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 G. K. Chesterton wrote, famously, that “the circle is perfect and infinite in its nature; but 

it is fixed forever in size; it can never be larger or smaller. But the cross, though it has at its heart 

a collision and a contradiction, can extend its four arms forever without altering its shape. 

Because it has a paradox in its center, it can grow without changing. The circle returns upon itself 

and is bound. The cross opens its arms to the four winds; it is a signpost for free travelers.” I am 

not as much a mystic as Chesterton. I do not believe, as he wrote in the same passage, that “as 

long as you have mystery you have health; when you destroy mystery you create morbidity.” 

Nevertheless, I think his remarks on Christianity provide a useful starting point for some 

reflections about the paradox at the heart of Joseph Smith’s thought. So my intention today is to 

suggest some new ways we might want to think about our faith, doctrine, and culture. To some 

extent, any religious belief that raises its head unabashedly in a secular society is bound to 

encounter resistance and hostility. The conflicts between naturalistic paradigms and 

supernaturalism, between the intellectual heritage of Enlightenment and liberal humanism on the 

one hand, and Tertullian reveling in absurdity and improbability and modern fundamentalist anti-

intellectualism on the other; between the brute authoritarianism of institutionalized religion, and 

the heady freedoms of radical individualism—these and kindred collisions have driven a 

reasonable, old-fashioned life of faith underground and many a latter-day Saint student and 

scholar into exile. 

 But what if, many of these cultural and personal consequences are to be primarily 

construed as a tragedy of misapprehension? What if we have capitulated to mysticism in the name 

of mystery, mistaking insolubility for complexity, and intractable contradiction for mere paradox. 

Because paradox, as I hope to show, is a contradiction that is only apparent. Paradox is the sign of 

a healthy universe, voracious enough to insist on having its cake and eating it to. Paradox is a sign 
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of richness and plenitude. It is Adam and Eve, reaching for both godly aspiration and childlike 

submission. It is priesthood that is power with no compulsion. It is an infinitely powerful God 

who is sovereign of the universe and as vulnerable to pain as the widow with a wayward son. It is 

a triumphant Christ whose victory was in his meekness. 

 Those not strong enough to embrace the paradox, find easy refuge falling to one side or 

the other of the tightrope. Capitulating to blind faith is no faith. And posturing as the enlightened 

apostate who grew out of his innocence is neither enlightened nor innocent. A recent biographer 

of the great philosopher Spinoza wrote, “He rejected the orthodoxy of his day not because he 

believed less, but because he believed more.”1 That, in a nutshell, is my challenge to you today. 

Be as voracious as Mercy’s father, in the monumental work of Virginia Sorenson, A Little Lower 

than the Angels. Incredulous at her father’s capacity for belief, Mercy had asked enviously as a 

child, “‘But you believe it, Father, you really do?’ ‘I believe all I can, Mercy girl, all I can. 

Everywhere I go I’m looking for more good things to believe. Even if it’s the be-all and the end-

all here, then we’d better keep busy believing good things. Hadn’t we?’”2 

 

 So let me take the next hour to celebrate paradox. I am going to talk about four paradoxes 

central to our culture. Then I will show a few slides to illustrate some of these visually. Finally, I 

will conclude with some remarks about that paradox of most relevance and urgency to 

yourselves. 

 

Frederick Barnard points to Herder’s observation that a people “may have the most sublime 

virtues in some respect and blemishes in others . . . and reveal the most astonishing contradictions 

and incongruities.” Therefore, Barnard writes, “a cultural whole is not necessarily a way of 

referring to a state of blissful harmony; it may just as conceivably refer to a field of tension.”3 

A field of tension seems a particularly apt way to characterize Mormon thought. It may 

be that all systems of belief rooted in the notion of a God who dies have, as Chesterton suggests, 
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“a collision and a contradiction” at their heart.4 Yet Mormonism, a system in which Joseph Smith 

collapsed sacred distance to bring a whole series of opposites into radical juxtaposition, seems 

especially rife with paradox—or tensions that only appear to be logical contradictions. 

 

 

1. 

 The first paradox is the polarity of authoritarianism and individualism. It is in the context 

of those two competing values that Mormon artists and intellectuals have had to negotiate their 

place in our culture. One paradox of Mormon cultural history is its rootedness in a rigidly 

hierarchical, authoritarian church—and yet this church was established in the context of two 

fanatically individualistic phenomena that converged in ante-bellum America: western 

Romanticism and Jacksonian democracy. Smith’s version of human freedom was as radical as 

Rousseau’s, even as the model of spiritual authority he enacted earned Mormonism the name 

“American Popery.” Mormonism is, after all, a religion in which the authority of the one living 

prophet at the head of the church is every bit as literal and all-encompassing as that of Moses over 

the children of Israel. But it is also a religion in which the priesthood authority is also given to 

virtually every active Mormon male, and all members are vouchsafed the right to personal, literal, 

dialogic revelation with God.  

 Viewed in a sweeping global and historical context, the centrality of this tension is 

striking. Because if any myth can make a claim to near universality among the cultures and 

religions of the world, it is probably the primeval conflict between good and evil. But according 

to Joseph’s writings of Abraham and Moses, the first cosmic conflict on record is between the 

principle of agency and the threat of compulsion. Joseph Smith is here making moral agency, not 

good and evil,  the locus and origin of the moral dualism of the universe. To leave no doubt as to 

this precedence accorded the will, Joseph would reveal that moral agency is in fact the 

indispensable foundation of the soul’s very existence. In 1833 he made the astonishing claim that 
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“man was also in the beginning with God. Intelligence, or the light of truth, was not created or 

made, neither indeed can be,” adding that “All truth is independent in that sphere in which God 

has placed it, to act for itself, as all intelligence also; otherwise there is no existence. Behold, here 

is the agency of man” (D&C 93:29-30). 

