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James L. Clayton
1445 Arlington Drive
Salt Lake City, Utah 84103

November 19, 1981

Elder Boyd K. Packer

Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints

47 East South Temple

Salt Lake City, Utah 84103

Dear Elder Packer:

I have just read your address entitled, '"The Mantle is Far, Far
Greater than the Intellect,'" which you recently delivered to institute \
and seminary instructors at B.Y.U. Since I am an historian by profession

and have occasionally written in the field of Mormon history, and since I

am also an active member of the Church and an instructor in my High Priest's
Quorum, I found your address especially interesting, provocative, and rele-

vant to a wider audience than only those who had the opportunity to hear you.

Having attended an eastern, sccular graduate school I can person-
ally identify with many of the issues you so thoughtfully raise. To cite
just one example, the week I arrived on campus I was introduced to a well-
known political scientist who had recently won a Pulitzer Prize. He asked,
"Where are you from?'" I replied, 'Utah." Then he said, with considerable
sarcasm, 'Well, then you must believe that God has hair on his back,' and

walked away.

Because I share your religious concerns, admire your frankness, and
agree with many of your insights, I hope that you will be willing to consider
some observations about some of the major points you make in your interesting
address. These observations are offered in a spirit of friendship and commit-
ment. Because your 'cautions' to those of us who teach history are weighty
ones, and since you invite your readers to come forward and help in the cause,
1 have taken you at your word and offer the following thoughts for your further
reflection.

I

The young man's statement that ''the mantle is far, far greater than
the intellect" is an attempt, I think, to rank things that cannot fairly be
ranked., The mantle, as I understand it, is the authority that emanates from
the spirit of God and is rooted in revelation. The intellect is understand-
ing based on reason and empirical evidence. The spirit and intellect have
fundamentally different roles. To say that the mantle (spirit) is greater
than the intellect is like saying the heart is greater than the mind or the
hand is greater than the foot. Allow me to explain why this comparison can
be misleading.
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The intellect is paramount in the material world where problems are
most easily approached by critical, empirical analysis, where data or tested
theory are at hand, and where replication is possible. The essence of this
approach is inductive, relative, and tentative. The intellect deals more in
questions than answers, and helps us to be tolerant of diversity and discord—
both of which are important aspects of all human-life. As Bacon said, the
intellect "hangs us with weights' to keep us from '"leaping and flying about'
excessively. The intcllect is our contact with the matcrial and the secular.

The intellect assists us in moving beyond the simplistic and sterile
categories of hero vs. villian, defense vs. attack, and member vs. nonmember
so prominent in the writing of Mormon history in the latter part of the nine-
teenth century. It allows us considerably greater freedom and accuracy in
dealing with the more secular aspects of our past. It encourages a healthy
corporate introspection. The great achievement of the intellect is a massive
body of reliable knowledge commanding near universal agreement in the scien- |
tific and secular world which is largely responsible for our rising standard

of living.

The spirit, as you know better than I, serves us equally well but in
a radically different way. If the intellect supplies us with weights, the
spirit gives us wings—to soar above our mundane selves, to extend our reach,
to inspire. It helps to establish ultimate values, political umnity, and
discourages narcissism and anomie. It is our crucial contact with God and

the sacred.

The spirit gives us a meaningful place in the universe, roots us in
a power larger than self, and makes possible the full development of the
human personality. It ties us with both past and future generations. With-
out the spirit we are, as T. S. Eliot so well said, "hollow'" men living in

a "waste land."

Clearly, both the spirit and the intellect serve very different but
equally useful purposes. The spirit gives us tertainty, but it cannot be
examined empirically. The intellect reminds us to question—even that which
seems certain. The intellect and the spirit are our two eyes. Either used
alone is lacking in depth perception. But like the placement of our eyes on
our faces, the spirit and the intellect function best side-by-side, not one
over the other. :

IT

Your call for a better balance between the intellect and the spirit
among those of us who teach Church history is well placed, I believe, but when
you quote those sho suggest that we should see '"in every hour and in every
moment” the hand of God, you ask of history something that vehicle is unable
to carry. Let me explain. Any serious attempt to see God's hand in every
single act, policy, or pronouncement of every Church prophet contradicts, it
seems to me, Joscph Smith's statement that a prophet is not always a prophet,
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and requires us to defend things that need not and cannot be defended. Mis-
takes have been made by our leaders and are freely admitted as such. Joseph
admitted he was wrong to try to sell the copyright for the Rook of Mormon in
Canada. John Taylor, when he became president, thought Brigham Young's united
order an unwise "experiment.' David O. McKay and Joseph Fielding Smith dis-
agreed on evolution. Brigham Young and others modified Joseph Smith's history,
and so on. To requirc our teachers to say all of this was inspired, to try

to make consistent that which is inconsistent, is to create rather than diminish
doubt. A good person does not have to be completely perfect to be acceptable

to God. Should an organization be any different?

