete construction of the rhapsody from beginning to end…. All at once I heard myself playing a theme that must have been haunting me inside, seeking outlet. No sooner had it oozed out of my fingers than I knew I had it.

(Peyser 1993:80–81)



Compare this with the report by the great first-century Jewish mystic Philo of Alexandria:


Sometimes when I have come to my work empty, I have suddenly become full; ideas being in an invisible manner showered upon me, and implanted in me from on high; so that through the influence of divine inspiration, I have become greatly excited, and have known neither the place in which I was, nor those who were present, nor myself, nor what I was saying, nor what I was writing; for then I have been conscious of a richness of interpretation, an enjoyment of light, a most penetrating insight, a most manifest energy in all that was to be done; having such an effect on me as the clearest ocular demonstration would have on the eyes.

(James [1902] 1958:364)



The similarity between artistic and religious creation has long been known. As Evelyn Underhill (1911:63) put it:


In all creative acts, the larger share of the work is done subconsciously: its emergence is in a sense automatic. This is equally true of mystics, artists, philosophers, discoverers, and rulers of men. The great religion, invention, work of art, always owes its inception to some sudden uprush of intuitions or ideas for which the superficial self cannot account; its execution to powers so far beyond the control of that self, that they seem, as their owner sometimes says, to “come from beyond.”



Of course, most of what “comes from beyond” to most people is banal or a confused muddle. But this is not so when the recipient is Mozart, Gershwin, or Philo. Suppose that splendidly expressed and profound new scriptures suddenly flooded into one’s consciousness? How easily one might be convinced by the quality and content of these revelations, as well as their sudden arrival, that they could only have come from the divine.

It seems instructive here to examine briefly how Muhammad received the Qur’an. The founder of Islam told his followers that an angel spoke the text to him, and he, in turn, repeated it so scribes could take it down. Much of this dictation took place in front of audiences. Obviously, then, Muhammad could not have appeared to his listeners to be composing the Qur’an as he went along. If he actually was repeating the words spoken to him by an angel, there would have been no false starts, no second attempts, no backing up and starting over as would be the case with normal approaches to prose composition. This does not mean that he didn’t edit—Muhammad often rearranged material after it had been revealed, and he sometimes received an emending revelation at a later time (Watt 1961). But it does mean that when he was receiving a revelation Muhammad’s performance would have been more like someone reading than like someone composing scripture. Of course, Muhammad could neither read nor write, and that, too, would have made him prone to mistake his own creations for external products.

Indeed, in his distinguished study of Muhammad, W. Montgomery Watt (1961:18) reported that in Muhammad’s first two revelational experiences he had seen “the glorious Being,” but Watt added that “this was not the normal manner in which he received revelations.” Watt then noted: “In many cases it is probable that he simply found the words in his heart (that is, his mind) in some mysterious way, without his imagining that he heard anything. This seems to be what originally was meant by ‘revelation’ (wahy) [in the Qur’an].”

Is it not more plausible to cast Muhammad in the role of literary and religious genius who produced the Qur’an without realizing he was doing so than to argue that he was psychopathological or a fraud? It is hard to imagine a man with either defect behaving as he did. Here, too, Watt (1961:17) puts the case most forcefully:


[Muhammad] must have been perfectly sincere in [his] belief. He must have been convinced that he was able to distinguish between his own thoughts and the messages that came to him from “outside himself.” To carry on in the face of persecution and hostility would have been impossible for him unless he was fully persuaded that God had sent him…. Had he known that these revelations were his own ideas, the whole basis would have been cut away from his religious movement.



The case of Joseph Smith is remarkably similar. He did not simply one day produce a copy of the Book of Mormon. Instead, he began dictating it page by page to family members. Soon, Oliver Cowdery, a young schoolmaster rooming with Joseph’s parents, took over the job of scribe, writing down the scripture as Joseph spoke it. As in the case of Muhammad, the prose came smoothly (Bushman 1984:98) and impressed many, including Sidney Rigdon, as being far too sophisticated to be the creation of someone with so little education (Van Wagoner 1994:60).

There seems sufficient evidence that an absolutely rational person could utter spontaneous prose, just as Muhammad and Joseph Smith seemed to do, and quite easily externalize the source.

