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when discussing the role of apologetics in Mormon Studies the dis-
course usually turns into a debate concerning the quality of the scholarship 
used or the tone in which apologetics are done. Criticisms of apologetics 
generally then involve accusing apologists of lacking academic rigor or en-
gaging in unbecoming polemics. Such accusations may certainly describe 
some, or even much, of Mormon apologetics—especially when done by 
novices or those without academic training. On the flip side, however, 
there are also many apologetic works that involve the highest quality of 
rigorous scholarship and are models of charitable dialogue. Departing 
from this standard debate over apologetics, the criticism that concerns me 
here is not one of quality of scholarship or tone; rather, it is my contention 
that the very act of participation in apologetics involves a confusion of 
what is being defended. That is, it affirms a mistaken conceptual assump-
tion that religious claims are the sort of thing that can be defended or 
proven through fundamentally nonreligious, secular scholarship. Thus, I 
argue that rather than defending any religious claims, apologetics actually 
establishes or affirms the false criterion by which those religious beliefs 
may be unfortunately lost. In other words, instead of tearing down poten-
tial stumbling blocks to faith, Mormon apologetics actually and unknow-
ingly engages in building and establishing those blocks—blocks that may 
be tripped upon by others who have accepted the conceptual confusion.

As the preeminent Mormon apologist, Daniel C. Peterson correctly 
notes that, broadly speaking, “every argument defending any position . . . 
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is an apology.”1 Thus, before going further, allow me to narrowly define a 
few terms. First, by “apologetics” I am specifically referring to religious apol-
ogetics—what Peterson defines as “attempts to prove or defend religious 
claims.”2 to be even more specific, I am here defining “religious apologetics” 
as the “attempt to utilize scholarship to prove or defend religious claims.” 
Under this definition, an appeal to Mesoamerican scholarship in defense 
of the divinity of the Book of Mormon would fall under the definition of 
apologetics. However, a missionary testifying or witnessing to a skeptic in 
defense of the same would not be an example of apologetics. 

Second, by “scholarship” I am referring broadly to secular studies ex-
emplified in academia.3 Thus, “scholarship” may include studies in fields 
such as historical research and methodology, philosophy, biblical and tex-
tual studies, ancient languages, genetics, anthropology, and archaeology. 
It would not include whispers of the Spirit, burning bosoms, visions, or 
other subjective religious experiences.

what then is a “religious claim”? It is the final term that this essay will 
largely focus on. Returning to my definition, what does it mean to “utilize 
scholarship to prove or defend religious claims”? why is doing so a result 
of confusion? And how does it contribute to building stumbling blocks 
of faith?

In his book Religion and Friendly Fire, D. Z. Phillips criticizes Christian 
apologists like Alvin Plantinga, william lane Craig, and others who use 
philosophy to defend traditional Christian beliefs and western theology 
in general. His primary contention, as he explains in his preface, is that 
“apologetics is guilty of friendly fire when it says more than it knows.”4 
what apologetics say, according to Phillips, is that religious beliefs can be 

1. Daniel C. Peterson, “The Role of Apologetics in Mormon Studies,” Interpreter: 
A Journal of Mormon Scripture 2 (2012): http://www.mormoninterpreter.com/
the-role-of-apologetics-in-mormon-studies/. Peterson’s article was originally 
presented at the 2012 annual FairMormon Conference. A portion of his article is 
a response to what I believe is an unintentional misreading of my “where Is the 
‘Mormon’ in Mormon Studies?” The Claremont Journal of Mormon Studies 1, no. 
1 (April 2011): 5–13.

2. Peterson, “Role of Apologetics.”
3. For the inherently secular nature of apologetics, see Joseph M. Spencer, 

“Apologetics Again—But This time with Feeling,” Peculiar People, November 
13, 2013, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/peculiarpeople/2013/11/apologetics- 
again-but-this-time-with-feeling/.

