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Elder Mckay, I was recently visited by my Stake President, who also happens to be 
my Father-in-law, and asked if the two of you could come to my home and visit with me about
church history. I was told that I could ask you any question. Until now, I have never attempted
to openly discuss my doubts. For good reason. I have witnessed firsthand, just this week, 
that the reaction from believing members can often be emotionally volatile. Especially within 
families. I am not now, nor have I ever, tried to convince anyone to leave the church, despite 
accusations to the contrary. I have no animosity towards the church, and I celebrate the good
that it does in the world. It has been a blessing in my life. I do however feel that doubt is a 
reasonable position. And that those of us that have arrived at this place, did so with integrity. 
To help organize my thoughts and facilitate a worthwhile discussion, I have created this 
document. This is my defense of doubt. I will admit, its longer than I anticipated. I guess we 
will see how far we get. Much of what I will present could be viewed as critical, but I assure 
you, it is in no way intended to be disrespectful. Ralph Waldo Emerson gave sound advice for
all of us when he said, “Let me never fall into the vulgar mistake of dreaming that I am 
persecuted whenever I am contradicted.”

Jeffrey R. Holland rhetorically challenged members of the church experiencing doubt, 
to account for the origin of the Book of Mormon. He said, “If anyone is foolish enough or 
misled enough to reject 531 pages of a heretofore unknown text teeming with literary and 
Semitic complexity without honestly attempting to account for the origin of those pages…. 
then such a person, elect or otherwise, has been deceived; and if he or she leaves this 
Church, it must be done by crawling over or under or around the Book of Mormon to make 
that exit.” 

In response to Elder Holland's statement, I will ‘honestly attempt to account for the 
origin of those pages’ and use contemporary historical records to do so. First, I would 
describe Joseph Smith as a gifted storyteller and a ‘charismatic eclecticist’. That is, Joseph 
would take the objects, mysteries, and religious discussions of his day, and repurpose them 
within a single religious framework. Second, I will attempt show that the church has 
demonstrated a pattern of retroactively changing, and or hiding, the historical records to fit a 
new and emerging narrative. 

*Records show that Joseph Smith was known to possess a magical world view and 
was actively involved in using a seer stone to look for buried treasure. Joseph would place 
the seer stone in a hat and the location of the treasure would then be revealed. The practice 
itself was illegal. Church historian Steven E. Snow notes that, “By 1825, young Joseph had a
reputation in Manchester and Palmyra for his activities as a treasure seer, or someone who 
used a seer stone to locate gold or other valuable objects buried in the earth.” Joseph Smith 
conducted at least eighteen treasure digs between 1822-1827, and in 1826 was put on trial 
and found guilty of fraud for it. This case was brought by Peter Bridgeman, after watching 
Joseph Smith’s methods in being the “seer” of the money digging party.  LDS scholar Hugh 
Nibley wrote in his book The Myth Makers that "if this court record is authentic, it is the 
most damning evidence in existence against Joseph Smith” and that it would be “the 
most devastating blow to Smith ever delivered.” Some modern historians have put the total 
number of treasure digs that Joseph was involved in at forty-one. In each case treasure was 
never found. It is a documented fact that Joseph Smith began his career by breaking the law,
committing fraud, and using a seer stone in a hat, to find treasure that did not exist, and 
charged people to do it.

In 1823, an angel supposedly introduced the concept of a written record buried in a 
nearby hill. That story fits perfectly within context of Joseph's treasure digging activities and 
magical world view. The contemporary historical record points to a natural evolution, from 
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Joseph's treasure digging, to the story of buried records, and finally culminating with the 
emergence of the Book of Mormon. What is conspicuously absent in that evolution is an 
appearance from God. I will get to that later. 

Joseph would have had nearly seven years to fabricate a story. His own mother Lucy 
Mack Smith wrote that Joseph would spend evenings telling stories to his family about the 
characters, concepts, and ideas contained in the book, beginning as early as 1823. Even 
though he would not claim to gain access to an actual record until 1827. Lucy wrote, “During 
our evening conversations, Joseph would occasionally give us some of the most amusing 
recitals that could be imagined, he would describe the ancient inhabitants of this continent, 
their dress, mode of traveling, and the animals upon which they rode; their cities, their 
buildings, with every particular; their mode of warfare; and also, their religious worship. This 
he would do with as much ease, seemingly, as if he had spent his whole life with 
them.” 

*Joseph Smith dictated the Book of Mormon by placing a stone in a hat, and then 
reading the words that would appear on the stone. At times the supposed plates were not 
even in the room. It is worth noting that this is the same stone that Joseph used for treasure 
digging. Much of the original doctrine and covenants was received using this same manner. 
Renowned LDS historian, Richard Bushman, said the following: “I will begin by saying that 
we still have pictures on our Ward bulletin boards of Joseph Smith with the Gold Plates in 
front of him. That has become an irksome point and I think it is something the church should 
pay attention to. Because anyone who studies the history knows that is not what happened. 
There is no church historian who says that is what happened and yet it is being 
propagated by the church and it feeds into the notion that the church is trying to cover up 
embarrassing episodes and is sort of prettifying its own history. So, I think we ought to just 
stop that immediately. I am not sure we need a lot of pictures in our chapels of Joseph 
looking into his hat, but we certainly should tell our children that is how it worked…. It also 
raises the strange question, ‘What in the world are the plates for? Why do we need them on 
the table if they are just wrapped up into a cloth while he looks into a seer stone?’” 