However, as mentioned before, there is another possibility that cannot be dismissed: that Muhammad and Joseph Smith could spontaneously produce remarkable scripture because they were merely repeating what they had read or heard. Since science cannot disprove that possibility, provision must be made. The question arises: If revelations really come from divine sources, why doesn’t everybody experience them? Or, why did these specific people receive them rather than some other people? Having access only to the human side of the phenomenon, one must speculate. There are several possibilities. Perhaps only some people have the capacity to receive revelations or the willingness to do so. Evelyn Underhill suggested that just as “artists … [have a talent for] receiving rhythms and discovering truths and beauties which are hidden from other men, so th[e] true mystic … lives at different levels of experience from other people” (1911:75–76). In addition, it is possible that many more people receive revelations than report them, perhaps because they are quickly silenced—a matter discussed in propositions eight through eleven. And perhaps the divine moves in mysterious ways.

In any event, a fourth proposition may be stated:

4. Certain individuals will have the capacity to perceive revelations, whether this be an openness or sensitivity to real communications or consists of unusual creativity enabling them to create profound revelations and then to externalize the source of this new culture.

Most such episodes will produce orthodox religious culture, in keeping with proposition three. The primary interest, of course, lies in novel revelations, the sort that get identified as heresies. Several factors limit the kinds of people apt to produce a novel revelation and define the times and places in which they are likely to do so. Just as people without interest in music probably don’t have melodies come to them, people without abiding interest in religion probably don’t receive revelations. And people are very unlikely to receive heretical revelations unless they are concerned about shortcomings in the prevailing religion. This can be stated:

5. Novel (heretical) revelations will most likely come to persons of deep religious concerns who perceive shortcomings in the conventional faith(s).

Of course, people will be more apt to find fault with conventional religions under certain social conditions than under others. This may be stated:

6. The probability that individuals will perceive shortcomings in the conventional faith(s) increases during periods of social crisis.

CRISIS AND HERESY

Frequently in human history, crises produced by natural or social disasters have been translated into crises of faith. Typically this occurs because the crisis places demands on the prevailing religion that it appears unable to meet. This inability can occur at two levels. First, the religion may fail to provide a satisfactory explanation of why the disaster occurred. Second, the religion may seem to be unavailing against the disaster, which becomes truly critical if or when all secular responses also prove inadequate, for then the supernatural remains the only plausible source of help. In response to such failures of their traditional faiths, societies frequently have burst forth with new faiths, ones often based on the revelations of a sole individual. A classic instance is the series of messianic movements that periodically swept through the Indians of North America in response to their failures to withstand encroachments by European settlers (Mooney 1896). Bryan Wilson (1975a) has reported on many similar movements in Asia and Africa.

In a famous essay, Anthony F.C. Wallace (1956) argued that all successful religious movements arise in response to crises. That seems to be a needlessly extreme view, but there is abundant evidence that faith seldom is “blind,” in the sense that religions frequently are discarded and new ones accepted in troubled times. Keep in mind that such new faiths often are efficacious, which is why Wallace called them revitalization movements. This name indicates the positive contributions such movements often make by revitalizing the capacity of the culture to deal with a crisis. How do they revitalize? Primarily by effectively mobilizing people to attempt collective actions. Thus, the Ghost Shirt movement initially revitalized Indian societies by greatly reducing drunkenness and despair and then by providing the means to join fragmented bands into a cohesive, political unit capable of concerted action.

Of course, a crisis need not afflict a whole society to provoke religious innovations. Indeed, that may be why the incidence of messianic movements is so high among oppressed minorities—from the Jews of the Diaspora (Sharot 1982) to blacks in the New World (Bastide 1978; Simpson 1978). The extreme overrepresentation of women in such movements probably is pertinent here as well (Stark and Bainbridge 1985).

Another proposition now can be stated:

7. During periods of social crisis, the number of persons who receive novel revelations and the number willing to accept such revelations are maximized.

This principle certainly applies to all four major cases. Joseph Smith grew up in a time and place of immense upheaval and disorder. His home was only a short walk from the Erie Canal—described by contemporaries as Satan’s sewer. Construction of the canal was completed two years after Joseph’s first encounter with Moroni. This area of western New York was the most rapidly growing, transient, booming, crime-ridden, drunken, and socially disorganized area in the United States at that time, and the area was so productive of revelations and new religions that it has prompted an extensive literature (Barkun 1986; Cross 1950; Thomas 1989). Muhammad came to maturity in an environment overshadowed by the climax of the long and immense struggle between the Byzantine and Persian empires, which was agitated locally by bitter clan and ethnic conflicts among Arabs as well as chronic grievances involving nearby Jews and Christians. During Muhammad’s boyhood, the public consciousness had become pregnant with impending religious expectations that soon the Arabs, too, would have a prophet (Hodgson 1974; Payne 1959; Peters 1994; Watt 1961). In the time of Jesus, Palestine seethed under Roman misrule, corrupt vassal kings, and all manner of religious controversy, while angry prophets and millenarian expectations abounded (Horsley 1989; Mathews 1921; Neusner 1975, 1984). And Moses, of course, was born to a people held in bondage in a land of the unchosen.

