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The Crucible of Doubt 

Notes on a fireside given by Terryl and Fiona Givens, 10 May 2013, 

Bristol by John Burton 

Terryl Givens (PhD Comparative Literature, UNC Chapel Hill) holds the James A. Bostwick chair 

of English and is professor of literature and religion at the University of Richmond, Virginia. 

Author of several books, his writing has been praised by the New York Times as provocative 

reading, and includes, most recently, When Souls Had Wings, a history of the idea of premortal 

life in Western thought, and a biography (with Matthew Grow) of Parley Pratt (winner of the 

2012 Best Book Award from the Mormon History Association).  

Fiona Givens (MA European History, University of Richmond) recently retired from directing 

the French Language program at Patrick Henry High School, in Ashland Virginia. Besides 

education, she has worked in translation services, as a lobbyist, and as communications director 

of a non-profit.  

Together, Terryl and Fiona have authored The God Who Weeps: How Mormonism Makes Sense of 

Life.  Terryl has also authored the popular ‘Letter to a Doubter’, and is noted for addressing 

those who are struggling with doubt and intellectual concerns about faith. 

---------------------------------------- 

Terryl:  Dostoyevsky said that “It is not as a child that I believe in Christ and confess him. My 

hosanna has passed through a great crucible of doubt.” I want to address doubt because it is an 

important part of faith; faith cannot come from certainty.   But some doubts arise because of 

incorrect assumptions, and we need to address these. 

In 1920 B.H. Roberts was considered the foremost scholar and intellectual of the church.  The 

first presidency sent him a series of questions posed by an academic who was challenging the 

Book of Mormon.  The first four questions were easy to handle, and covered anachronisms in 

the record; things like pre-Columbian horses and steel, etc.  But the fifth question stumped him.  

Weeks passed and then months.  Eventually the first presidency sent word to find out why the 

silence.  Brother Roberts called for a meeting of the First Presidency and Quorum of the twelve.  

He told them that he couldn’t answer the question, and many believe (though I do not) that he 

lost his testimony at that point.  He certainly began to doubt, and he wrote a lengthy book 

(never published) called Problems of the Book of Mormon.  

This was the question that haunted him to the grave: If a group of Jews speaking Hebrew sailed 

to the Americas 600 BC, how is possible that one thousand years later when Columbus and 

others arrived, that there are hundreds of different languages spoken by American Indians from 

Alaska to Chile?  

But you see, he had worked from a wrong assumption.  It wasn’t until the 1980s when John 

Sorenson at BYU undertook a study of all the geographical references in the Book of Mormon, 

and determined that the whole book took place in an area 200 miles by 300 miles, or the size of 

the state of Idaho.  There is no internal evidence in the book that they were the only people, on 

the contrary, much has now been written to suggest the opposite. 
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So you see, we can work with incorrect assumptions.  Some of our wrong assumptions have to 

do with the nature of God.  We shall address some of these tonight. 

One year after the church was organised, Joseph Smith was told by the Lord in D&C 49:8 that 

the Lord had reserved unto himself “holy men that ye know not of.”  In other words the Lord 

honours other faith traditions outside of the LDS Church, holy people reserved for His purposes.  

One might be Edward Beecher, who warned that we make errors about the nature of God. 

Fiona:  How do we feel about the God of the Old Testament?  Not good, right?  At best he is 

indifferent and vengeful, and at worst he commits genocide.  Is this a God we can adore and 

worship?  Joseph Smith taught that we must come to know his attributes.  But we can be misled.  

Thankfully, the prophet Joseph also revealed God’s chief attributes.  The Pearl of Great Price was 

so named by the prophet but sadly it is often overlooked.  In Moses 7 we have Enoch’s ascension 

narrative.  We know very little about Enoch from the Old Testament, so this comes from Joseph 

Smith.  Enoch ascends to heaven and sees God the father, and notices he is weeping.  If I were a 

God I would be sitting under a perpetual palm tree reading a book.  But here God is in heaven 

weeping.  Enoch asks how can this be?  (vs. 28).  The answer God gives is what?  The next verses 

talk about humanity’s wickedness, yes, but what makes him weep?  Verses 33-34 tell us that it is 

our suffering that causes his tears.  Not our wickedness.  One of my favourite German 

philosophers said that God’s power comes from his vulnerability.  In loving us, God makes 

himself vulnerable.  He is not sitting in yonder heaven, asking us to sacrifice ourselves for Him.  

He is sacrificing ourselves for us.  This is the God that Joseph Smith revealed, and I have no 

reservation about worshipping this God.  He is worthy of our adoration. 