Certainly individual, moral agency occupies a remarkably privileged place, according to 

Joseph and Brigham, in cosmological history and in Mormon theology. Given these positions on 

freedom of the will and man’s ontological autonomy, one might expect to find in Mormonism an 

uncommon hostility to dogma, hierarchy, and church authority. Indeed, Joseph affirmed the 

sanctity of conscience when he insisted that he only taught his people “correct principles, and 

they govern themselves,” elsewhere adding that “we are not disposed, had we the power, to 

deprive any one of exercising that free independence of mind which heaven has so graciously 

bestowed upon the human family as one of its choicest gifts.”5 So it is all the more ironic that the 

church Joseph founded is one of the most centralized, hierarchical, authoritarian churches in 

America, certainly to come out of the era famous for the “democratization of religion.”6 

Joseph embraced the advantages of the Catholic model, even as he shunned its elitism. So 

while the priesthood he claimed to restore was not a “priesthood of all believers,” he did expand 

the spiritual franchise to virtually all worthy LDS males.7 Initially, such ecclesiastical 

egalitarianism proved appealing and effective. Especially since, from the perspective of 

administering church sacraments and ordinances, no apparent reason existed to restrict priesthood 

access. But from the standpoint of church governance, Joseph learned quickly, a church full of 

prophets was a holy bedlam. The Hiram Page episode prompted Joseph to produce a revelation 

that established for all time the principle of the supreme spiritual authority in the church. The 

revelation, by declaring that “no one shall be appointed to receive revelations and commandments 

[for] this church excepting my servant Joseph Smith, . . . until I shall appoint . . . another in his 

stead” (D&C 28:2,7), effectively transformed the role of a prophet into the office of Prophet. (The 

principle was reaffirmed in similar language a few months later [D&C 43:3-5].) It wasn’t 



 5 

Joseph’s assumption of the prophetic title that marked a distinctive turn in Mormonism’s cultural 

evolution. It was the construction of that calling into an office that had no precedent in American 

religious history. Throughout those formative years, the majority of Latter-day Saints showed a 

remarkably atypical—for American culture—willingness to sacrifice economic self-interest, 

family ties, and self-determination, in answering the call to abandon homes and flocks and 

families in answer to the call to gather to new locales and to serve missions without purse or 

script. Why were the majority of Latter-day Saints willing to cede those English/American 

liberties in deference to a homespun prophet and visionary? Part of the explanation lies in 

Joseph’s reformulation of traditional categories. “All things to me are spiritual,” said Joseph’s 

God, “and not at any time have I given unto you a law which was temporal; . . . for my 

commandments are spiritual; they are not natural nor temporal, neither carnal nor sensual (D&C 

29:34-35). Suddenly, being a Latter-day Saint meant full engagement in a life of resettlement, 

community building, temple construction, economic communalism, and millennial preparation. 

That left precious little room for a private domain of entirely personal prerogatives.8 

  

 The consequence of these two traditions of emphasis on freedom and authority is an ever-

present tension in Mormon culture between submission to an ecclesiastical authoritarianism 

without parallel in modern Christianity and an emphasis on and veneration for the principle of 

individual moral agency so pronounced that it leads even careful observers into major 

misperceptions (We are frequently accused of Pelagianism, for example). Without moral 

independence, says the LDS scripture, “there is no existence.” “Why are you offering sacrifice?” 

asks the angel. “I know not, save the Lord commanded me,” answers the righteous Adam.  

  

 For intellectuals and artists, the tension is especially stark. Intellectual inquiry and artistic 

exploration should thrive in a culture like the Mormon one that opposes as evil any attempt “to 

deprive us of the slightest respect for free agency.”9 At the same time, LDS artists and 



 6 

intellectuals find themselves constrained by the church’s insistence that all inspiration is not 

equal, and discover that the same prophetic prerogatives that impeded Cowdery’s exercise of 

autonomy may cramp the style of maverick intellectuals and artists today. 

 The resulting collision of views and valuations is inevitable. No consensus is ever likely 

to emerge in the Mormon community about the proper reconciliation of authority and 

independence, faithfulness and freedom. This cultural divide between so-called Iron Rodders and 

Liahona Mormons is not always so neat and precise, but more importantly, the divide Richard 

Poll has described is one that, at some level, operates within thoughtful Mormons as much as 

among them. That is why both institutional conflict and personal anguish will continue to 

characterize artists and intellectuals who struggle to find their comfortable place in a culture 

where proponents of opposing views each cite scripture and prophetic precedent for support. And 

indeed, in Joseph’s vision the quest for salvation poses challenges of both an intellectual and 

imaginative nature. “Thy mind O Man, if thou wilt lead a soul unto salvation must stretch as high 

as the utmost Heavens, and search into and contemplate the lowest considerations of the darkest 

abyss, and Expand upon the broad considerations of Eternal Expanse.”10 

    

 Still, a segment of Mormon society will always be disposed to see unquestioning 

obedience to priesthood counsel as weakness and abdication of moral autonomy, while others will 

see independent-mindedness as a euphemism for the fetishizing of difference and pride. And the 

tensions will doubtless be fiercest among those whose life work calls them to worship God 

through creative expression and intellectual pursuits.  

