
PERSONAL REFLECTIONS ON
MORMON HISTORY
l have decided to

present a few
observations that

have come to me as I have
had the pleasure of
reading in diaries and
letters, books and
manuscripts, of some of
the early Saints.

The first observation is
that becoming a Mormon
was a "’freeing experience"
for those who joined the
Church during the first
thirty or forty years of its
his{ory. Most of those
who heard the gospel
message in the early
nineteenth century were
very serious about
religion--and their
parents were equally
seriou’s. To most of them,
living a proper and God-
fearing life involved the
repression of desires and
instincts that today seem
perfectly healthy and
wholesome. One could not
dance, listen to a violin, go
for a nature walk on
Sunday, read a novel, or
attend a comedy at the
theater. Many of these
early converts had a
strong sense of guilt and
they expressed that guilt
in a sanctimonious
demeanor and grave
contenance. They gave
~very appearance of look-
ing on the serious side of
things that, in reality, had
no serious side--regarding
humor as incompatible
with religion. It was said
that Brigham Young’s
brother, Joseph, had never
been seen to smile during
the six years before he
became a Mormon.
Happily, the teachings of LEONARD J. ARRINGTON

Joseph Smith "released"
converts from such strict
beliefs. Under his influ-
ence, the early Saints were
encouraged to shed the
artifically solemn mantle
that contemporary reli-
gion seemed to insist
upon. By following his
example, they could be
both serious and playful;
pious, but not inhibited.
There was a spontaneity, a
joviality, and a combina-
tion of good humor and
seriousness of purpose
that made the Church
attractive to many. Humor
and religion were finally
reconcilable. Mormonism
taught that men and
women are that they
might have joy, and that
they might have it more
abundantly. Mormons
were happy because the
restored gospel permitted
them to develop all facets
of their personalities,
allowing them to partici-
pate in recreational and
cultural activities and to
enjoy a positive attitude
towards sexuality. What-
ever their trials, whatever
the obstacles they had to
overcome as members of
the Church, they enjoyed
a fuller and more joyful life
than they would have lived
in the culture in which
they were brought up.
Partly with this in mind,
Brigham Young once
declared, "I feel like
shouting hallelujah all the
time when I think that I
ever knew Joseph Smith,
the Prophet."

This brings me to a
second observation,
namely, that a sense of
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humor played an important role in sustaining the Saints
under difficult circumstances. There was, for them, no
conflict between piety and moderate levity. The inter-
spersing of spiritual communion with boisterous
activity shocked many other so-called Christians, but it
prepared the Saints for the arduous and exacting life
that faced them. Their diaries suggest that their lives
could be exhilarating and exciting even when there was
hardship and want. Mormonism loosened the Saints up,
as it were, offering some relief from the tense and
humorless pursuit of immediate goals. It gave them
balance, helped them enjoy the pick-and-shovel aspect of
life and helped them overcome sorrow and frustration.
There was hope and buoyancy, optimism and faith.
Acceptance of the new and everlasting covenant served
to expand their souls. Humor helped them dispose of
contradictions, conflicts, and frustrations in a socially
healthy manner. What modern missionary could not
sympathize with Parley P. Pratt who, upon returning to
his digs one cold, wet, disappointing night is said to have
disrobed, bounced onto one knee with a quick, "Dear
Lord, bless Parley, Amen," and then scrambled into bed
before his startled companion could even get the door
closed?

I especially like the diary of a sister who reports the
neighborhood gossip. One neighbor woman who
apparently "wore the pants" in her family is reported to
have become angry, grabbed a broom, and pursued her
husband through the house, finally cornering him under
the bed with a rain of blows. "Come out," she cried,
"come out." "No," he retorted. "I’m staying right here.
I’ll show you who holds the priesthood in this house!"

Or, here is Wilford Woodruff’s account of a
missionary breakfast:

In those days it was the custom of the Missourians to ask
you to eat even if they were hostile to you. So this
gentleman asked us to take breakfast .... He knew we
were Mormons; and as soon as we began to eat, he began
to swear about the Mormons. He had a large platter of
bacon and eggs, and plenty of bread on the table, and his
swearing did not hinder our eating, for the harder he
swore the harder we ate, until we got our stomachs full.
Then we arose from the table, took our hats, and
thanked him for our breakfast. The last we heard of him
he was still swearing. I trust the Lord will reward him for
our breakfast.