Many things in our history are exceedingly difficult to explain.
- Exactly who was to succeed Joseph Smith as Church president is surely unclear
no matter how hard we try to understand it. Some changes in doctrine are
influenced by governmental action, as for example the Supreme Court's decision
outlawing the practice of polygamy. Surecly that tribunal had some influence
on President Woodruff's decision to end the practice of polygamy. To say
that the Manifesto was not influenced by governmental action is simply to
raise other, harder questions. Such as, why did God wait until 1890 to cease
the practice? Why not 1879 when the Reynolds decision was handed down? Or,
if the timing was just right, why then did a majority of the Twelve take
additional wives after the Manifesto?

N

Many statements by Church leaders were made in the heat of battle
and some prophesies were demonstrably wrong, e.g., Brigham Young "prophesied"
a week before Appomattox that the Civil War would last another year. Life is
complex and so is history. Natural forces, like gravity, play their role, too.
And why not? Once we recognize no one is infallible, that there is a secular
as well as a sacred side to our history, we don't have to defend everything.
Less certitude now may produce greater certainty in the long runm.

You suggest that apostles are human. Certainly professors are. We
should allow the same latitude to our collective efforts we call Church history.
By trying to make our history, our policies, and our leaders too perfect we set
up our students for potential disaster. All the opposition has to do is to
show, by our own documents, a few of our warts to cause doubt. Some have had
a field day demonstrating, from our historical records, inconsistencies, changes
and so forth. Their impact has been substantial because many of our members
have been taught that our leaders never make mistakes and that our doctrines
never change. Consequently, many expect too much and hence their faith is

easily shaken.

The statement that God directs everything in every moment implies that
everything is of equal importance. It equates every minor eccentricity with
the divine will, every church policy with ultimate, enduring truth. It implies
that the Church leadership is infallible and that any criticism of policy is
heresy. It makes it nearly impossible to learn from our mistakes and makes
needed changes hard and slow. By promising less will we not accomplish more?
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On page six you state that "there is a war going on,'" that we should
be "belligerents," and hence we must be "one-sided' in teaching our history.
This approach could alienate many of those who have gained respect for the
Church an.! come to our defense in recent years. In my experience, non-Mormon
scholars are far more sympathetic to the Church today than at any time in our
history. Your call to do battle with them may offend them as ‘the one-sided
attack on Mormons in the nineteenth century offended us. Historians cannot
be divided into those who fight for God and those who battle for the Devil.
A1l of us, both inside and outside the Church, are limited in our ability to
reconstruct the past, each seeks understanding according to his own abilities,
and none has a corner on the truth. Being deliberately ''one-sided" could
destroy our credibility with our non-Mormon friends, tarnish our good name,
invite counter attacks, and diminish the possibility of fruitful dialogue
with other Christians facing similar problems.

Taking a ''one-sided' approach to our history could also undermine the
credibility of our teachers with our own members. Our students will soon rec-
ognize that they are being spoon-fed and discount our lessons accordingly.

Many will see this approach as a form of censorship to present the spread of
ideas thought to be dangerous and will resist it openly. Others will turn to
non- and anti-Mormon sources to ''get the real story." In essence this approach
treats our members as if they were children, unprepared to face the realities
of life and too immature to be trusted with the family car.

Taking a one-sided, faith-promoting approach to our history is basically
as limiting as taking a one-sided, faith-destroying approach to our history,
It tells only the '"'good" side, only that which promotes faith according to the
teacher's or writer's point of view of what is good for us to know. Many of
us find our faith enlarged by having the whole picture and not just the "smiline
aspects of life' set before us. Let me again. illustrate. I know of no one whg
has lost his faith because he read carefully Juanita Brook's, The Mountain
Meadows Massacre. When the whole story is told, in all its pafHEETﬁﬁfﬁﬁﬁgedy
understanding and sympathy for both sides usually is the result. Nor do I ’
know anyone whose testimony was strengthened thrngh ignorance—at least ip

the long run.

’

Your second ''caution' that history teachers should not ''tell everything,"
your third that they should not give '"equal time to the adversary," and your 2
fourth that they should avoid discussing some things already "in print," con-
vey a strong impression to this reader that you seem to be afraid of our past
that you think there must be a lot of disturbing things in the archives, and
that many of us could be spiritually contaminated if we get too close té
these records. My impression is buttressed by your further comments that we
should not purchasc or read anything from apostates, that their work is like
a "discase." By implication, one should not, I suppose, read non-Mormon autho
who are critical of some of our doctrines. Is this really how you feel? Or s
have I misread your speech? ’
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I think your apparent fear of our past and our historians who try
to be objective and fair is unjustified and overly sensitive. Most of the
historians I know who have delved most thoroughly into our past are still
faithful and active. Certainly our forebears who created the history you
seem to fear were faithful. Nor did our early leaders only tell the Saints
what was uplifting. That is what makes them so interesting.

I do know many, as I am sure you do, who have lost their faith by
having had a naive, saccharine understanding of our history and then who
have been exposed to our actual historical documents, some of which are less
than faith promoting, without being able to turn to a knowledgeable and under-
standing teacher for assistance. By instructing our institute and seminary
teachers to be ''one-sided and informed only about the ''good" side of religion,
you are, it seems to me, denying thousands of members the opportunity to turn
to knowledgeable people within the institution who can help them with their
spiritual difficulties.