4. D. Z. Phillips, Religion and Friendly Fire (Burlington, vt.: Ashgate Publishing 
Co., 2004), xii.
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proven or defended using the tools of philosophy and scholarship. what it 
fails to know, though, is that religious claims are not the sort of thing that 
can be proven or defended with those tools. Mormon apologetics, no mat-
ter how rigorous its scholarship may be, or no matter how civilly it may be 
presented, suffers from this same problem. while apologists may believe 
they are defending the prophetic calling of Joseph Smith, the divinity of 
Restoration scripture, and so on, in doing so they are saying more than 
they know. They are, as Phillips puts it, contributing to fantasy. He writes,

I have suggested that fantasies have been sustained by the philosophical friends 
of religions [the apologists]. If such fantasies are then attacked by religion’s 
despisers, it means that the defense and attack of religious beliefs alike become 
a kind of shadow-play that misses the reality. There could not be such play, how-
ever, if the friends of religion had not determined the agenda that makes it possible.5

He later adds,
It cannot be denied, of course, that the pervasive confusion I am referring to 
has been attacked by the enemies of religion. But the enemies see no alterna-
tive to it. The friends of religion are the authors of what is attacked. It is in that 
way . . . that religion becomes the victim of friendly fire.6

to better understand Phillips’s point, let me turn to a couple of Mormon 
apologetic examples. In a 2014 internet exchange on apologetics, Blake 
Ostler defended its role, writing: “Apologetics is providing a defense—for 
instance, explaining that it is likely that Joseph Smith did not have sexual 
relations with any of his polyandrous wives or that there is evidence for the 
Book of Mormon (or arguments against it are unsound) and so forth.” He 
later adds, “Some of the best apologetics in my view are like good scholar-
ship and does its best to take an objective look at the issues.”7

while Ostler does not make it explicit here, I believe it is safe to as-
sume that his use of “apologetics” is, like Peterson’s above, concerned with 
religious claims and not with simple brute facts of history and such. Thus, 
for apologists like Peterson and Ostler, a debate over Joseph Smith’s sexual 
life is different than a debate over Thomas Jefferson’s, and a debate over 

5. Ibid., 2; emphasis added.
6. Ibid., 5; emphasis added.
7. See Ostler’s comments in response to the pseudonymously authored “An 

Apologetics of Care,” Faith Promoting Rumor, July 29, 2014, http://www.patheos.
com/blogs/faithpromotingrumor/2014/07/an-apologetics-of-care/. I concur with  
Ostler’s view that the pseudonymous author’s “‘care apologetics’ is not apologetics, 
it is just empathetic listening.”
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evidence of the Book of Mormon is different than a debate over Homer’s 
Odyssey. while the pair of latter claims may be loosely construed as apolo-
getics of scholarly theses, the former claims are religious apologetics of 
religious claims; that is, they are defending Joseph Smith as a prophet of 
God and the Book of Mormon as the word of God.

The problem with defending religious claims using the tools of schol-
arship is that claims such as “The Book of Mormon is the word of God” 
and “Joseph Smith is a prophet of God” are of a religious nature and are 
conceptually unrelated to claims about the Book of Mormon’s historicity 
and Joseph Smith’s sexual morality. By joining or establishing the assump-
tion that these religious claims can be proven or defended by scholarly 
means, they are creating or adding to the “fantasy,” as Phillips calls it, that 
religious claims can be disproven and attacked by the very same means. 
They are joining hands with the critics they are opposing in their misguid-
ed understanding that religious claims stand or fall on secular historical, 
philosophical, or scientific argumentation.

By agreeing with their critics that scholarship can have something to say 
about the truthfulness of religious claims, apologetics is establishing (or at 
least supporting) potential, unnecessary, and misguided stumbling blocks 
to faith. It does this in two primary ways. First, given the ever-changing sta-
tus of what is known through scholarship, by linking the supposed truth of 
a claim of scholarship to the truth of a religious claim (such as the Arabian 
peninsula place-name nhm being evidence of the divinity of the Book of 
Mormon8 or eliza Snow’s testimony of Smith’s marriage to Fanny Alger as 
a defense of his prophethood9) they implicitly raise doubts of the latter if 
the former is disproven. An example of this is Thomas Ferguson, one of 

8. See, for example, Neal Rappleye and Stephen O. Smoot, “Book of Mormon 
Minimalists and the NHM Inscriptions: A Response to Dan vogel,” Interpreter: 
A Journal of Mormon Scripture 8 (2014): http://www.mormoninterpreter.
com/book-of-mormon-minimalists-and-the-nhm-inscriptions-a-response-to-
dan-vogel/. Their abstract conclusion that “the nhm inscriptions still stand as 
impressive evidence for the historicity of the Book of Mormon” is especially 
pertinent in light of Stephen O. Smoot, “The Imperative for a Historical Book 
of Mormon,” The Interpreter (blog), http://www.mormoninterpreter.com/
the-imperative-for-a-historical-book-of-mormon/.