Keep in mind that I do not suppose that revelations (or religious movements, for that matter) require social crises. Proposition seven merely states that revelations will be more frequent during times of stress and that the probability a revelation will be heretical also rises at such times.

SOCIAL SUPPORT

People typically are somewhat reluctant to divulge a revelation, especially one that is heretical, which is further evidence of their sanity. As will be seen, at first Muhammad was “assailed by fears and doubts” and apparently wondered whether he was mad (Watt 1961:21). It took a lot of initial encouragement from his wife and her cousin for him to fully believe in his mission. In similar fashion, Jesus did not begin his ministry with messianic claims but only revealed them slowly and in confidence.

The reason for such reluctance and worry is obvious. Human beings, at least those not afflicted with mental illness, are immensely influenced by the reactions of those around them. The more extraordinary one’s claims, the greater the perceived likelihood of rejection and ridicule. And, as Watt put it: “For a man in remote seventh-century Mecca thus to believe that he was called by God to be a prophet was something stupendous” (1961:21). Had his wife rejected his claims, Muhammad may well have remained unknown to history.

Two additional propositions are appropriate here:

8. An individual’s confidence in the validity of his or her revelations is reinforced to the extent that others accept these revelations.

9. A recipient’s ability to convince others is proportionate to the extent to which he or she is a respected member of an intense primary group.

Imagine yourself living a life of solitary contemplation. Then, one day, new truths are revealed to you by a divine being—a revelation that does not simply ratify current religious conceptions but that adds to or departs from these conceptions to a significant degree. Having imparted a heterodox revelation, the divine being directs you to communicate it to the world, which means you must found a heretical religious movement. Having no close friends to reassure you or to help spread the word, somehow you now must find someone who will believe you, and then another, and another. It is a daunting prospect.

But what if, instead of living a solitary life, you are a respected member of an intense primary group? It would seem far less difficult to share your revelation with people who love and trust you than to convince strangers. Moreover, if members of your immediate social network can be converted, they constitute a ready-made religious movement.

Revelations cannot be sustained and transformed into successful new religions by lonely prophets but are invariably rooted in preexisting networks that have a high level of social solidarity. Indeed, new religious movements based on revelations typically are family affairs—profound achievements of what rational choice economists would call household production (Becker 1964; Iannaccone 1990). Whether or not a religious founder’s primary group is based on kinship, what is important is that it is a durable, face-to-face network with very high levels of trust and affection.

Proposition nine concerning the role of primary groups in sustaining a religious founder would appear to contradict the New Testament, which attributes these words to Jesus upon his return to Nazareth: “A prophet is not without honor, but in his own country, and among his own kin, and in his own house” (Mark 6:4). The same statement also appears in Matthew (13:57) and John (4:44). Nevertheless, I am prepared to argue that both history and theory testify that a prophet without honor among his own kin and in his own house is probably a prophet silenced. I suggest that if Jesus actually said these words, they were not directed toward his immediate family but perhaps at neighbors and at more distant relatives—which is another matter entirely. As will be seen, Jesus was honored by his family, at least some of whom seem to have been his earliest and most ardent followers. Centuries of Christian art to the contrary, the “Holy Family” did not consist of three but of at least nine members (and probably many more). Indeed, all four of the great revealed faiths were solidly rooted in Holy Families.

The MORMON HOLY FAMILY

“Before it was an organization,” one historian observed, “Mormonism was a private religious awakening in a single family” (Quinn 1994:1). In 1823, seven years before the LDS Church was organized, Joseph Sr. and Lucy Mack Smith lived with their six sons, Alvin (25), Hyrum (23), Joseph Jr. (18), Samuel (15), William (12), and Don Carlos (7), and their three daughters, Sophronia (20), Catharine (11), and Lucy (2), in a farmhouse just outside Palmyra, New York. The Smiths were a close and loving family given to religious discussion and experimentation, having switched denominations repeatedly (Smith 1853; Bushman 1988; Berrett 1988; Backman 1988). The Smiths provide the quintessential example of household religious production.