Dining with a cursing mobster hardly sounds inviting,
but Wilford Woodruff’s sweetly reasonable tone and his
skill in bringing out the incongruity of the situation
suggest that the early Saints enjoyed the comic
reenactment of experiences shared during the rough
days in Missouri.

Pioneer humor, as found in letters, diary entries,
missionary stories, occasional pranks, and the bestowal
of nicknames, was a means of attacking pretension,
hypocrisy, vanity and excessive pride. I like the way the
younger intelligentsia of 1870 parodied the pompous
hyperbole used in speeches of certain leaders as they
commemorated the settling of the Salt Lake Valley in
1847. "Twenty-three years ago," wrote one youthful
editor, "at six o’clock in the morning, this whole
territory was one vast, howling wilderness. The red
Indian scoured the plain where now our plain women
scour the floors, while the sagebrush and greasewood,

towering in majesty over it, lent a grateful shade to the
bloodthirsty cricket and the carnivorous grasshopper.
The modest mouse and timid bedbug went forth, hand in
hand, peacefully, over this broad land, with none to
molest or make them afraid .... Everything was dull,
dark and torpid; the world needed waking up."

The Saints’ sense of humor did not undermine their
loyalty to the Church, but instead gave them a strong
sense of group identity and illustrated the weaknesses
and strengths of their own movement. More generally,
it helped them develop the cultural pride that one would
expect of God’s chosen people.

A third observation has to do with the nature of our
apostate literature and of the people who have written
it. Sooner or later, every Mormon historian has to come
to grips with this literature--the writing of Philastus
Hurlbut, John C. Bennett, John Hyde, Jr., Fanny and
ToB.H. Stenhouse, Hans Freece, and others. By and
large, the writers of these books were persons of talent
and sensitivity who had once made a total commitment
to Mormonism, must have felt a sense of guilt about
leaving the faith, and sought to purge that guilt by
writing about it. They felt a compulsion to explain to the
group--and perhaps to themselves--why they had left.
Because the Saints were persecuted throughout much of
the nineteenth century, their sense of guilt must have
been especially acute. And because these people had
strongly identified with Mormonism for many years, in
seeking to create a new role for themselves "in the
world," they simply kept talking and writing about it,
now taking a negative instead of a positive tack. Torn
between love and hate, uneasy about laughing at a
religion they had once immersed themselves in so
ardently and one that was regarded so dearly by people
they loved, they poured out their vitriol in
selfjustification. Angry about punctured dreams,
broken promises, and human weaknesses, they justified
their decision to break from their moorings by turning
around and attacking the culture, values, beliefs, and
standards that once guided their lives.

One wishes that, instead of the shallow diatribes and
bitter epithets, they had written more about how they
felt when they joined the movement. What was it in
Mormonism that attracted them and obtained their
allegiance? Through what stages did they go in their
subsequent disillusionment? Wouldn’t it have been
helpful to future Saints if they had provided a
description of the struggles of conscience they went
through before they made the final agonizing
withdrawal from the Church? Was the creative part of
their "expose" not, in reality, a merciless interrogation
of their own motives and character? Why did the most
virulent apostasy often occur among people who were
once the most confiding, the most obedient? And is
there not a lesson here for all of us--that a healthy
discipleship is not sycophancy, that it is not healthy to be
either fanatically for or against? Is there not danger in
becoming such hysterical, uncompromising advocates
that we may reverse ground and begin to focus too
heavily on the shortcomings?

Psychologists talk about the law of reversed effect, a
principle which states that our efforts to keep from
having wrong ideas can be so determined and make us so
tense our chances of accepting those very ideas are
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C. Kimball, but my knowing this did not impair them in
my estimation. I thanked God I saw these imperfections.

0
0

actually magnified. I saw this principle in action in Italy
at the end of World War II when, frequently, those who
had been the most fanatical Fascists became fanatical
Communists. In religion, our difficult struggles with
conscience require a certain relaxation and surrender.
This is true not only in our personal lives but also in the
study of Church history. We should give the Lord and
the Holy Ghost a chance to help us see things in
perspective--the failures along with the triumphs, the
achievements along with the deficienciesand

We must have neither exaggerated expectations
nor cynical doubts about what our history can
demonstrate.

imperfections. We must have neither exaggerated
expectations nor cynical doubts about what our history
can demonstrate.