 

2. Exile and election 

 

The Mormon emphasis on election is traceable to the first recorded spiritual experience 

of the young Joseph Smith. Long before he ever heard the word Mormon, or had an inkling of 
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what his life or ministry would stand for, he learned what he was to be set against. Having knelt 

in a wooded grove on his family’s farm, and inquired of God what church he should join to find 

salvation, he found he was not be a fellow traveler with any Christian then alive: “I was answered 

that I must join none of them, for they were all wrong; and the Personage who addressed me said 

that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight; that those professors were all corrupt” (JS-

History 1:19). Like many religious revolutionaries, Joseph early saw his relationship to the world 

in thoroughly adversarial terms. “I was destined to prove a disturber and an annoyer of his 

kingdom; else why should the powers of darkness combine against me? Why the opposition and 

persecution that arose against me, almost in my infancy? . . . From the time he was “an obscure 

boy, only between fourteen and fifteen years of age,” he would later record, “all the sects . . . 

united to persecute me” (JS-Hist 1:22). Less than two years before his death, he would boast that 

“deep water is what I am wont to swim in. It all has become a second nature to me; and I feel, like 

Paul, to glory in tribulation” (D&C 127:2). Jonathan Edwards similarly gloried, “I am born to be 

a man of strife,”11 and Luther’s self-conception was famously an embattled one. 

What was different about Joseph’s posture was how effectively he imbued an entire 

people with this same sense of hostile separation from the world. It didn’t hurt that he had the 

weight of scripture to reinforce Latter-day Saint exceptionalism. A revelation received a year 

after the church’s founding declared that Mormonism was “the only true and living church upon 

the face of the whole earth, with which I, the Lord, am well pleased” (D&C 1:30)—a designation 

“too low to scorn” in the view of one Baptist preacher writing in 1843.12 Reformation churches of 

the era contended vociferously over doctrine and converts, but made virtually no comparable 

sweeping institutional claims. Such rhetoric was until then largely associated with a church that 

contemporaries would liken to Mormonism: Roman Catholicism.13  

But Mormonism went far beyond mere allusions to their church as “the only true” one. 

Early on, Joseph introduced a geographical gathering based on reference to chosen lineage. 

Mormonism’s self-construction into a distinct and chosen group “began a process of expansion,” 
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writes Mauss, “that lasted well into the twentieth century.”14 That expansion would come to 

merge with doctrines of premortal existence to posit a chosen status and assignment to a 

particular lineage that preceded birth itself. These doctrinal emphases faded by the latter half of 

the twentieth century. But cultural vocabulary born of earlier years continues to reinforce 

difference. Following Book of Mormon cues, Mormons have long employed the word “gentile” 

to refer to non-members, and even though the term is today used with gentle irony by Mormons 

among themselves, the world is still effectively polarized in Mormon discourse between members 

and “non-members.” 

 

The Mormon emphasis on covenant-making was a powerful tool for articulating and 

ritually enacting, and therefore reifying, categories of difference. Baptism was common to most 

Christian groups. However, Mormons undertake additional covenants, embracing higher laws and 

grand promises, in the temple, where sacred secrecy and additional selectivity of participants 

pushes yet further the sense of a people apart. To this day, the Mormon temple concretizes 

Mormon exceptionalism by the practice, perhaps unique in modern Christendom, of physically 

isolating a kind of spiritual elect in their own domain, while holding the rest of the world at bay, 

through strictly enforced admission procedures involving worthiness tests.  

For Mormon leaders, as for religious zealots in any age, the friction of difference could 

be a positive sign of the blessedly persecuted. “I am satisfied that it will not do for the Lord to 

make this people popular,” said the ever pugnacious Brigham Young. “Why? Because all hell 

would want to be in the church. The people must be kept where the finger of scorn can be pointed 

at them.”15 The stark difference between the chosen and the excluded is more than a sign—it is a 

shaping influence on those who come to inhabit Zion; therefore, the difference is a measure of the 

church’s spiritual health and the individual’s spiritual prospects. As Joseph’s brother Hyrum 

proudly pronounced, “Men's souls conform to the society in which they live, with very few 
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exceptions, and when men come to live with the Mormons, their souls swell as if they were going 

to stride the planets.”16 

Hostile outsiders were happy to cooperate in the construction of Mormon difference; two 

physicians delivered a paper at the meeting of the New Orleans Academy of Sciences in 1861, in 

which they described (in most unflattering terms) the components of the new Mormon “racial 

type.”17 Today, Mormons have their own entry in the Harvard Encyclopedia of Ethnic Groups. 

That is a sign of both success and of loss in Mormonism. Success, because Mormons have 

certainly succeeded in becoming recognizably distinct, as befits a covenant people. Loss, because 

Mormons tend to emphasize what makes us distinct, rather than what forms a basis for the 

universal and fraternal. 

Which is of course the other side of the paradox. Mormons in some instances bear 

uniquely powerful evidence of a theological imperative and institutional emphasis on 

universalism. Not only God’s figurative fatherhood, but his literal role as the father of all human 

spirits, made the universal brotherhood of man a truth that extended for Mormons into an infinite 

past in which the entire human family jointly inhabited the same primeval world. And when he 

revealed that “the same sociality that exists here, will exist in the eternal world” (D&C 130: 2), 

Joseph was affirming the fact that heaven is constructed out of a web of human relationships that 

extend infinitely in every direction. By the time his work was done, he had laid the groundwork 

for men to be sealed to their wives across the eternities. For parents to be sealed to their children, 

and their children’s children, and to their parents, and their parents’ parents, across infinite 

generations. And for friends to be bound to friends in a great assembly and church of the 

firstborn. 

 This was not just incidental to the restoration, it was its primary purpose. Today, a 

vigorous program of family history research aspires to link all descendants of Adam in a vast 

family tree. And finally, for a church that fields the largest number of missionaries in the 
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Christian world, common bonds with peoples and races throughout the world are to some degree 

an ideological precondition and an idealized aspiration.  