One September evening in 1823, Joseph Smith Jr. had a vision during which the angel Moroni revealed to him the existence of a set of golden plates inscribed with a record of events concerning Christ’s visit to the Americas, known today as the Book of Mormon: Another Testament of Jesus Christ. As already mentioned, Joseph shared his experience with his father, who encouraged him to do as the angel instructed. The following day, Joseph located the ancient record in the place identified by Moroni. But he disobeyed the angel and attempted to secure the plates, resulting in a severe physical shock. Moroni reappeared, rebuked Joseph for touching the plates, and forbade him from “bringing them forth” until he had demonstrated his willingness “to keep the commandments of God.”

What did he do then? His mother writes that when Joseph came in that evening he told the whole family “all that he had communicated to his father in the field, and also of his finding the Record, as well as what passed between him and the angel while he was at the place where the plates were deposited” (Smith 1853:110). Several months later, Alvin, the eldest Smith son, fell ill. Before he died, however, he used much of his ebbing strength to encourage Joseph to obtain the plates.

Joseph did so four years later. He brought the plates home and claimed to be able to read and translate them by looking through two transparent stones, known as the Urim and Thummim. So, Smith began to translate the Book of Mormon, usually doing so orally in front of the family, which now included his wife, Emma.

In time, Joseph became acquainted with Oliver Cowdery, who volunteered to serve as a translation scribe. Cowdery soon formed a close friendship with David Whitmer. As work on the translation progressed, Cowdery sent Whitmer a “few lines of what they had translated” (Porter 1988:75). Whitmer shared these with his entire family, who responded with very great interest. Subsequently, Smith and Cowdery, and Smith’s wife, Emma, moved into the Whitmer home, where the manuscript was completed late in 1829. During this stay, Cowdery came to know Elizabeth Ann Whitmer, whom he later married. Consequently, at the start of 1830 the first twenty-three Latter-day Saints (counting in-laws) consisted of eleven Smiths, ten Whitmers, Martin Harris, and Oliver Cowdery.

THE MUSLIM HOLY FAMILY

Muhammad was about forty years old when he first began to have visions. They occurred in the month of Ramadan,2 during which he had for several years begun to seclude himself in a cave on Mt. Hiraa. Here “Muhammad spent his days and nights in contemplation and worship. He addressed his worship to the Creator of the universe” (Salahi 1995:62). This practice may have been prompted by “the old visionary Waraqa” (Payne 1959:15), who had converted to Christianity, is thought to have known Hebrew, and who, as mentioned, had long been predicting the coming of an Arabian prophet (Armstrong 1993; Farah 1994; Peters 1994; Rodinson 1980; Salahi 1995; Watt 1961). Eventually, Muhammad began to have vivid dreams involving angels and to experience mysterious phenomena, such as lights and sounds having no source (Salahi 1995:62). These upset him, and he feared he was losing his sanity or that he had been possessed by an evil spirit. So, he confided in his wife, Kahdijah. She gave him immediate reassurance. She also hurried to consult Waraqa, who accepted these as signs that greater revelations would be forthcoming (Payne 1959:16). Subsequently, when Kahdijah brought Muhammad to consult him, Waraqa cried out, “If you have spoken the truth to me, O Kahdijah, there has come to him the greatest namus who came to Moses aforetime, and lo, he is the prophet of his people” (Salahi 1995:85). Later, when he encountered Muhammad in the marketplace, Waraqa kissed him on the forehead as a mark of his mission as the “new prophet of the one God” (Salahi 1995:85). Indeed, Waraqa “serves as a kind of John the Baptist in the accounts of Muhammad’s early revelations” (Peters 1994:123).

Thus reassured, Muhammad now accepted his mission and expected to receive major new revelations—and soon did so. Through all that was to come, Kahdijah’s support remained constant. M. A. Salahi commented: “It was indeed a blessing that [she] should readily accept the new faith. She was to give the Prophet her unwavering support, and comfort him in the years to come when opposition to his message was to increase in ferocity and wickedness” (1995:73). Indeed, as a reward for her steadfastness, the angel Gabriel came to Muhammad, telling him to convey Allah’s greetings to Kahdijah and to “give her the happy news that she had a special home in heaven where she would enjoy total bliss and happiness” (Salahi 1995:73).