This brings me to the fourth observation, namely,
that our prophets and other leaders were great men and
women, but they were also human beings. I know that it
sounds silly to say that, but so much of our literature
suggests that our leaders were above human weakness
and foible that it is necessary to keep reminding
ourselves that they were also capable of human error,
that they were something short of divine. What Lorenzo
Snow said of Joseph Smith is worth repeating:

I saw Joseph Smith the Prophet do things which I did not
approve of; and yet... I thanked God that He would put
upon a man who had these imperfections the power and
authority which He placed upon him . . . for I knew I
myself had weakness and I thought there was a chance
for me. These same weaknesses... I knew were in Heber

Even Brigham Young, who loved Joseph Smith with a
constancy that bordered on idolatry, admitted that he
sometimes thought that Joseph was not always right in
his management of affairs. "It gave me sorrow of heart
to see this," he said, but "I clearly saw and understood
that if I was to harbor a thought in my heart that Joseph
could be wrong in anything, I would begin to lose
confidence in him and that feeling would grow until at
last I would have the same lack of confidence in his being
the mouthpiece for the Almighty." So Brigham decided
to let the Lord deal with Joseph’s failings. "Though I
admitted in my feelings and knew all the time that
Joseph was a human being and subject to err, it was none
of my business to look after his faults. He was called of
God; and if God had a mind to leave him to himself and
let him commit an error, that was no business of
mine .... Though he had his weaknesses," Brigham
continued, "he was all that any people could require a
true prophet to be."

Unfortunately, Joseph Smith’s contemporaries did not
leave a record of just what faults the founding prophet
had. Was he sometimes arrogant in his treatment of
others? Was he a little too physical for contemporary
dispositions? Did he occasionally lack good judgment in
his choice of assistants and advisors? Did his decisions
on political matters seem to smack of expediency?
Although he maintained complete confidence in his
calling and in the validity of his revelations, the
Prophet’s personal diary shows that he was fully aware
of his own weaknesses and found it a struggle to live
worthily in every respect. The diary also reveals an
abundance of desirable and wholesome human traits. He
prayed often--to be forgiven, for help in overcoming his
weaknesses, for his personal salvation. He loved people:
he loved Emma, he loved his children, he loved his
parents, he loved his brothers and sisters, he loved old
people, he loved tiny children, he loved boys, he loved
girls, he loved to have people around him. Clearly a
warm and engaging personality, he kissed babies, took
children for rides in the country, put cranky children on
his lap to be lulled to sleep, played horsy with his
children, played ball with the boys, and pulled sticks with
the junior Nauvoo Legion. He was extremely generous
and far more interested in helping people than in making
a profit--a fact which helps to explain why his
businesses failed. He loved learning; he took classes and
encouraged others to do so, enjoyed lectures, and always
sought to know more. He believed that the world was a
wonderful place, and he wanted to enjoy and understand
it--a healthy attitude for an imperfect human being
striving to improve himself.

Many of you know I have spent several years studying
Brigham Young. Did he also have imperfections?
Clearly, he did. He could be harsh in his censure. He
occasionally showed contempt for intellectuality. He
was inclined to stretch the truth in his use of hyperbole.
He could be very stubbern. And he sometimes called
upon people to make sacrifices that most would describe
as unconscionable.

But because he was human in these respects, he was
also human in ways that caused thousands to love him,
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admire him, imitate him, and seek his advice. He cried
when he saw the suffering of helpless people. His
compassion for orphans caused him to invite dozens into
his household. He was hard on men who neglected their
wives or treated widows unfairly; he was patient with
violators of Church standards; he was a good listener,
had a sense of humor, and could be very spiritual. In
short, as is the case with most of us, his humanness had a
positive side that overshadowed the negative. Is it
possible that the Lord chose Joseph to be the leader in the
restoration of the gospel because his human qualities
were an indispensable accompaniment to his revelatory
qualities? Is it also possible the Lord chose Brigham
Young to lead the Church during the late Nauvoo,
Winter Quarters, and early Great Basin periods
precisely because of his human qualities, both those
which we assess today as being positive and those we
might regard as negative?