 

Terryl: When we talk about the First Vision, we often quote what the Lord told Joseph about the 

creeds of man being an abomination to Him.  But what creeds did He mean?  Joseph recorded it, 

but he wasn’t talking about the Nicene Creed or the Athanasian Creed, of which he knew 

nothing.  Later on when Joseph talks about the creeds of Christianity, he’s talking about the 

Westminster Confession and the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England.  It is these 

‘creeds’ that state that God is a being ‘without body, parts, or passions.’  To this day, Protestant 

Christianity believes in a God who is incapable of human emotions.  The idea of a loving God 

may be all the rage among Christians, but the creeds don’t say that, and in Joseph’s day no one 

taught it.  In fact, it was always considered that part of the joy of Heaven would be to look down 

upon the millions burning in hell for eternity.  But Joseph Smith revealed a God who loves us, a 

God who weeps for us.   

It was popular among the Cambridge School of philosophy to consider God as being utterly 

responsible for all human sin and misery.  The logic goes like this: if the soup tastes bad, you 

blame the cook.  Our human frailty and faults came with us from creation, and so God is 

paradoxically the creator of evil and thus, they would argue, he probably doesn’t exist.  But here, 

Joseph Smith revealed the notion of what we now call the pre-existence, and tells us that we are 

not mere pawns but co-participants with God in the plan.  Joseph tells us that we are not victims 

in God’s cruel game, but that we were with him and had a knowledge of the plan and accepted it.  

Next time your teenager says “I didn’t ask to be born”, you can tell them “Oh yes you did!” 

 



3 
 

Fiona: What is our understanding of Eve?  Many think she was easily swayed, gullible, or even 

wicked, that she brought sin and death into the world.  Again Joseph Smith gives us a different 

view.  Eve rocks! In the Pearl of Great Price we see a more complete picture of her.  She was 

faced with an Hegelian dilemma. She could see the fruit had three qualities: it was nutritious 

(good to eat); it was aesthetically pleasing; and that it would make her wise.  She made a 

deliberate choice to move the safety of the garden, and from theory into practice.  She 

understood that the plan of salvation would call for an experiential type of knowledge.  God’s 

response was that “they have become one of us”.  This was not a fall, but an ascent.   

 

Terryl:  When early church members talked about “The Vision”, what do you think they meant?  

[Response – the First Vision].  No.  The First Vision was not talked about in any church talk for 

about fifty years.  It was not used by missionaries out proselyting or in general conference.  That 

is a much more recent development.  It simply was not considered that significant.  No, for early 

church members The Vision meant section 76 of the D&C – Joseph’s grand vision of the three 

degrees of glory.  But after the vision was recorded and transmitted in the Book of 

Commandments, Joseph had to send a message to missionaries in England to stop teaching it.  

He also asked leaders to stop talking about it in Kirtland.  Why?  Because it teaches that all 

people will be saved.  Not just Mormons.  So people were leaving the church or not joining in the 

first place.  We are Universalists.  Joseph taught that everyone will be saved and that, by reason 

of Eternal progression, we will be able to ascend through the kingdoms of glory, just was we do 

in the temple, until we enter into the presence of the Father.  B. H. Roberts taught that, James E. 

Talmage taught that, so did J. Rueben Clark.  [A question raised about teachings in the church to 

the contrary – the notion that once assigned to a kingdom there is no progression in the 

eternities] There was a particular general authority who wrote a particular book in which he 

said something to the contrary.  [Question about who and which book]  It was Bruce R. 

McConkie and Mormon Doctrine.  He was censured by the Prophet David O. McKay over it, once 

he set a committee to review it and they found a thousand doctrinal errors in it.  It was never 

considered official church doctrine, and the overwhelming number of church leaders have 

taught that Eternal progression means being able to walk back into His presence.  The entire 

human family can return.  Universal salvation for all people is the greatest truth Joseph 

restored.  So now the question “Why bother keeping the commandments and being a church 

member?”  It comes back to reducing our suffering in life, and giving us as much spiritual 

nourishment as possible.   

Fiona: But the reason why the pathway is so straight and so narrow is because we are the only 

ones on it.  Just us and God.  But there are millions of paths. 

In Revelation 12, the apostle John saw a metaphoric vision in which a woman with a child does 

battle with the Dragon.  Joseph Smith taught that the dragon was Satan, and the woman was the 

church.  The woman fights the dragon, but cannot overcome it, and the Lord tells her that He has 

a place for her in the wilderness where he can preserve and nurture her, and tells her to flee.  