9. See, for example, Brian C. Hales and Gregory l. Smith, “A Response to Grant 
Palmer’s ‘Sexual Allegations against Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Polygamy 
in Nauvoo,’” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 12 (2014): http://www.
mormoninterpreter.com/a-response-to-grant-palmers-sexual-allegations-against-
joseph-smith-and-the-beginnings-of-polygamy-in-nauvoo/.
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the fathers of modern Book of Mormon apologetics, who once argued that 
archaeological evidence in Mesoamerica would one day “constitute [a] final 
and complete vindication of the American prophet, Joseph Smith.”10 After 
publishing multiple titles defending the historicity of the Book of Mormon 
(some of which are still in circulation today), Ferguson failed to discover 
the evidence he hoped, causing him to stumble over his own criterion he 
had established and privately lose his faith.

Second, regardless of whether or not any particular work of secular schol-
arship in defense of religious claims withstands the rigorous debates of time, 
it wrongly establishes secular scholarship in general as an ever-present po-
tential defeater for religious belief. Religious claims thus survive at the mercy 
of scholarship, and apologists must stand ready to defend them against any 
and all new threats. Thus, Peterson writes in defense of apologetics:

[e]vidence and logic are [not] wholly irrelevant to religious questions. 
Apologetics is no mere luxury or game. Someone who has been confused 
and bewildered by the sophistry of antagonists . . . might well justly regard 
apologetic arguments as a vital lifeline permitting the exercise of faith.11

By failing to realize the unnecessary affirmation of scholarships’ relevance 
to religious claims, apologetics continues its luxurious shadow play with 
religious critics in a continuing cycle of argumentation that fails to recog-
nize the stumbling blocks it has scattered about. 

The obvious apologetic to this criticism of apologetics is the rejoinder 
that it is not trying to definitively prove or defend religious claims but is 
rather attempting to prove or defend the possibility of the truthfulness of 
those claims. For example, it is common for a Mormon apologist to say that 
she is not trying to defend the divinity of the Book of Mormon by proving 
its ancient historicity but is merely trying to defend it by showing that its 
historicity is possible. As Peterson puts it, “Moreover, most would agree—I 
certainly would—that it is impossible, using empirical methods, to prove 
the divine.” However, he later adds, “It’s the duty of the apologist . . . to 
clear the ground in order to make it possible for the seed to grow. Faith is still 

10. Thomas Ferguson, “The world’s Strangest Book: The Book of Mormon,” 
The Millennial Star 118 (February 1956): 42–46; quoted in Stan larson, Quest 
for the Gold Plates: Thomas Stuart Ferguson’s Archaeological Search for the Book of 
Mormon (Herriman, Utah: Freethinker Press, 2004), 56. Thomas Ferguson was 
one of the co-founders of the New world Archaeological Foundation (NwAF). 
The NwAF received funding at times from the lDS Church to search for proof 
for the Book of Mormon in Mesoamerica.

11. Peterson, “Role of Apologetics.”
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necessary. . . . Apologetics is simply a useful tool that . . . helps to preserve an 
environment that permits such faith to take root and flourish.”12