The Mormon sense of uniqueness and exile on the one hand is thus counterbalanced with 

a theology, rituals, and research programs that aspire to universal integration. This conflict 

between exclusivity on the one hand, and on the other a moral imperative (not to say primal 

longing) for universal community and acceptance in a larger fellowship is manifest at many levels 

of Mormon culture. Most ironic, perhaps, is the dilemma in which Mormons find themselves with 

regard to the community of Christian churches. After predicating their very existence on the 

corruption of all other Christian faiths (“I was answered that I must join none of them, for they 

were all wrong”), and asserting their unique title to be its “only true” embodiment, Latter-day 

Saints are chagrined when they are excluded from the very community of believers they have just 

excoriated. Individually and institutionally, Mormons continue to work through the paradox of an 

existence that is both Eden and Exile, that embraces difference even as it yearns for integration. . 

The cost of chosen status appears recurrently in the Mormon psyche as both nostalgia and 

alienation; their art and literature reveal a recurrent unease with such difference. Isolation is often 

felt as a burden of exclusion and is frequently transformed into a quest for connections and 

universals. Mormons insist on the need for a gospel restoration, but then feel the sting of being 

excluded from the fold of Christendom they have just dismissed as irredeemably apostate. 

 

 The ancient Israelites, millennia earlier, were faced with a similar challenge. They too 

were imbued with a belief that they were “an holy people unto the Lord thy God . . . chosen . . . to 

be a special people unto himself, above all people that are upon the face of the earth” (Deut. 7:6). 

Yet exclusivity and self-sufficiency are hard to maintain through a history of bondage, 

occupation, and the Realpolitik of international affairs. Israel found a powerful solution and 

potent type for resolving the tension as they prepared to depart Egypt. At God’s urging, the 

fleeing Hebrews availed themselves of their captors’ “jewels of silver, and jewels of gold, and 
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raiment,” and thus accrued the heathen materials that they would mold and fashion into the 

accoutrements, wealth, and resources of their civilization-in-exile (Ex. 3:22). Centuries later, 

artists and intellectuals of Europe would justify their emulation of pagan models by reference to 

this archetypal “spoiling of the Egyptians.” 

 In the dispensation heralded by Joseph Smith, the Saints were, like the Hebrews before 

them, commanded to “stand independent above all other creatures beneath the celestial world” 

(D&C 78:14). At the same time, as Brigham declared, “we believe in all good. If you can find a 

truth in heaven, earth or hell, it belongs to our doctrine. We believe it; it is ours; we claim it.”18 

So like their exiled predecessors, without the benefits of social stability, abundant resources, or a 

prosperous prehistory, Mormons were surrounded by the cultural riches of a host culture that 

offered both temptation and promise. Once again, the challenge would be to exploit the 

accoutrements of that host culture without suffering contamination or loss of mission and identity 

in the process. The difficulty in “spoiling the Egyptians” has ever been the same: to turn the 

plundered riches into temple adornments rather than golden calves.  

 

3. 

 The third paradox refers to one of the most culturally—and theologically—potent 

innovations of the Mormon world-view, and one that appears more as a collapse of polarities than 

as a tension between them: the disintegration of sacred distance. With God an exalted man, man a 

God in embryo, the family a prototype for heavenly sociality, and Zion a city with dimensions 

and blueprints, Joseph rewrote conventional dualisms as thoroughgoing monism. The resulting 

paradox is manifest in the recurrent invasion of the banal into the realm of the holy, and the 

infusion of the sacred into the realm of the quotidian. Brigham Young saw this paradox in highly 

favorable terms. “When I saw Joseph Smith,” he wrote, “he took heaven, figuratively speaking, 

and brought it down to earth; and he took the earth, brought it up, and opened up, in plainness and 

simplicity, the things of God; and that is the beauty of his mission.” The New York Herald’s 
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James Gordon Bennett expressed the situation a little differently: [The Mormons] are busy all the 

time establishing factories to make saints and crockery ware, also prophets and white paint.” 

 

 In Joseph Smith’s vision, a godly destiny is precisely what humans are called to pursue. 

In this new universe where, as Joseph said, God and man are arrayed together on the same side of 

the equation as “independent principles,” the sacred distance at the heart of Western religious 

experience comes near to collapsing. God is no longer outside human categories of 

understanding, but the very template for human striving. As LDS prophet Lorenzo Snow so 

starkly simplified Joseph’s radical theology: “As man now is, God once was. As God now is, man 

may become.”19 Parley P. Pratt would elaborate the principle in more sweeping, panoramic 

fashion: “Gods, angels, and men are all of one species, one race, one great family, widely 

diffused among the planetary systems . . . . All these are so many colonies of our race, multiplied, 

extended, transplanted, and existing for ever and ever, . . . that do now exist or that will roll into 

order and be peopled . . . . These kingdoms present every variety and degree in the progress of the 

great science of life, from the lowest degradations amid the realms of death, or the rudimental 

stages of elementary existence, upward through all the ascending scale or all the degrees of 

progress in the science of eternal life and light.”20 In so literally embracing the divine potential in 

man, Mormons ennoble human nature to such a degree that even the most exuberant Renaissance 

humanists would blanch.  

The principal danger here is that the sacred as a category threatens to disappear altogether 

(and with it, perhaps, worshipful reverence). That is because in this metaphysical monism, 

transcendence is virtually annihilated as a possibility. As the poet Samuel Coleridge put the case, 

“The very ground of all Miracle is the heterogeneity of Spirit and Matter.”21 But even this 

ontological distinction is vanquished by Joseph’s unrelenting metaphysical monism: “there is no 

such thing as immaterial matter. All spirit is matter, but it is more fine or pure, and can only be 
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discerned by purer eyes; We cannot see it; but when our bodies are purified we shall see that it is 

all matter” (D&C 131:7-8). 