But Kahdijah was not alone in her faith in Muhammad. Let me briefly enumerate the members of the Muslim Holy Family. After Kahdijah, first among them was Waraqa, who was Kahdijah’s cousin and who also may have known Muhammad since childhood (Peters 1994:104). Muhammad was an orphan who seems to have had little contact with his siblings, otherwise those family members probably would have been part of the founding core of Islam, just as Joseph Smith’s parents and siblings were prominent early Latter-day Saints. Despite this, Islam began as a family affair. Kahdijah bore Muhammad two sons, both of whom died in early childhood. Perhaps partly as a result, Muhammad and Kahdijah adopted two sons. The first was Muhammad’s cousin Ali and the second was Zayd ibn-Hārithah, who they originally had purchased as a slave. These adopted sons became Muhammad’s third and fourth converts (after Kahdijah and Waraqa). Kahdijah also bore four daughters, Fātimah, Zaynab, Ruqayya, and Umm Kulthūm, each of whom also converted. In addition, three of Muhammad’s cousins accepted his message (including the famous hanif Ubaydallah), as did Asmar, wife of his cousin Ja’far. Muhammad’s aunt also was an early convert, as was his freed slave, Umm Ayman, a woman who had cared for him in infancy.

The second convert from outside Muhammad’s immediate family, and the fifth to accept the new faith, was Abū-Bakr, Muhammad’s oldest and closest friend. And, occupying a bridge position3 in the network as did Oliver Cowdery in the early Mormon network, Abū-Bakr, in turn, brought the new faith to “a group of five men who became the mainstay of the young [movement]” (Watt 1961:35). These five young men were close friends and business associates. One of them was Abū-Bakr’s cousin and another was the cousin of Muhammad’s wife, Kahdijah. Like Muhammad, Abū-Bakr had great sympathy for slaves and throughout his life spent much of his income to purchase and free people from bondage. Two of the earliest converts to Islam were slaves freed by Abū-Bakr, including Bilāl, who gained lasting fame as the first muezzin (or crier) to call the faithful to prayer. So there they are, the first twenty-three Muslims.

THE CHRISTIAN HOLY FAMILY

The New Testament is so remarkably silent on the subject of the family of Jesus that it seems quite likely that the early texts were expurgated. Even Mary is seldom mentioned, and her portrait is further obscured by confusing references to several “other” Marys, who sometimes might not be “others” at all (Bauckham 1990). As for the siblings and other close relatives of Jesus, they barely made it into the scriptural canon. In Mark (6:3) we learn that Jesus had four brothers—“James, Joses, Judas, and Simon”—and unnamed “sisters.” In Matthew (13:55–56) Jesus is called Joseph, and reference is made to “all his sisters.” Mark (15:40) identifies one of Jesus’ sisters as Salome and again mentions his brothers James and Joses, the latter being named also in Mark 15:47. And in 1 Corinthians (9:5), Paul refers to “the brothers of the Lord” and claims that they were accompanied by their wives as they traveled with “the Lord.” In the expert opinion of Wolfgang A. Bienert (1991:471), because Paul claims personal acquaintance with “bodily brothers,” who still lived at the time in which he is writing to others who would have known of them, the existence of these siblings must be treated as “historically reliable.”

In addition to biblical references, Epiphanius of Salamis (Panarion 78.8; Anacoratus 60) mentions Salome as well as another sister of Jesus, named Maria or Mary. The Gospel of Philip (CG II:3), a Coptic text from the Nag Hammadi collection, also identifies a sister of Jesus as Mary. The apocryphal History of Joseph the Carpenter (2) names Jesus’ half-bothers as “Judas, Justus, James, and Simon” and his two half-sisters as “Assia and Lydia.”

Of the siblings, James is by far the best documented. Paul acknowledges him as an apostle and as head of the church, having been so designated by his brother Jesus (Galatians 1:19–20, 2:9). In Acts (12:17), James again is confirmed as the brother of Jesus and, at least by implication, as head of the church. James also appears in respectable, noncanonical sources. Josephus (The Antiquities of the Jews XX, 9:1) reported the execution of “the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James.” In the fragment of the Gospel of the Hebrews quoted by Jerome (De viris inlustribus 2), which may date from the middle of the first century, James is placed at the Last Supper and Jesus is quoted as calling him “my brother.” In the Gospel of Thomas, which also may date from the first century, we read: “The disciples said to Jesus, ‘We know that you will depart from us. Who is to be our leader?’ Jesus said to them, ‘Wherever you are, you are to go to James the righteous, for whose sake heaven and earth came into being’” (12). This is also what Clement of Alexandria reported (in the fragment quoted by Eusebius, 2:1): “Peter, James and John, after the Ascension of the Saviour, did not claim pre-eminence … but chose James the Righteous as Bishop of Jerusalem.” Of course, Eusebius himself several times identified James as “the Lord’s brother” (2:23). Finally, in another work that survives via Eusebius (2:20), Hegesippus identified James as “the brother of the Lord.” He also reported that the grandsons of Judas, “who was said to be His brother, humanly speaking,” were brought before Domitian, who freed them once they had convinced him that the “Kingdom” promised by Christianity was not of this world.