Far from avoiding the conceptual problem inherent to apologetics, this 
nuance actually exacerbates the apologetic building of stumbling blocks 
of faith. This is because not only does such rhetoric imply that secular 
argumentation has something to say about particular religious claims, it 
implies that religious claims are only possible or may only be permitted if 
certain secular claims are in fact true.13

what then is a religious claim? endless pages have been written at-
tempting to define religion. while no clear, agreed-upon definition might 
be available, we can readily see how religious claims are understood in 
the religious expressions and practices of believers. when faithful latter-
day Saints study the Book of Mormon as scripture, they are not trying to 
identify where in the western Hemisphere the events took place nor do 
they find salvation in the assurance that the text does not explicitly men-
tion coins. They are looking for inspiration on how to raise their families, 
deal ethically in their community, strengthen their relationship with the 
divine, situate themselves in a world of suffering, and to “know to what 
source they may look for a remission of their sins” (2 Ne. 25:26). They 
are seeking for God to speak to them through the text. In a typical fast 
and testimony meeting, Mormons bear witness of the Book of Mormon 
by echoing the eighth Article of Faith’s declaration that they “believe the 
Book of Mormon to be the word of God.” The Book of Mormon is truly 
the word of God to them because of the spiritual feelings it elicits as they 
read its words, because of the answers to prayers they discover in its many 
messages, and the fruits they see and feel in their lives that they believe are 
the results of reading and living its instructions. we do not hear—or at 
least I have never heard—testimony born of its brute historicity. And why 
would we? we would find it odd if someone got up to the pulpit and bore 
testimony of the truthfulness of a history textbook, the ratio of teaspoons 
to a tablespoon, or translation of a Japanese poem. while these things may 
be true, these secular claims are not the sort of thing that testimonies are 
concerned with.

12. Ibid.; emphasis added.
13. I suppose that one could counter this by claiming that the possibility of 

belief defended by apologetics is one of a psychological and emotional freedom of 
mind and not one of logical contingence on the validity of scholarship. But this 
would then beg the question of the integrity of the whole apologetic endeavor 
and support the criticism I am making here.
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But isn’t an assertion about the Book of Mormon’s historicity an asser-
tion about its being the word of God? while the traditional understand-
ing of the miraculous coming forth of the Book of Mormon may seem to 
imply as much, a closer examination reveals that such a line of thinking 
still falls into the same confusion. If Joseph Smith’s translation of the bur-
ied Nephite record had revealed that the plates of gold consisted of a daily 
log of Mormon’s grocery lists and losing lottery ticket numbers (or some 
other mundane record), few testimonies would be given of the Book of 
Mormon, and it would have hardly ever gained any traction as containing 
the word of God. Or to pull directly from the Book of Mormon, imagine 
that the entire writings on the plates consisted of only Alma 11:5–19:

Now the reckoning is thus—a senine of gold, a seon of gold, a shum of gold, 
and a limnah of gold. A senum of silver, an amnor of silver, an ezrom of silver, 
and an onti of silver. A senum of silver was equal to a senine of gold, and either 
for a measure of barley, and also for a measure of every kind of grain. Now the 
amount of a seon of gold was twice the value of a senine. And a shum of gold 
was twice the value of a seon. And a limnah of gold was the value of them all. 
And an amnor of silver was as great as two senums. And an ezrom of silver was 
as great as four senums. And an onti was as great as them all.

Now this is the value of the lesser numbers of their reckoning—A 
shiblon is half of a senum; therefore, a shiblon for half a measure of barley. 
And a shiblum is a half of a shiblon. And a leah is the half of a shiblum. Now 
this is their number, according to their reckoning. Now an antion of gold is 
equal to three shiblons.

Now imagine that it could be undeniably proven that this text was a su-
pernatural translation of an ancient record. In what sense would it be the 
word of God? would religious testimony be shared of an onti of silver be-
ing the greatest of all? while such an undeniable proof of a miracle might 
shatter the wider, modern understanding of ontological reality, the text 
would still just be an ancient list of measurements with the religious im-
portance of an english measurements conversion table between teaspoons 
and tablespoons. 

what this hypothetical exploration reveals is that the religious claims 
that apologetics seeks to defend or prove using secular scholarship are con-
ceptually different from that which scholarship can show. They, borrowing 
from ludwig wittgenstein’s philosophy, are both participating in different 
language games—that is, the rules by which they are used are different and 
do not bear on one another. These attempts to defend religious claims are 
akin to attempts to announce the winner of a baseball game by the total 
number of touchdowns, trying to assess the beauty of a painting by lick-
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ing it, or determining that two people are in love based on a list of each 
person’s separate personality traits.