Most dramatic and dangerous, of course, is Joseph’s claim that as man may become God, 

God was once man. If envisioning the theosis of man is presumption, then asserting the human 

origins of deity would seem blatant sacrilege. At a minimum, it is to intrude terrestrial contexts 

and aspects into the very definition of deity. Mortality, physicality, even sexuality, are not 

separated from but incorporated into divinity. In its explicit rejection of a triune God “without 

body, parts or passions,” in its embrace of a corporeal deity, its conviction that only when spirit is 

combined with element and “inseparably connected” can humans find “a fulness of joy”(D&C 

91:33), and by its association of sexuality with eternal states and relationships, Mormonism 

embraced the earthly as a sacred sphere and rejected the dichotomies and biases that necessitated 

a guarded response to worldly pleasures. “Our organism makes us capable of exquisite 

enjoyment,” remarked Brigham.22 Thomas O’Dea interpreted this tendency as “a repudiation of 

spirituality in favor of materiality.”23 Other scholars see the opposite: “the Mormons have 

spiritualized recreation,” says one.24  

There are other palpable, culturally pervasive indications of Mormonism’s tendency to 

thoroughly infuse sacred space with seemingly pedestrian elements, or to conflate heaven and 

earth. It is everywhere true of Mormons, as it was of their founder, according to Josiah Quincy, 

that “no association with the sacred phrases of Scripture could keep the inspirations of this man 

from getting down upon the hard pan of practical affairs.”25 The same prophetic voice of Joseph 

could one minute dictate revelations of sublime poetry: “The earth rolls upon her wings, and the 

sun giveth his light by day, and the moon giveth her light by night, and the stars also give their 

light, as they roll upon their wings in their glory, in the midst of the power of God” (D&C 88:45); 

and the next, invoke the same revelatory power and authority to declare in the voice of God, “let 

my servant Oliver Cowdery have the lot which is set off joining the house, which is to be for the 

printing office, which is lot number one, and also the lot upon which his father resides (D&C 
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104:28). Indeed, one researcher found that of one hundred and twelve revelations announced by 

Joseph Smith, “eighty-eight dealt partly or entirely with matters that were economic in nature.”26 

Jan Shipps was not exaggerating when she described the visible manifestations of Mormonism’s 

assimilation of the banal into sacred projects. The Saints, she wrote, saw their religious 

imperative as “building up the kingdom and inhabiting it,” and the most “expressive worship 

signs were irrigation canals, or neatly built and nicely decorated houses, or good crops of sugar 

beets.”27? 

Joseph’s claims to dialogic revelation conducted with resurrected beings and with a God 

of flesh and bones annihilated the sacred distance that lay at the heart of most religious 

sensibilities. Mockery of his name (“‘Smith!’ said Miss Priscilla, with a snort. ‘That's a fine name 

for a prophet, isn't it?’”), of his undignified deportment (“habitual proneness to jesting and 

joking” fumed one defector), of the concrete, historical details of his alleged scripture (“it 

furnishes us with the names and biography of the principal men …, with many of the particulars 

of their wars for several centuries. But seriously” mocked one reviewer), and of his introducing 

Pentecost into his modern planned communities (“visions in an age of railways?” laughed 

Dickens);28 these and other complaints pounded home the fact that Americans were not ready to 

disregard the boundaries that kept heaven and earth apart. 

. 

But at the same time, the problem this confusion of categories creates in Mormon culture 

can be challenging for the worshipper: Coleridge thought the miraculous possible only in a 

dualistic universe. “No mystery, no God,” convention and theology alike implied. Or as Friedrich 

Nietzsche put it more harshly, “votaries of the unknown and mysterious as such, they now 

worship the question mark itself as God” (emphasis in original).29 If God is shorn of ineffability 

and transcendence, or is construed in human terms, how does one find the reverential awe that 

moves to true worshipfulness? If Jesus is our “big brother,” how can he be our Lord and God? 

Reverence before the Almighty demands new ways of conceiving in such a reconfigured heaven 
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and earth. But the dilemmas for the artist are especially vexing: in a universe devoid of 

transcendence and sacred distance (at least as conventionally constructed), how can wonder 

flourish?  

 Elizabeth Barrett Browning made this poetic observation:  

Earth's crammed with heaven, 

And every common bush afire with God: 

But only he who sees, takes off his shoes, 

The rest sit round it, and pluck blackberries. 

 

 Our own experience in cultural Mormonism would seem to attest that only burning 

bushes can tolerate such proximity to unmasked glory without becoming consumed on the one 

hand or too familiar on the other. 

 

4. 

The prophet Joseph emphasized in his religious thinking the possibility of epistemological 

certainty even as he elaborated a theology of audacious scope and a program of eternal learning. 

Smith made intellectual pursuit a quest of holiness, founding a School of Prophets, establishing a 

fledgling university, and devoting himself to the study of ancient languages and lore even as he 

claimed to bypass the learned systems of men with his powers of seership and translation. So it is 

that Mormons today inherit a tradition rooted relatively recently in concrete artifacts like Gold 

Plates verified by eleven witnesses, in accounts of resurrected beings laying physical hands on 

founding Prophets, and in Joseph’s testimony of the audible words and visible appearing of Deity 

itself. And Mormons inhabit a rhetorical world where members give not assertions of fervent 

belief, but public testimony that they have spiritual knowledge of those events as historical 

realities. At the same time, such credentials do not attest to personal salvation or blessedness, but 

only betoken the commencement of an eternal quest for saving knowledge and the burden of an 



 16 

endlessly sought perfection. The mix of intellectual certitude and intellectual insatiability Joseph 

exuded has left a mixed heritage for aspiring LDS artists and intellectuals to reckon with. While 

his relentless eclecticism, syncretism, and system building could provoke and inspire, great works 

of the mind and heart have seldom emerged in the context of the spiritual complacency and sense 

of plenitude that his system-building could provoke.  