Elsewhere, however, Hegesippus identified James, Judas, Simon, and Joseph as cousins of Jesus, a view later supported by Jerome (Eisenman 1997: xxviii). Others redefined the “brothers and sisters” of Jesus as half-brothers and half-sisters, being children of Joseph by a prior marriage. Still others have resorted to the confusion over the various Marys to claim this brood belonged to another Mary, wife of Alphaeus (Metford 1983:54).

These contradictory kinship identifications bring into view the reason it is necessary to ransack the sources in pursuit of the family of Jesus: the doctrine concerning the perpetual virginity of Mary. Since this doctrine ruled out the possibility that Jesus could have actual siblings, what is remarkable is not that these people became obscure, but that verses identifying them as actual siblings survived in the official canon at all. Perhaps they did so only because the doctrine of perpetual virginity is of theological origins and therefore developed slowly. Thus, even at the end of the second century Tertullian (Against Marcion 4:19) vigorously defended the position that the “Lord’s brothers” were his blood brothers, born of Mary and sons of Joseph, against those, including Marcion, who proposed that Jesus had not actually undergone physical birth or was otherwise beyond biology. A generation later, however, Origen noted that “some say … that the brethren of Jesus were sons of Joseph by a former wife, whom he married before Mary. Now those who say so wish to preserve the honour of Mary in virginity to the end” (Commentary on Matthew 10:17). By the fourth century, Eusebius seems to have found the whole matter confusing, but he did take pains to note that Jesus was not the son of Joseph (2.1). Eventually, this became another matter of dispute between Protestants and Catholics, the former accepting the interpretation that Jesus had biological brothers and sisters. By the late twentieth century, many Catholic scholars had come to this view as well (Bienert 1991:470).

For my purposes, of course, it doesn’t matter whether these were the actual brothers and sisters of Jesus, half-brothers and half-sisters, or cousins. What matters is whether they constituted an intense primary group that served as a committed group of initial followers, which is, of course, specifically denied by scriptural passages quoted earlier. But here, too, revisionist hands left sufficient evidence to the contrary.

Recall that Paul mentioned that “the brothers of the Lord” traveled with him. Is it reasonable to suppose that siblings who rejected Jesus would have accompanied him on his ministry or, indeed, that they would have been permitted to do so? In the same line of thought, R. E. Brown commented (vis-à-vis John 7:5) that “it is curious to find the ‘brothers’ of Jesus following him along with his mother and his disciples who believed in him” (1966:112). Moreover, in the same verse it is reported that “the brothers” urged Jesus to show his miracles to the world.

Tertullian (Against Marcion 4:19) believed that the famous denial of his family by Jesus reported in Mark 3:33–35 was a misinterpretation. When told that “your mother and your brothers are outside, asking for you,” Jesus is quoted as responding, “Who are my mother and brothers?” Then, gesturing to those who sat listening to him, Jesus added, “Here are my mother and brothers. Whosoever does the will of God is my brother, and sister, and mother.” Tertullian explained that Jesus used this as a device to stress the kinship of faith, not to deny his family feelings. The more significant aspect here is that such an important early church father was committed to traditions of family support for Jesus.

In addition, Origen dismissed as figurative the claim that “a prophet is not without honor, but in his own country, and among his own kin.” He noted (Commentary on Matthew 10:18) that if taken literally and generally “it is not historically true.” As proof he listed many prophets of the Old Testament who were honored in their local communities. He continued: “But, figuratively interpreted, it is absolutely true for we must think of Judea as their country, and … Israel as their kindred.” Origen then reasoned that because the people needed repeatedly to be censured, they sometimes persecuted prophets, and all remained sinful this was proof of the figurative truth, for had “their country” and “their kin” truly honored Moses, Elijah, Samuel, or Jeremiah, things would be entirely different.