Making this similar point, Phillips points to the Gospels’ accounts of 
Jesus’s questioning of Peter concerning his messiahship. Phillips writes,

It is in this context that the question “whom do you say that I am?” has 
to be faced. It makes no sense to speak of “right,” “wrong,” or “the truth 
of the matter” here outside matters of the spirit. Spiritual matters can only 
be resolved spiritually, and the search for some extra-spiritual guarantee is 
misguided, distorting the kind of importance spiritual matters have.14

Peter’s answer, “You are the Christ,” is something very different than some-
one at an earlier time possibly saying, “You are a carpenter.” As Phillips 
puts it,

If someone had seen the young Jesus at work, was acquainted with his up-
bringing, and so on, yet denied that he was an apprentice carpenter, we 
would assume that he did not know what an apprentice carpenter was. But 
the disputes about the Incarnation are not like this. If they were, we could 
ask, “we know what we mean by ‘the Son of God,’ so how could they have 
made a mistake, or missed it, when Jesus came along?” Others could find 
out on our behalf that Jesus was an apprentice carpenter, but, if we try this 
with respect to the Incarnation, the result is a joke: “Have you accepted that 
Christ is your Redeemer?” “Sure I have. I heard the news about the same 
time I was told that he was an apprentice carpenter.” I hope you agree that 
this would not count as “acceptance of Christ” at all. For some, “the joke” 
may become a research project. They hope to find out whether Jesus is the 
Son of God through the search for the historical Jesus. what if they were 
successful? It would mean that we could abdicate from answering, “whom 
do you say that I am?” and rely on, “whom do they say that he is?”15

The parallels between Phillips’s argument and Book of Mormon 
apologetics should be obvious. Jesus’s response to Peter’s answer was that 
“flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee” (Matt. 16:17). This reli-
gious truth was not something that could be taught and argued through 
research. It cannot be proven or defended by another. In fact, this was 
not even something that Peter had deduced through his own research and 
study. He had, after all, been a witness and recipient of multiple miracles 
performed by Jesus—for a brief moment he had even walked on water 
with him!—but those could only defend or prove that Jesus was a miracle 
worker; they could not defend or prove that Jesus was the Messiah. even 

14. Ibid., 98.
15. Ibid., 94–95.
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Jesus’s own flesh and blood did not reveal this truth. Rather, such a truth 
could only come from the “Father which is in heaven.”

So it is with the truths of the Book of Mormon. As declared in its 
title page, the primary truth of this book of scripture is that “Jesus is the 
Christ, the eternal God”—the same religious claim declared by Peter that 
cannot be learned through the works of flesh and blood. And as tradi-
tionally directed by Moroni in the final chapter, this truth found in the 
Book of Mormon is not to be gained through scholarly study, but through 
reflection of the mercy of God and prayer, whereby the truth would be 
revealed “by the power of the Holy Ghost” (Moro. 10:5).16

An apologetic response to this might be that the traditional narratives 
surrounding the coming forth of the Book of Mormon are themselves 
religious claims. while this may be true in a sense, apologetics for these 
claims still fall under the same conceptual confusion. First, even if it could 
be shown or defended that the Book of Mormon was a translation of 
an ancient text, this would say nothing of its being a divine translation. 
Among many things, it could mean that Joseph Smith was inspired by a 
devil and his angels of hell, that the translation was made by intelligent-
ly-advanced extraterrestrials, that Joseph Smith was a linguistic genius, 
etc.17 A believer’s view of the divine translation of the Book of Mormon 
is informed by her belief of it being the word of God, not the other way 
around. It is because of her belief in the Book of Mormon being the word 
of God that she is able to believe it was translated by the power of God. In 
the same sense, Peter’s belief in the divinity of Jesus’s miracles was a result 
of his belief in Jesus’s divinity. Had he not believed the latter, he would 
have viewed the miracles as works of the devil or of a charlatan.

16. More congruent with the thesis of this essay, I believe a closer reading of 
Moroni’s promise in Moroni 10:1–5 reveals that the “these things” that Moroni wants 
readers to read and know the truth of is not referring to the entire Book of Mormon, 
but rather the final sermon he gives to readers concerning the gifts of the spirit, i.e., 
that God does not change and is still is actively involved with His creation.