 

 Certainty is a term that frequently appears in the ministry of Joseph Smith, often in a 

doctrinally prominent position. In the “Lectures on Faith” which he employed in teaching the 

elders in Kirtland, it is affirmed that from earliest times, faith has been a prelude to sure 

knowledge: “the inquiry and diligent search of the ancient saints to seek after and obtain a 

knowledge of the glory of God . . . [was rooted in] the credence they gave to the testimony of 

their fathers. . . . The inquiry frequently terminated, indeed always terminated when rightly 

pursued, in the most glorious discoveries and eternal certainty.”30 Elsewhere he wrote, “God has 

so ordained that when he has communicated by vision no vision [is] to be taken but what you see 

by the seeing of the eye or what you hear by the hearing of the ear. . . . There must be certainty in 

this matter.”31  

In his own case, Joseph never admitted a particle of possible self-deception. As he wrote 

to his wife, “Forasmuch as I know for a certainty of eternal things, if the heavens linger, it is 

nothing to me.”32 Such certainty, he believed, may be temporally late in coming, but is logically 

the starting point of true religion. “It is the first principle of the gospel,” he wrote, “ to know for a 

certainty the character of God, and to know that we may converse with him as one man converses 

with another.”33 It is easy to see why his personal encounter with a conversing deity would 

ground his own sense of epistemological certainty. But he clearly saw his own experience as a 

prototype to which others could—and should—aspire. An 1833 revelation had the Lord declaring 

that “every soul who forsaketh his sins and cometh unto me, and calleth on my name, and 

obeyeth my voice, and keepeth my commandments, shall see my face, and know that I am” 
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(D&C 93:1). This possibility Joseph related to the doctrine of the Second Comforter, spoken of 

by Christ when he addressed his disciples before his crucifixion. On that occasion, he promised 

that the Father would send them “another Comforter, that he may abide with you for ever” (John 

14:16).  

Joseph gave his gloss of this passage years later: “Now what is this other Comforter? It is 

no more nor less than the Lord Jesus Christ Himself; and this is the sum and substance of the 

whole matter; that when any man obtains this last Comforter, he will have the personage of Jesus 

Christ to attend him or appear unto him from time to time, and even He will manifest the Father 

unto him, and they will take up their abode with him, and the visions of the heavens will be 

opened unto him, and the Lord will teach him face to face, and he may have a perfect knowledge 

of the mysteries of the Kingdom of God.”34 

Joseph apparently believed that the personal epiphany he experienced in his visitation by the 

Father and the Son, heralding full immersion in the divine light, with all its epistemological 

fulness and certainty, betokened an order of knowledge that was the right and destiny of all 

faithful Saints.  

 

In a significant twist on the witnessing of evangelicals, when Mormons speak of their 

conversion, they almost universally have in mind the moment when they came to know through 

the spirit that Joseph Smith was a prophet, that the Book of Mormon was true, and that the church 

he founded is “the only true and living church upon the face of the whole earth” (D&C 1: 30). 

Conversion seems to be more an intellectual than a spiritual affair. 

This sense of certainty and spiritual self-confidence may certainly parallel the experience 

that being “born again” provides evangelical Christians, but it is a certainty that pertains to claims 

beyond the personal—and that is to cross a crucial threshold in the decorum of religious 

discourse. It is one thing to insist on one’s own status before God. It is quite another to 

universalize convictions about institutions and historical persons, and lay claim to certain, 
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divinely revealed knowledge of those things. This distinctive Mormon rhetoric of “knowing” 

creates both an impression of arrogance and smugness to outsiders, and immense cultural 

pressure on adherents to know for themselves rather than to merely believe. 

 

 The contrary tension pushing this principle into paradox is the Faustian nature of 

the quest Mormonism invites us to engage in. Mormonism holds out the promise of a salvation in 

which any rest is purely metaphorical. Joseph’s crowned Saints are no angelic choirs passively 

basking in the glory of their God, but Faustian strivers endlessly seeking to shape themselves into 

progressively better beings, fashioning worlds and creating endless posterity, eternally working to 

impose order and form on an infinitely malleable cosmos. “This is a wide field for the operation 

of man,” said Brigham Young, “that reaches into eternity.”35 “When you climb up a ladder,” 

Joseph explained, “you must begin at the bottom, and ascend step by step, until you arrive at the 

top; and so it is with the principles of the Gospel—you must begin with the first and go on until 

you learn all the principles of exaltation. But it will be a great while after you have passed 

through the veil before you will have learned them. It is not all to be comprehended in this world; 

it will be a great work to learn our salvation and exaltation even beyond the grave.”36  

“Learning” salvation, and “beyond the grave” at that? Once again, we see here the 

emphasis on the acquisition of spiritual knowledge as a determinative factor in spiritual progress 

that is ongoing. Salvation becomes a project and a process, not an event. In a remarkable sermon 

he delivered on the nature of man and human happiness, Brigham Young made the unceasing 

pursuit of knowledge not just an ingredient in salvation, but the essence of the only joy man will 

find fulfilling: 

 

A spirit and power of research is planted within, yet they remain 

undeveloped. . . . What will satisfy us? If we understood all principles and 

powers that are, that have been, and that are to come, and had wisdom sufficient 
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to control powers and elements with which we are associated, perhaps we would 

then be satisfied. If this will not satisfy the human mind, there is nothing that 

will. . . . If we could so understand true philosophy as to understand our own 

creation, and what it is for . . . and could understand that matter can be organized 

and brought forth into intelligence, and to possess more intelligence, and to 

continue to increase in that intelligence; …. Will nothing short of that fully 

satisfy the spirits implanted within us? No.37 

 

That which Mormons know, they are sure they know, and personally and institutionally it 

is beyond compromise or negotiation. But that which they don’t know will occupy them in the 

schoolrooms of the life beyond, says Joseph, for “a great while after passing through the veil.” 