That is the Apostasy.  How do we see the Apostasy?  A time of darkness and evildoing, the 

church utterly dismantled?  It isn’t how Joseph saw it.  People often ask why is it that we have all 

of the greatest writers, composers, artists flourishing in the Apostasy.  The most sacred music – 

Handel’s Messiah – came in this period.  The Renaissance.  God did not leave us comfortless.  

Instead of prophets he gave us artists and poets.  Julian of Norwich had a series of visions and in 
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Vision 14, she sees God teaching Man, who trips and falls, surrounded by darkness.  God has no 

anger over Man’s falling, only sadness and pity.  He says “He only fell while in my service, he fell 

out of love for me.”  Joseph understood this. The Apostasy was a period in which the Priesthood 

was taken, but truth was not taken.   

Terryl: And when Joseph came to write about the restoration, he first wrote the words that he 

came to “form the church”.  Then he read Revelation 12 and re-worded the phrase to read that 

he came to “bring the church out of the wilderness”.  He told his apostles to go out into the 

world and find all the truth you can and bring it back to Zion.”  John Taylor later said that “There 

were men in those dark ages who could commune with God, and who, by the power of faith, 

could draw aside the curtain of eternity and gaze upon the invisible world . . . have the 

ministering of angels, and unfold the future destinies of the world. If those were dark ages I pray 

God to give me a little darkness.”   

[There then followed a Q&A session] 

Q: Why was Joseph Smith sealed to women who already had husbands? 

A: The fact is that Joseph recorded very little about his polygamy, or at least little has come to 

light.  What we do know  -- and Richard Bushman has written about this in Rough Stone Rolling – 

is that he was sealed to both women who had no husbands in a polygamous way – that is for 

time and all eternity – and also to a number of women who were already married, but in these 

cases for eternity only.  The latter group seems to have been part of a program of sealing 

dynastically family groups and people together as part of a Zion community in the eternities, 

because it is interesting that several hundred men were also sealed to Joseph in an effort to link 

families together for ever.  

Fiona: Can I just say that the new edition of the LDS scriptures contains new headings for 

section 132 and also for the manifestos.  The declaration ending plural marriage now has an 

opening statement that reads: “monogamy is God’s standard for marriage”.  Do you see?  It is His 

standard, his norm.  Polygamy has happened two or three times in history, but monogamy is the 

norm.  We’ll now (hopefully) have none of this talk that it is the eternal law of marriage or that it 

is our destiny in the eternities.  It isn’t.  The Nephites asked if they could do it and were told 

“No”.  The Lamanites were praised by Jacob for having one wife.  It is the norm. 

 

Q: You referred to the Pearl of Great Price a lot, but experts have discredited the fragments in 

the church’s possession as not being about Moses and Abraham at all.   

A: Yes, the fragments that we now have of Egyptian papyri have been worked on by 

Egyptologists who agree that it is from The Book of the Dead.  It was lost to the church and 

eventually discovered in a Museum and the church bought it back.  The fragment we have 

measures a few centimetres by a few centimetres.  However, contemporary accounts of the 

scrolls in Joseph’s possession are that they measured at least 60 feet in length.  So we don’t have 

it all. 
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Q:  How can we better inoculate our children against disparaging accounts of Mormon history 

and prevent them from be so affected by it? 

A: That’s an excellent question.  My daughter was asked to write a history paper and decided to 

do it on Haun’s Mill.  She got it back from the teacher with the words written in read across the 

top “What about Mountain Meadows?”  She asked me what her teacher was talking about, so I 

answered her.  She was furious; “I grew up in the church, graduated seminary, and I find out 

about this stuff from my teacher?”  She has a point.  We have to do better.  We have to teach our 

children.  They hear that Joseph Smith didn’t use the urim and thummim to translate the Book of 

Mormon, but the old “peepstone” he used to use as a treasure seeker, and it disturbs them.  But 

if we teach them that when Joseph told the Lord that the translators hurt his eyes, so could he 

use his old stone, and the Lord made that work for him, well.  It’s no stranger than the urim and 

thummim, is it?  Our kids go, “OK”, and it’s over.  We need to do better. 

 

Q: Why are these historical facts only coming to light now?   

A: There are a number of reasons.  One is that we just don’t know about it all.  We are finding out 

as we go.  A non-LDS colleague of mine working on church history found a new document and 

was telling me about it.  I asked her, “Why do we keep finding new stuff?”  She said, “The vault of 

the First Presidency occupies an entire floor of the church office building.  It’s enormous.  There 

are thousands of items, and it’s never been catalogued.” 