17. It does not seem to me that other traditional Mormon narratives of the 
Restoration (such as the First vision, priesthood restoration, etc.) cannot also be 
alternatively explained. For example, if one could prove that Joseph Smith was visited 
by two beings floating above him or by other beings claiming to hold divine authority, 
it would not be proof that he was visited by God and Jesus or angelic messengers. The 
claim that those beings were deity or divinely authorized angels and not deceptive 
demons or extra-terrestrials is a religious belief that could not be proven.
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Second, an apologist might respond that while the Book of Mormon’s 
ancient historicity might not demand its divinity, the narratives surround-
ing its coming forth demand historicity in order to maintain its divin-
ity. In other words, if the Book of Mormon was not a translation of an 
ancient text, then Joseph Smith was either lying or delusional about its 
coming forth, and then the Book of Mormon could not possibly be the 
word of God.18 The discussion of what makes something scripture could 
fill volumes and cannot possibly be adequately summed up here. However, 
logically the same conceptual issue exists—the divinity of the Book of 
Mormon (and our way of knowing that) is wholly distinct from secular 
argumentation of its origin. If it could be shown that the Book of Mormon 
was not a translation of an ancient text, believers of its being the word of 
God might have to revise their understanding of its coming forth and the 
narratives surrounding it, but there is no logical necessity to abandon their 
belief in its divinity.19 In an analogous fashion, in the last few decades, secu-
lar, historical research by faithful latter-day Saint historians (including the 
lDS Church History Department) have required revisions to and opened 
questions of several traditional narratives of the Restoration; however, these 
scholars would hardly claim that these revisions deny Joseph Smith’s divine 
calling. Similarly, biblical criticism over the last century has revealed that 
many, if not most, books of the Bible are not actually authored by their 
explicitly named, implied, or traditional authors; but this has not caused 
knowledgeable believers to deny the Bible’s divine inspiration.20

18. See Smoot, “The Imperative for a Historical Book of Mormon.” Smoot 
is partly responding to Anthony A. Hutchinson’s argument that the Book of 
Mormon can be authored by Joseph Smith and still be the word of God. See 
Anthony A. Hutchinson, “The word of God Is enough: The Book of Mormon 
as Nineteenth-Century Scripture,” in New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: 
Explorations in Critical Methodology, ed. Brent lee Metcalfe (Salt lake City: 
Signature Books, 1993), 1–19.

19. I agree that a belief in the Book of Mormon’s historicity might make it 
psychologically easier to accept as divinely inspired. However, that is tangential 
to the argument here.

20. For a faithful lDS discussion on the authorship of the Pentateuch, see David 
Bokovoy, Authoring the Old Testament: Genesis–Deuteronomy (Salt lake City: Greg 
Kofford Books, 2014). In chapters seven through nine, Bokovoy discusses challenges 
biblical criticism present to the authorship of the books of Abraham and Moses and 
the Book of Mormon. For a faithful lDS discussion of the authorship of Job, see 
Michael Austin, Re-reading Job (Salt lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2014).
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None of this is to say that Mormon scholars should not attempt to 
show the ancient historicity of the Book of Mormon. If this is their belief 
and they have the skills to do so, then they can and perhaps should. Such 
an activity in and of itself is not engaging in apologetics though—as it is 
not an attempt to prove or defend a religious claim. Using textual, histori-
cal, and archaeological tools to make and defend theses about the past is 
simply an act of scholarship. while the text of the Book of Mormon may 
be closely bundled with supernatural claims, attempts to prove its ancient 
origin are secular activities.

Thus, with Book of Mormon apologetics, confusion arises when the 
apologist goes beyond the limits of scholarship and argues that such schol-
arship is making a claim about religious truths of the Book of Mormon. 
That is, they (like the critics they oppose) tie the religious truthfulness 
of the scriptures to their historical authenticity. to quote from the past 
FARMS-produced volume of apologetics arguing for the ancient author-
ship of the Book of Mormon, the apologists are attempting to defend 
against “the anti-Mormon arguments against the divine origin of the Book 
of Mormon.”21 By participating in this game, both apologists and critics 
alike wrongly support the view that the religious value and truths of the 
Book of Mormon hinge on its historical authenticity.