One problem is, in a church almost entirely lacking creeds or formal theology, the two realms—

the settled and the orthodox, or the unfixed and unfathomed—are not clearly demarcated. 

Eternal engagement in an eternal process, alongside authoritative restoration and gospel 

fulness. A theology of endless searching and a rhetoric of stolid certainty. The sobering injunction 

of Joseph to “search into and contemplate the darkest abyss, and the broad expanse of eternity,” 

given to the same Saints who are reminded that they “are not sent forth to be taught, but to teach 

the children of men” the truths of the gospel definitively known (D&C 43:15). Joseph may have 

found his own model for this paradoxical stance in his recovery of a Mosaic text, received as a 

revelation only months after the Book of Mormon came off the press. In this account, we read of 

a stupendous vision given the ancient prophet: “And it came to pass that Moses looked, and 

beheld the world upon which he was created; and Moses beheld the world and the ends thereof, 

and all the children of men which are, and which were created; of the same he greatly marveled 

and wondered.” Moses’s response to a vision of such plenitude and authority is undoubtedly a 

newfound certainty and self-assurance. Relative to the vastness of eternity, he acknowledges 

moments later, “I know that man is nothing, which thing I never had supposed.” Thus humbled 
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but armed with knowledge, he fends off a subsequent assault of Satan by affirming resiliently, 

“behold, I am a son of God, in the similitude of his Only Begotten.” 

But the more salient point is that following his experience of both plenitude and certitude, 

Moses’ appetite is whetted, not sated. “And again Moses said: I will not cease to call upon God, I 

have other things to inquire of him.” And so he does, initiating theophanies of even greater 

amplitude (Moses 1). It is no wonder that Mormon culture expresses itself in inconsistent bursts 

of the pat and the provocative, the clichéd and the astonished, the complacent and the yearning. 

“Art is born of humiliation,” said the poet Auden, and it may be in that very space between 

security born of possessing precious certainties, and abject smallness before the magnitude of an 

almost unquenchable ignorance, that Mormonism finds a tension productive of a genuinely 

religious art and intellectual expression. 

(7000 words – 45 min) 

 

 

SLIDES 

 

 

If thou draw out thy soul to the hungry, and satisfy the afflicted soul; then shall thy light rise in 

obscurity, and thy darkness be as the noonday:11 And the LORD shall guide thee continually, 

and satisfy thy soul in drought, and make fat thy bones: and thou shalt be like a watered garden, 

and like a spring of water, whose waters fail not. (Isaiah 58:10-11) 

 
 
Authority and Individualism 
 
 Girls Band 
  Brass bands were a popular but all-male domain among Mormons ever since the 
Nauvoo Brass Band. Disgruntled women petitioned for their own at the church’s Rick’s Academy 
in 1909. 
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Exile and Election 
 Gypsy Camp 
  Ironically, Weggeland’s best single work was perhaps not intended as Mormon 

art at all, but was, perhaps appropriately, interpreted as such. This highly sentimentalized painting 

was accepted for display in the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition of 1876 and carried the 

description, “scene of a gypsy camp.” At some point Gypsy Camp acquired the title, Campsite 

along the Mormon Trail.38 It is likely that the travelers, with their wagon and pitched tents, 

dancing and playing music with cookfires and a western mountain peak in the background, all 

painted by a Latter-day Saint upon the heels of the pioneer period, enticed viewers to assume it 

was a scene from the Mormon migration. In any case, the painting is striking because while the 

trappings of the gypsy encampment bear apparent similarity to the Mormon pioneers, the 

painting’s more subtle thematic resonance is even more powerfully and poignantly evocative of 

the Mormon experience. In Weggeland’s depiction, parasoled ladies mingle with a suited 

gentleman in front of a crude camp tent, while a mixed gender band plays music and a boy romps 

with a puppy and others prepare food, all in bucolic splendor. But the scene is not deserted prairie 

or rugged desert—it is fertile farmland with fences and fashionable homes near to hand. It is, 

therefore, more like a scene of peasants making merry outside the gates of a rich man’s feast, than 

of the children of Israel fleeing Egypt for a promised land. The effect is a feeling of proximate 

exile, tenuous gaiety in the face of exclusion. And this striking juxtaposition powerfully 

foreshadows a theme that will emerge forcefully in Mormon art over the next generations—the 

nostalgia for community with a larger society, competing with pride in Zion’s self-sufficiency. 