You seem to be arguing that ignorance is the best defense against
the challenge of secularism. This impression is based on your comment that
"'some things are to be taught selectively'" and only to those ''who are worthy,"
that historians know things that others should not hear, that we cannot "safely"
be neutral, and so on. It seems to me that such an approach is like building
a house without a roof to protect us against bad-weather. The rain will fall
whether we like it or not. Our job is to be prepared when it does. We need
to strengthen the ability of the Church membership to face contradictions,
controversy, and the underside of the Church like they face the underside of
life generally. The great historians in our Church have always done this,
particularly B. H. Roberts. We cannot escape the challenge by our past by
ignoring it, postponing it, or dealing with it selectively. Why not face it
early on, head on, and all out like Roberts did? Knowledge was his defense,
and it was a very noble one. Can ours be any less noble?

A '"belligerent' and '"one-sided" approach to history is by its very
nature placing the study and writing of history in the same category as hard-
sell salesmanship and publicity—it promises much and delivers little. Ve
the teachers are being told to become publicity agents of the faith rather
than objective and scholarly advocates of the truth. This approach places
penalties on expressed doubt; gospel messages tend to be "packaged" in pleas-
ing colors and sometimes deceptivecontainers; image is everything! "Selling"
the gospel in this fashion downgrades our most cherished values to the same
level as toothpaste, soap powders, and deodorants. It turns our missionaries
and scholars into corporate sales-reps. Its emphasis, so far as potential
converts are concerned, is on credulity rather than faith, and certitude

more than certainty.

Your suggestion that there is "a war going on'" and that we should be
'"belligerent" and 'one-sided" in defense of the Church encourages a seige
- mentality with little room for any middle ground. It encourages denuncia-
tions of those who respect objectivity and discourages scholarship generally.
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By saying that teachers who do not always "build faith" are "a traitor to
the cause'" (p. 8), you place all the blame on the messenger and put no
responsibility on the recipient of the message. Does not the membership
have some obligation to prepare themselves to receive all truth as scrip-
ture suggests? Should the messenger always carry the full blame for the
""bad' news he sometimes brings? After all, historians did not create the
past, they are merely trying to understand it.

Y

The alleged conflict between the intellect and the spirit is usually
most intense on university campuses, at least that has been my experience.
There are a lot of deeply committed, tough-minded Latter-day Saints on our
campuses, people who are well informed and faithful too. They have been
toughened by exposure to disturbing facts and conflicting points of view.
They have been broadened by contact with the world. Most important of all,
their faith has been deepened because it has been tested, which after all
is why we are here.

People, like Gods other creations, are made stronger by exposure to
the elements. Hot-house plants may be more beautiful than plants in their
natural setting, but they are also more fragile. Membership in the Kingdom
is for the long haul and for those who can endure. Can we endure without
being tested? Of course some will fail the test, but is that not better
than having a congregation of hot-house Mormons, Mormons ignorant of their
own traditions, Mormons cowering in their chapels and afraid to go to the
library becausc they might read something disturbing?

What some find threatening others find stimulating. Our job as
teachers should be to assist our students in going the whole way, not in
halting their spiritual growth before the challenge even begins because we,
their teachers, assume they are unequal to the task.

Finally, allow me to raise for your consideration a point I think is
often overlooked. An effective way to survive the ''shocks' of learning the
underside of our history is to examine the underside of secularism as well.

Once the weaknesses of the secular approach are well-perceived and digested,

the choice between informed commitment and inactivity or apostacy is not all
that troublesome. Once the limitations of the intellect are fully understood,
the limitations of faith do not loom so large. Once the ''culture of narcissism"
is as fully appreciated for its weaknesses, the value of religion looms larger.

\%

Both spirituality and intellectuality have suffered immeasurably when
one or the other has been raised to a position of predominance. When one pits
the eternal and the temporal, spirit and matter, passion and reason, mind and
heart against each other, each comes away the  loser. Indeed, to attack one
set of values in the name of the other is to threaten both. What we need is
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not a rejection of one or the other but an integration of both, a reaffir-
mation of their joint dependency and usefulness. Placing faith and reason
at odds with each other puts us at war with ourselves; placed in harmony
together we are in both intellectual and spiritual repose.

You have ''cautioned" historians on the need for greater spiritual
insights—and rightfully so. All of us in the profession need to be required
to rethink and at times modify our assumptions, methods, and goals. My
modest effort here is to the same purpose: to raise some cautions for you
to consider. If I have spoken frankly it is out of respect for your office
and a desire not to patronize. If my ideas are offensive in any way, please
be assured that they are directed at your ideas, not at you. If even one of
these considerations causes you to reflect further and positively on this \
most important subject I shall be grateful.

Respectfully your brother,

James L. Clayton

cc: President Gordon B. Hinckley
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