Brigham was a short-legged man with powerful
shoulders and a massive chest whose forceful voice
urged a whole generation of Saints to build the Kingdom
of God in a desolate and inhospitable region. He gave the
appearance of being a hard man--one who did not
hesitate to call a spade a spade, one whose tongue cut
down hypocrites, betrayers, and malingerers. Upon his
departure from Missouri, according to a diary entry
made by one who heard him give an address to friends,
he cursed the Missourians:

Bro. Brigham arose and [made] some pointed and
appropriate remarks. He called upon the Lord to bless
this place for the good of the Saints, and curse every
Gentile who should attempt to settle here with sickness,
rottenness, and death. Also to curse the land of Missouri,
that it might cease to bring forth grain or fruit of any
kind to its inhabitants, and that they might be cursed
[with] sickness, rottenness and death, that their flesh
might consume away on their bones, and their blood be
turned into maggots and that their torments never
cease.

In his sermons he sometimes used strong metaphors: he
would whip out his bowie knife to fight evil, he would
scatter the enemy across lots, he would drive the sword
of righteousness to its plummet.

But perhaps these violent expressions were only a
cover for Brigham’s basically non-violent feelings. (For
he was basically non-violent.) Perhaps his verbal ferocity
masked a tender, soft-hearted person who was ashamed
to admit his compassion because he was afraid people
would think him feminine and cowardly. It is possible
that his sarcastic criticism of others was an external
indication of discontentment with his own ambivalence.

Perhaps his essential nature is more clearly indicated
by his statement, made just a few years after cursing the
Missourians, about a horde of hungry grasshoppers who
almost devoured his fields of grain:

I have never yet [he said] had a feeling to drive them [the
grasshoppers] from one plant in my garden. Last season
when the grasshoppers came on my crops, I said, "Nibble
away, my little fellow, I may as well feed you as to have
my neighbors do it; I have sown plenty, and you have not
raised any yourselves." And when the harvest came, [he
said] you would not have known that there had been a
grasshopper there .... Pay attention to what the Lord
requires of you and let the balance go.

And so his solution to the grasshopper problem was
simply to plant as much as possible in the good years and
store the surplus to take care of the years of drouth and
grasshopper incursions.

Which was the real Brigham and which was the
facade? Was he a kindly, benevolent, tender-hearted
father-figure or the sarcastic, hate-spouting chief of the
Danites? As he systematically dressed down some
people, even close associates, was he really chastising
them, or was he, by chance, talking to himself? Was his
criticism of Orson Pratt the result of a considered

I believe, with Brigham Young, in doing the best
we can and leaving the balance to God.

judgment that Orson’s doctrines were wrong? Or was
it, instead, an argument with his reasonably certain self
that his own doctrinal insight, untutored as it was, was
nevertheless a more accurate reflection of the divine
nature than the systematically-thought-out
speculations of the educated scholar? Should he be
considered a generous man because he put dozens of
children not his own through school, or a skinflint
because he adamantly refused to raise the wages of some
young men he had employed to survey for the
transcontinental railroad? Should he be thought of as a
financial wizard because he was one of the most
successful businessmen in Western America, or as a
failure because so many of his enterprises--th.e
manufacture of iron, the manufacture of sugar, the
colonization of southern Nevada, and the Deseret
Alphabet--were unsuccessful?
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I want to make one final observation. My reading of
pioneer diaries, letters, and other available documents
has impressed me with the nobleness of the lives of
many individual Latter-day Saint men and women--
persons who, despite suffering and anguish, remained
faithful to their highest ideals. These included converts
from abroad who joined the Church and were disclaimed
by their parents, brothers, and sisters; women who
remained with the Church though they had to give up
the security that would have been provided by their
unfaithful husbands; people who courageously stood up
for righteous principles despite society’s opposition;
persons such as Oliver Cowdery, B.H. Roberts, and
Andrew Jenson who had similar difficulties with
stubborn personalities or unwise bureaucrats inside the
Church; Florence Jacobsen, who kept fighting for what
she knew was good for the Church; Sterling McMurrin
who remained sweet and supportive despite certain
Authorities’ objections to some of the beliefs that he
expressed and knew to be unwelcome.

The pioneers’ capacity for being courageous in the
face of disaster, smiling in the face of disappointment,
persisting in the face of failure, and standing up for right
and principle are worthy of our remembrance. I think of
Robert Gardner who heard his name called from the
stand to go on a colonizing mission to southern Utah to
raise cotton. He was to start "right away." He reported
in his personal history, "I looked and spat, took off my
hat, scratched my head, thought, and said, "All right."
He goes on:

The next day l went to the City and saw George A.
Smith in the Historian’s office. He laughed when I went
in, and said, "Don’t blame anyone but me. The President
[Brigham Young] told me to get a list of names suitable
for that mission, sol thought of you for one, and thought
you would be willing to go if called, so I put your name
down. If you don’t want to go, step to the President’s
office and ask him to take your name off the list and he
will do it."