The ordered and festive gypsy camp, like the Mormon exodus generally, attests to a successful 

disengagement from the Babylon if the east. But the careful capturing of the affluent farmsteads 

in the background, with their neat fields and prosperous inhabitants, provide a clear and wistful 

indication of real loss. 
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 Brigham Young Family 

  William Major’s most famous work depicts the great colonizer 

Brigham Young as an English gentleman, in a monogamous family unit, 

surrounded by the fine trappings of aristocratic life. The setting probably owes 

much to the tradition of English country portraiture a la Gainsborough, but it is 

also consistent with Mormon attempts seen elsewhere to assert cultural 

refinement in spite of the crude realities of desert colonization. [“There is some 

of the smartest and best men and women here there is in the world, They dress 

superior to your New Salem people [even] if they have had to winter in log 

cabins.”--Ursulia B. Hascall to Col. Wilson Andrews, from Camp of Israiel] 

 

 Theater 

  The dedication took place in March 1862. After the prayer, Young took 

occasion to inveigh “somewhat extravagantly against tragedy and declared he wouldn’t have any 

tragedies or blood-curdling dramas played in this theater. This people had seen tragedy enough in 

real life and there was no telling the far-reaching and evil effects tragedies on the stage might 

have. He strongly opposed, too, the idea of having any Gentile actors play in this theatre. We had 

plenty of home talent and did not need them.” For Brigham Young to build the most expensive 

structure to date in the Utah territory, a temple devoted to drama, and expect the managers to 

avoid both the most popular theatrical genre and the billing of gentile celebrities to fill the seats 

must have appeared, even to Young himself, as wishful thinking. The policies were not long in 

crumbling. Thomas Lyne, who had left the church almost two decades earlier in Nauvoo, 

reappeared now in Salt Lake, drawn by the new theater. He quickly accepted a position as the 

“tutor” to the theater, and opened in the lead role on January 14th 1863 in the Elizabethan tragic-

comedy Damon to a full and appreciative house. He followed this role up with lead parts in both 
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James Sheridan Knowles’ Virginius and Othello. The staging of the former was a more dire threat 

to Young’s policy than the latter. For Othello was a dark tragedy indeed, but in the former case, 

the murderous knife was thrust into the bosom of the fair Virginia who was played by none other 

than Brigham’s favored daughter Alice Clawson. Thus with one blow, the tragic heroine and 

Brigham’s prohibition met their simultaneous and definitive end. 

 

 

Sacred and Banal 

 Plat of Zion  

John Wesley had no wish to change the way in which society was 

organized. . . .When he spoke of needing new men to build a new world, it was 

Christ's kingdom, inhabited by his saints, which he was offering to his followers. 

John Wesley believed that virtue must be built within the established order.  

  --Wesley’s biographer 

 Was I Nurtured 

  Hafen’s series of illustrations for the hymn “O My Father” blurs allegory and 
literal depictions alluding to pre-mortal life. 
 

 Handcart Pioneers 

  His Handcart Pioneers’ First View of Salt Lake Valley (1890) is entirely typical 

in its perfect figuring of Mormon religiosity as gritty physical work. Family groupings surround 

two heavily laden handcarts, both pulled jointly. Proximate working hands are echoed by the 

entwined hands of children. Community—of family, pioneer companies, and the New Zion, is the 

dominant theme. Attaining the steep mountain summit, a triumphant couple raise hands in a 

jubilant gesture—but the blue sky at the apogee is no heavenly realm crowning their climb up 

Mount Purgatory. Zion and repose both wait upon their descent back down into earthy life and 
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labor. It would be hard to more pointedly depict the collapse of yearning for transcendence and 

the heavenly city into the holiness of the prosaic. 

 Nineteeth Ward 

 Twin Colonels 

  An integrated design had emerged by the 1920s, with the most popular versions 

being imitated or adapted for multiple sites. Instrumental in this regard was Don Carlos Young, 

and his red brick “Colonel's Twins,” which connected a large cultural hall and a chapel with a 

vestibule. Lacking even a steeple, functionality by this point was clearly predominant. Some 

wards were building the recreation halls first, in order to use them as temporary chapels; others 

simply refitted those halls for use as chapels, in both cases demonstrating a premeditated 

porousness between the secular and sacred. 

 DC Temple 

   

 Dancing 

 

 
 Moment After 
  The best example in Mormon art of the effort to capture the personal and 
evanescent, rather than the historical and theological, dimensions of Joseph’s receipt of the 
priesthood at the hands of a resurrected Peter, James, and John. Earthy solidity and sublime 
spirituality, divinity and humanity, are in beautiful tension here. 
 
 
Searching and Certainty 
 BYU Academy 
 Observatory 
 
  We are not at all under the necessity of falling into the mistake that the Christian 
world falls into. They think, when they are handling or dealing in the things of this world, that 
those things have nothing to do with their religion. Our religion takes within its wide embrace not 
only things of heaven, but also things of earth. It circumscribes all art, science, and literature 
pertaining to heaven, earth, and hell.”39 The consequent imagery could at times be disconcerting 
in its literalism. “When the elements melt with fervent heat, the Lord Almighty will send forth his 
angels, who are well instructed in chemistry, and they will separate the elements and make new 
combinations thereof.”40 Orson Pratt would elaborate this view a few years later. “The study of 
science is the study of something eternal. If we study astronomy, we study the works of God. If 



 25 

we study chemistry, geology, optics, or any other branch of science, every new truth we come to 
the understanding of is eternal; it is a part of the great system of universal truth. It is truth that 
exists throughout universal nature; and God is the dispenser of all truth—scientific, religious, and 
political.”41 Man and God, building bridges and creating worlds, practicing chemistry and 
endowing the earth with its celestial glory—the mundane and the miraculous are but different 
degrees on an eternal scale of knowledge acquisition 
 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 The tension and disequilibrium between searching and certainty, independence and 

discipleship, is to be celebrated, not lamented. It is a sign that we are, as we should be, unwilling 

to relinquish either. The agonizing struggle to retain both,  bears testimony to our love of both. 

God’s heart is infinitely capacious. Our mind must stretch accordingly. That will of necessity be a 

little painful.  
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