with this view, the Mormon believer’s testimony in the scriptures as 
“from God” necessarily involves the belief in the scriptures’ ancient his-
torical authenticity. to make this connection, however, confuses what it 
means for something to be religiously true. As illustrated above, when a 
Mormon gets up in a testimony meeting and says, “I know that the Book 
of Mormon is true,” she is not referring to the historicity of the scriptures, 
but rather she is testifying about the role that the Book of Mormon plays 
in her life. when she says it is from God, she is saying that it inspires her, 
gives her answers to existential questions, gives her hope, comforts her, 
helps her know that Jesus is the Son of God, etc. Her testimony is about 

21. Noel B. Reynolds, “Introduction,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: 
The Evidence for Ancient Origins, ed. Noel B. Reynolds and Charles D. tate (Provo, 
Utah: FARMS, 1996), 3; emphasis added. FARMS (The Foundation for Ancient 
Research and Mormon Studies) was once the premier center of Mormon apologetics 
before it largely abandoned apologetics after its rebranding as the Neal A. Maxwell 
Institute for Religious Scholarship. For a largely positive review of FARMS’s general 
scholarship by evangelical critics of Mormonism, see Carl Mosser and Paul Owen, 
“Mormon Scholarship, Apologetics, and evangelical Neglect: losing the battle and 
not knowing it?” Trinity Journal 19, no. 2 (Fall 1998): 179–205.
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the role of God in her life and how the Book of Mormon helps mediate 
that role. It is not a simply-stated proposition or statement of fact. She 
does not get up and say, “I know that Nephi built a boat in the sixth cen-
tury before Jesus.” That says as much about the book’s divinity as does her 
saying “I know that Jesus was crucified by Roman soldiers” says anything 
about Jesus being the Christ. Returning to Phillips’s discussion between 
Jesus and Peter, Phillips points out:

I do not think Jesus is saying, “Peter, flesh and blood did not reveal this to 
you, but of course, others may have come to this conclusion by those means.” 
It is not as though, although Peter reached the conclusions by means of what 
is revealed to him, philosophers may come along later . . . and reach the same 
conclusion by other means, for example probability theory. Jesus is saying that 
the kind of confession Peter makes can only be arrived at by God working in us.”22

Religious claims are things of the soul and can only be evaluated and 
known by the experiences of the soul.

Similar problems arise with the other example of apologetics men-
tioned earlier by Blake Ostler—that of defending Joseph Smith against 
accusations of sexual immorality. Just as scholarship concerning the ancient 
historicity of the Book of Mormon can be done as scholarship if one believes 
that is what the evidence shows, historical argumentation can and should 
be used by historians to show that such accusations are not true if they be-
lieve the evidence shows as much. That is just doing good historical schol-
arship. The problem arises when the scholarship is then used for apologetic 
purposes, and the apologist believes that they are not just defending Joseph 
Smith from allegations of sexual impropriety, but are defending his being a 
prophet of God. An example of this is the concluding line of the introduc-
tion to Brian C. Hales and laura H. Hales’s book, Joseph Smith’s Polygamy: 
Toward a Better Understanding. After briefly discussing charges against 
Joseph Smith surrounding the practice of polygamy (which I think they 
adequately address), they conclude, “[O]ur examination of the historical 
record has reinforced our convictions that Joseph was a virtuous man and 
a true prophet of the living God.”23 like Book of Mormon apologetics, by 
attempting to defend or prove religious claims the Haleses here are trying 
to get the scholarship to say more than it can know.

22. Phillips, Religion and Friendly Fire, 91; emphasis added.
23. Brian C. Hales and laura H. Hales, Joseph Smith’s Polygamy: Toward a Better 

Understanding (Salt lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2015), xvii. As the editor 
for their volume, I am of course biased, but I nevertheless find their scholarship 
and arguments about Joseph Smith’s practice of polygamy to be quite convincing.
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while historical research may know whether or not Joseph had sex 
with this or that woman, it can know nothing of whether Joseph was a 
prophet of God. what if, despite their excellent research, new and undeni-
able evidence was discovered that Joseph Smith had, in fact, acted in a way 
that the Haleses would view as sexually immoral? For example, what if a 
handwritten note by Joseph Smith was discovered where he explicitly says 
that his relationship with Fanny Alger had begun as an affair, that he had 
consummated his marriage with the fourteen-year-old Helen Mar Kimball, 
or that he participated in sexual polyandry with one of his wives? My guess 
is that they would say that Joseph was a prophet of God regardless. why? 
Because this is a religious claim that had been revealed to them by God 
and would be true to them regardless of Smith’s imperfect morality. Joseph 
Smith was human and capable of sinning like all the rest of us; after all, 
some of our most beautiful and religiously poignant scriptures are psalms 
written by a polygamous adulterer (David) who had another man killed to 
cover up his affair with (or possible rape of ) that man’s wife.