Surely there is nothing in the Marian traditions that would suggest that Mary was less than ardent in her support of Jesus. Likewise, it seems undeniable that Jesus did designate his brother James to lead the church and that James was one of the most important of his brother’s followers—perhaps the most important (Ward 1992; Eisenman 1997). It is less certain, but likely, that Simon also played an important role in his brother’s movement and that, like James, Simon was put to death as a result (Eisenman 1997). Finally, there is no plausible reason to suppose that only three family members accepted Jesus while the others scoffed. What seems more plausible is that the stoning of James and some of his associates, and the subsequent destruction of Jerusalem following the failed uprising against Rome, obliterated Jerusalem Christianity, and with it went most remaining relatives of Jesus and the memory of their significant roles in the movement. This is entirely consistent with Helmut Koester’s evaluation of the Epistle of Jude. The author of this book of the New Testament identifies himself as “Jude, brother of James.” Koester noted that this identification meant “without any doubt not an ‘apostle’, but a brother of Jesus … The use of this pseudonym would have made sense only at an early date, as long as there was still some memory of the significance of such members of Jesus’ family” (1982:246–47).

It was not until I circulated a draft of this essay among historians of the early church that I learned of Richard Bauckham’s (1990) extensive monograph on the part played by the relatives of Jesus in the early church.4 Had I known of it sooner, I would have been spared a great deal of scrutiny of unfamiliar primary sources, since most of what I just reported is laid out carefully and clearly in Bauckham’s first two chapters. Bauckham also argues persuasively that Jesus’ brothers and sisters were active and well known in the early church. He suggests that there may have been a brief period in which several of the brothers were not part of Jesus’ entourage but concludes that they did travel with him during much of his ministry, noting that “Paul includes the brothers of the Lord within the general category of apostles” (Bauckham 1990:59).

THE JEWISH HOLY FAMILY

Like Muhammad, Moses did not have a revelation until he was in his mature years, having fled Egypt and after having achieved fame as a military leader and a favorite of the pharaoh. Indeed, Moses had settled in Midian, married Zipporah, and fathered several sons before God spoke to him from a burning bush. This first revelation was extremely elaborate as were others yet to come.

It seems clear that his family played a major role in Moses’ religious career. His father-in-law and his wife were active, loyal supporters. Aaron was his comrade and confidant and invites comparisons with James, while Miriam also seems to have been prominent. Although two of Aaron’s sons (Nadab and Abihu) were killed by God for an improper sacrifice (Leviticus 10:1–2), his other two sons (Eleazar and Ithamar) became priests and major figures during the second generation of the movement (Numbers 3). Moses’ son Gorshom also gained considerable prominence (Exodus 2:22; Numbers 3), and Moses’ other sons, whose names are unknown, may have done so as well.

HERESY AMPLIFIED

Holy Families do more than accept revelations; they encourage a recipient to have (or report) additional revelations. One of the first things Waraqa is said to have told Muhammad is to expect further revelations, and subsequently as his audience responded to each new additional portion of the Qur’an he was encouraged to seek more. The same is true in the case of Joseph Smith. Hence:

10. The greater the reinforcement received, the more likely a person is to have further revelations.

This is, of course, nothing more than elementary exchange theory. Behavior that is rewarded tends to be repeated, whereas that not rewarded tends to disappear. However, I now wish to develop a rather subtle and less obvious implication of how reinforcement influences revelations. Close examination of the available reports on successful religious founders reveals a most interesting pattern: revelations tend to become more heretical over time. That is, the earliest revelations reported by a “prophet” tend to be substantially more conventional (less novel) than do their later ones.

Let us consider Joseph Smith. His early revelations represented at most a very modest shift from conventional Christianity. In fact, the Book of Mormon contains none of the religious doctrines that now separate Latter-day Saints and other Christians, most of which were received by Joseph in Nauvoo, Illinois, nearly two decades after his initial revelation. The same principle applies to Muhammad. His earliest teachings tended to be quite general and highly compatible with Arab paganism. As Maxime Rodinson (1980:96) summed up:


There was nothing at all revolutionary or shocking in [Muhammad’s initial] message—or not, at least, at first sight. It did not appear to involve any major religious innovations…. Strangely enough, in fact, Muhammad’s Lord did not, in his first revelations, attempt to deny either the existence or the power of the other divinities. He was content merely to ignore them. There are no denunciations as there are in later messages of “those who would assign companions to Allah,” no insistence on the uniqueness of the supreme deity…. Criticism of the “complacency” of the rich and of their conviction that their wealth entitled them to “be independent” of all authority was perfectly acceptable in moderation. Insistence on the necessity of almsgiving was nothing out of the ordinary….