Something to bear in mind is that Joseph Fielding Smith was Church Historian.  He remembers 

his father Joseph F. Smith telling him of seeing the bodies of his father Hyrum and the prophet 

Joseph riddled with bullets, when he was a boy, and of marching across the plains at the age of 

thirteen seeing women and children starving to death because of the persecution.  This is Joseph 

Fielding Smith’s father.  How do you think, now as Church Historian, how does he feel about 

letting outsider to look into church archives and records?  He locked the whole thing down.  

Totally.  Only now are we starting to get a glimpse of what we have there.  

 

Q: What is the church doing about getting the record straight and addressing these issues? 

A: A lot.  Scholars – members or not – have access to records.  The church is putting every single 

one of Joseph Smith’s writings, journals, notebooks, letters, all online, giving free public access 

directly to the scanned documents.  Not just transcripts.  That’s the Joseph Smith Papers project.  

It’s also commissioned a four-volume official church history, and I’m an editor on that.  It’s a 

massive undertaking, and the new history will address every single uncomfortable historical 

truth and leave nothing out.  From these volumes future Sunday School, Seminary, and other 

manuals will be produced.  We’ll get the story straight.  There are other projects too, some 

online resources.  The brethren recognise that historical facts are out there, that the internet is 

now light-years ahead of the church in getting information out, and that the church needs to 

respond.  They have commissioned a group of academics to compile a list of the most awkward 

historical data, the questions people have, and the reasons they are beginning to doubt, and to 

put together a website with the answers. 
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Please also know that we don’t sustain the brethren as prophets, seers, and historians.  There is 

much they themselves don’t know.  They are calling in experts and we’ll get the answers.  They 

are not sitting there on top of all this hoping to fool or trick us. 

 

Q: What resources are there now? 

A: fairlds.org, FARMS/Maxwell institute are both good. 

 

Q: I have a quote here from Brigham Young that says that you need to live polygamy in order to 

enter into the celestial kingdom.  Yet you say that it isn’t required. 

A: The quotation you used is from the Journal of Discourses, and frankly the brethren back then 

liked to debate ideas and notions and much of it is foolish.  Brigham Young said a lot of silly 

things.  He also said at other times that plural marriage was not a requirement for salvation, and 

quotes Section 132 to that effect.  We revere him as a prophet but we all know that these men 

are fallible.  When Joseph Smith was introduced to the new church by the Lord in a revelation, 

He did so by saying that He had chosen Joseph to demonstrate what He could do “with the weak 

things of this world”.  Why do we make them infallible?  Joseph said “People say I am righteous.  

I am no such thing!”  Moses probably committed murder, Abraham lied about his sister, Joseph 

Smith lied about having more than one wife, Brigham Young was racist.  They are human.  If that 

is our starting point we shouldn’t be too surprised.   

 

Q: You are saying that all people will be saved, and can progress in eternity.  I’ve always been 

taught otherwise.  What are we all doing here then? 

A: We’re doing our best to find as much happiness, love, peace, and ways to give service as we 

can.  It’s a process of refining us.  But let’s not get caught up into arrogant thinking.  This is a 

hospital for sinners, and if so, we should probably see ourselves as the terminal cases that 

should never be let out.  It’s simply not a case of us being right and everyone else being wrong. 

 

Q: What about the third of the hosts of heaven.  What about Satan, and the Sons of Perdition? 

A: The third are given a hard time.  We think of them as failing at the first hurdle to keep the 

most basic request.  But think about the choice that was offered them.  They were being asked to 

accept a plan of agency and freedom that would allow child-molesters and rapists and 

murderers to cause and inflict immeasurable suffering on the innocent.  Perhaps that just 

couldn’t handle that.   

Fiona: I’d just like to add that when we read about Eternal punishment or damnation, we should 

remember that Eternal is one of God’s name, and not a period of time.  God has a plan for all his 

children, and that includes those that didn’t keep their first estate. 
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Q: Some of us struggle with doubt.  Can you say something about that? 

A: When talking about the gifts of the spirit, the scriptures say that to “some it is given to know, 

and to some it is given to believe on their words.” That means to me doubt is a gift.  I have been 

blessed with the gift of doubt.  It’s a gift because it’s the only position in which faith becomes 

possible.  If I offered you a million pounds to believe in the Easter Bunny, you couldn’t do it, 

because you have evidence to the contrary.  Likewise, nor could disbelieve in gravity.  There is 

too much evidence and experience to tell you otherwise.  But somewhere in the middle is a grey 

area in which there is evidence both for and against, and we must make a choice.  That is the 

foundation for faith. 

 

 