By saying that religious claims are not the sort of thing to be affirmed 
or dismissed using scholarship, and that apologists are incorrect in their 
confused assumption that they can, I am not proposing a religious fideism 
whereby religious claims are outside the realm of reason or immune from 
criticism altogether. Religious claims such as Jesus being the Son of God, 
the Book of Mormon being the word of God, and Joseph Smith being a 
prophet of God are of a different kind and participate in a different lan-
guage game from scholarship that has its own rules and measures. Just as 
one should not judge a book by its cover or determine the deliciousness of 
a meal by the china it is served on, religious claims should be evaluated on 
religious terms and not on tangential secular criteria. Religious claims are 
things of the soul and can only be evaluated and known by the experiences 
of the soul.

In his Death and Immortality, Phillips writes that religious truths or 
religious pictures, as he calls them there, are 

not established by means of evidence and cannot be overthrown by means of 
evidence either. That is not to say that they cannot be overthrown [at all]. . . . 
In what ways can religious pictures lose their hold on people’s lives? Does the 
undeniable fact that they often lose their hold mean that contrary evidence 
has been found which shows the picture to have been mistaken? . . . A reli-
gious picture loses its hold on a person’s life because a rival picture wins his 
allegiance. A tragic event in a person’s life may make him unable to respond in 
the way the religious belief demands. Or a person may bring moral objections 
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against the religious picture. In such circumstances, the religious picture may 
be called senseless, but it is important to recognize that that this has little in 
common with demonstrating the falsity of an empirical proposition. The situ-
ation is far more akin to a radical moral disagreement, where one evaluative 
judgment is brought to bear against another. Again, a person may understand 
the force of a religious picture and yet not feel that he could live by it.24

Compare this with Alma’s metaphor for examining religious claims. 
Speaking to the poor among the Zoramites, he says,

Now, we will compare the word unto a seed. Now, if ye give place, that a seed 
may be planted in your heart, behold, if it be a true seed, or a good seed, if ye 
do not cast it out by your unbelief, that ye will resist the Spirit of the lord, 
behold, it will begin to swell within your breasts; and when you feel these 
swelling motions, ye will begin to say within yourselves—It must needs be 
that this is a good seed, or that the word is good, for it beginneth to enlarge 
my soul; yea, it beginneth to enlighten my understanding, yea, it beginneth 
to be delicious to me. (Alma 32:28)

For Alma, the measure of a religious claim is its deliciousness to the 
soul, not the authenticity of the china it is served on or the personal hygiene 
of the chef. while a meal’s presentation or preparer may affect the likelihood 
that someone will give it a fair taste, the test of its quality is, in the end, 
how it affects your taste buds, belly, and health. By engaging with critics in 
defending religious claims through scholarship, and by attempting to prove 
religious claims through empirical tests, apologists are, in effect, declaring 
that a meal ought to be judged by things other than the meal itself.

For the believer, the Book of Mormon is the word of God because 
its fruit nourishes her soul. Joseph Smith is a prophet of God because the 
fruit of his work brings joy to her life. Jesus is the Son of God because his 
fruit gives her peace, comfort, and life. These are wholly unconnected to 
the claims of scholarship and the brute facts of archaeology, history, and 
biblical criticism. By promoting a conceptual confusion of relevance that 
does not exist, apologists believe they are demolishing and hacking away 
at potential stumbling blocks of faith. Instead, they are building and plac-
ing those very blocks in the paths of struggling believers who may stumble 
on them and fall.

24. D. Z. Phillips, Death and Immortality (london: Macmillan, 1970), 72–73, 75.
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