There was nothing in all of this unacceptable to the Meccans.



The distinctive Islamic faith Muhammad eventually taught was revealed to him progressively. In similar fashion, Jesus only slowly revealed the full scope of his mission. We do not know, of course, whether this reflected a progression in his awareness of his mission or in his willingness to break the news—a caveat that also applies to Muhammad, Joseph Smith, and other revelators. Finally, Moses’ first revelation was entirely devoted to instructing him to return to Egypt and lead his people to freedom. No doctrine was involved at all. That came after the exodus.

What is to be made of this pattern? I suggest that the interaction between a successful founder and his or her followers tends to amplify heresy. Given that successful founders typically will be confronting a social crisis and the need for a new religion, there will be sufficient motive to move in new doctrinal directions. However, the initial revelations will tend not to be too heretical because there is a selection process by which the initial credibility of founders is established. Had Joseph Smith begun his career with revelations favoring polygamy and teaching that humans become gods, it seems very likely that he would have been rejected. But once a credible relationship exists between a founder and a set of followers, the stage is set for more daring innovations. Stated as a proposition:

11. The greater the amount of reinforcement received and the more revelations produced by a person, the more novel (heretical) subsequent revelations will become.

At this point, of course, the model of normal revelations has become linked to the subcultural-evolution model. For now, the pattern of social interactions between founder and followers may play a major role in shaping revelations, bit by bit, in ways that go absolutely unnoticed. This will be facilitated when the process of revelation is public, as in the case of Joseph Smith and Muhammad.

However, the process by which follower reactions amplify the heretical tendencies of the founder does not continue indefinitely. Indeed, as movements grow and develop more ramified organizational structures pressures build against further revelations, for organizations are served best by a completed faith. Often the antirevelational forces do not make substantial headway until the founder is gone. In any event, a movement cannot long sustain constant doctrinal revision, nor can it permit unrestricted revelation.

12. As they become successful, religious movements founded on revelations will attempt to curtail revelations or to at least prevent novel (heretical) revelations.

Max Weber’s (1946, 1993) work on the routinization of charisma obviously applies here. Weber regarded charismatic authority as suited only for “the process of originating” religious movements and as too unstable to sustain an organized social enterprise. Moreover, upon the death or disappearance of the prophet, a new basis for authority is required anyway. Several options exist. The movement can take the position that the age of revelations is ended, for all necessary truths have been told. This has been the usual Protestant stance. Or, the capacity to reveal new truths may be associated with the leadership role—the charisma of the prophet is replaced by charisma of office, in Weber’s terms. This has been the Roman Catholic and the Mormon choice. In either case, however, doctrine is stabilized sufficiently to sustain a changeover from prophetic to administrative leadership.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has attempted to explain how normal people, especially Joseph Smith, can talk to God while retaining a firm grip on rational thought. This is not to suggest that only sane (or sober) people receive revelations. Nor is it to suggest that “revelations” are never rooted in conscious fraud. In religion, as in any other sphere of life, delusion and deception exist. But, it does not seem the more reasonable choice to attribute truly profound religious culture to such disreputable sources. I close by acknowledging that in his classic monograph on Muhammad, W. Montgomery Watt (1961:238) anticipated several central propositions of my model:


I would begin by asserting that there is found, at least in some [persons], what may be called “creative imagination.” …

Prophets and prophetic religions leaders, I should maintain, share in this creative imagination. They proclaim ideas connected with what is deepest and most central in human experience, with special references to the particular needs of their day and generation. The mark of the great prophet is the profound attraction of his [or her] ideas for those to whom they are addressed.

Where do such ideas come from? Some would say “from the unconscious.” Religious people say “from God.” … Perhaps it could be maintained that these ideas of the creative imagination come from that life in a man [or woman] which is greater than himself [or herself] and is largely below the threshold of consciousness.



NOTES

1. Mental patients who claim to talk to God or to be Muhammad are of no interest. At issue is the mental health of people who succeed in convincing others to accept the authenticity of their revelations not the incidence of religious imagery in the delusions of the mentally ill.

2. This holy period and the custom of making a pilgrimage to Mecca preceded Islam, having been well established in Arab paganism.

3. A person in a bridge position is one who “bridges,” or links, two or more networks.

4. I thank L. W. Hurtado for bringing this study to my attention.
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