I said, "I expect he would, but ! shan’t try him. I have
come to find what kind of an outfit is wanted and when
to go."

He said, "This is the kind of men we want." So he
advised me, if I could sell out to good advantage, to take
one of my families and go down and make a start. So |
came home and worked to that end. | left a hired man and
my son William, a boy fifteen years old, to gather the
crops. I traded for a span of mules, and started on my
mission the 12th of November 1861.

Whatever his personal shortcomings, and he certainly
had some, Robert Gardner was a Latter-day Saint worth
remembering.

I think of Sariah Louisa Chamberlain Redfi, the
grandmother of President Marion G. Romney. Sariah
was the daughter of Solomon Chamberlain, who had
been one of the very first persons to read the Book of
Mormon and join the Church, and had been an 1847
pioneer to the Salt Lake Valley. Sariah, from the age of
nine, had to look after her aged father during his last
years, once rescuing him from a flood. After his death
she supported herself by going from house to house to
do spinning and weaving. Ultimately she joined a
household as a plural wife and gave birth to fourteen
children and reared them to be industrious citizens and
faithful Latter-day Saints.

I think of Mary Rollins Lightner who, as a girl of

fifteen, risked her life to save the printer’s signature
sheets of the Book of Commandments; of Drusilla
Dorris Hendricks whose husband was gravely injured by
the Missouri mob and who, despite her personal
revulsion, allowed her son to join the Mormon Battalion.
I think of Ephraim Hanks who discovered too late that a
company had gone from Salt Lake City to rescue the
Willie and Martin handcart companies of 1856 and who,
despite the danger of freezing to death alone in the
heavy snow, took off alone to help out in some way in
that valiant rescue effort. I think of Jacob Hamblin who
placed himself in front of the gun of his captain to save
the life of a poor and helpless Indian. I think of Helmut
Huebner, an idealistic young German who knowlingly
endangered and ultimately lost his life in a struggle
against a force he recognized to be evil. There are many
examples of such heroism. They help to assuage one’s
own disenchantment, disappointment, and frustrations.
They help one forget the blindness of certain
self-important people in our history and keep in mind
instead the many humble and valiant disciples who have
practiced the pure love of Christ.

Life is inevitably complex. People are not always
predictable, and organizations, even the Lord’s church,
are not always benign. The reporting of our history, if
readers are to have confidence in it, must reflect these
ambiguities and complexities. Just as important, we
must demonstrate our true love for those who have
questions, who are perplexed by certain aspects of our
history, who are disturbed about a few personalities and
policies. While being true to our own sense of integrity
we must help others be true to theirs, without becoming
bitter against those with punctured illusions who seem
to enjoy the bad truths more than the good truths. We
must practice warmth in our personal relationships with
people of varying degrees of faith, belief, and practice.

I believe, with Brigham Young, in doing the best we
can and leaving the balance to God. We must not become
cynical; we must not become morbidly preoccupied with
some of the unsavory elements in our peoples’ history. If
our history furnishes examples of man’s inhumanity, it
also furnishes examples of man’s humanity. We should
not hesitate to mention both. Both ancient and modern
scriptures make clear that God is fully aware that he has
to depend upon imperfect human instruments in
accomplishing his divine purposes.

Let my repeat an observation made by the renowned
Roman Catholic theologian, Hans Kung: "The neglect of
trt~thfulness leads to hypocrisy, but the exaggeration 6f
truthfulness leads to destructive fanaticism." We must
guard against both. Let us here resolve that our histories
will be marked by thorough research, superior writing,
and the display of the true spirit of Latter-day Saint-ism.
Just as drama effected catharsis of the soul for the
ancient Greek audience, may our history give us and our
readers another experience, another soul, new
understanding to guide us as we attempt to learn more
from the Mormon experience of the past.

Editors’ Note
This is the text of a talk given at the 1983 Mormon History Association in
Omaha, Nebraska.
LEONARD ARRINGTON is the Lemuel Redd Professor of Western
History at BYU and former president of the Mormon History
Association.
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