The Book of Mormon was published in 1830. Seven years after Joseph first 
introduced the idea. A study of contemporary literature can demonstrate that not a single 
concept contained in the Book of Mormon, or for that matter LDS theology, is truly unique. 
A majority can be found in the written records available to Joseph at the time he introduced 
them. The biblical passages found in the Book of Mormon can be shown to come directly 
from the specific King James Bible owned by the Smith family, containing all the known 
mistakes and anachronisms inherent in that book.

Richard Bushman had this to say about early 1800s literature found in the Book of 
Mormon: “... there is phrasing everywhere–long phrases that if you google them you will find 
them in 19th century writings. The theology of the Book of Mormon is very much 19th century
theology, and it reads like a 19th century understanding of the Hebrew Bible as an Old 
Testament. The Book of Mormon has a lot of 19th century Protestant material in it, both
in terms of theology, and of wording. I am looking for an explanation of how and why it
is there.”

Grant Hardy, a foremost LDS Scholar on the Book of Mormon wrote “The Isaiah we 
see in the Book of Mormon is not what we would expect to see from someone who came 
from Jerusalem in 600BC.” LDS historian Patrick Mason recognizes the overwhelming 
evidence of the 19th century influence found in the Book of Mormon and has stated publicly 
that he is “perfectly comfortable with Joseph Smith being an active participant in the 
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creation and composition of the Book of Mormon”. In summary, evidence of a 19th 
century author is littered throughout the text.

* By the mid 1830s, in what can reasonably be seen as an attempt to add credibility 
for Joseph, a new origin story began to take shape. It's one thing to successfully find an 
ancient, buried treasure with your seer stone, it's an entirely different thing, if God appeared 
to you and commanded you to start a church. The First Vision story was not recorded in a 
single historical document until twelve years after the event supposedly took place. That 
version was recorded in Joseph's private journal and was not shared with anyone. It was 
discovered by church leadership sometime in the early 20th century. One of the few people 
with access, cut and removed that page from Joseph’s original journal. It was taped back into
the journal sometime around 1960. The individual thought most likely to be responsible for 
the removal, is Joseph Fielding Smith. He served as official Church Historian, apostle, and 
church president. 

Former Assistant Church Historian James B. Allen had this to say about the First 
Vision: "There is little if any evidence, however, that by the early 1830’s Joseph Smith was 
telling the story in public. At least if he were telling it, no one seemed to consider it 
important enough to have recorded it at the time, and no one was criticizing him for it. 
Not even in his own history did Joseph Smith mention being criticized in this period for telling 
the story of the first vision... The fact that none of the available contemporary writings 
about Joseph Smith in the 1830’s, none of the publications of the Church in that 
decade, and no contemporary journal or correspondence yet discovered mentions the 
story of the first vision is convincing evidence that at best it received only limited circulation
in those early days."

 Compare the documented historical facts, with what the church currently teaches, 
and from what Joseph himself said, in his own history eighteen years later. “I soon found, 
however, that my telling the story had excited a great deal of prejudice against me 
among professors of religion, and was the cause of great persecution, which continued 
to increase; and though I was obscure boy, only between fourteen and fifteen years of age, 
and my circumstances in life such as to make a boy of no consequence in the world, yet men
of high standing would take notice sufficient to excite the public mind against me, and 
create a bitter persecution; and this was common among all the sects—all united to 
persecute me”. See Appendix.

The absence of the first vision account in the historical records makes no theological 
sense. As Gordon B. Hinckley declared, "Our whole strength rests on the validity of that 
[First] vision. It either occurred or it did not occur. If it did not, then this work is a fraud. If it 
did, then it is the most important and wonderful work under the heavens."  Why would the 
single most important event of the last 2,000 years not receive a single mention during the 
first twelve years of its occurrence, and then not be made public for another six? 

The 1832 first vision account contained a description of God that is consistent with the
theological view of the Godhead that is found in all early church documents. Namely the 
trinitarian/modalist view where God and Jesus are the same person. The 1830 edition of the 
Book of Mormon, The 1833 edition of Book of Commandments, the 1835 edition of the 
Doctrine and Covenants with the Lectures on Faith, among others, all point to this modalistic 
view.

The Lectures on faith, printed in 1835 and used as the textbook for the “school of the 
prophets" states, "There are two personages who constitute the great, matchless, governing 
and supreme power over all things — by whom all things were created and made... They are 
the Father and the Son: The Father being a personage of spirit, glory and power: 
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possessing all perfection and fullness: The Son, who was in the bosom of the Father, a 
personage of tabernacle, made and fashioned like unto man." 

The official church publication “The Evening & Morning Star”, stated in July 1832: 
“Now what things can there be of greater moment and importance for men to know, or God 
to reveal, than the nature of God. The Scriptures discover not only matters of importance, but
of the greatest depth and mysteriousness. There are many wonderful things in the law of 
God, things we may admire, but are never able to comprehend. Such are the eternal 
purposes and decrees of God, the doctrine of the Trinity, the incarnation of the Son of 
God, and the manner of the operation of the Spirit of God upon the souls of men.” The worst-
case scenario is that Joseph himself wrote that. The best-case scenario is that someone in 
church leadership in 1832 still believed in, and was bearing testimony of, the doctrine of the 
Trinity.

As Joseph's first vision evolved, the concept of the Godhead changed, when the 
concept of the Godhead changed, it became inconsistent with the scriptural record, so the 
scriptural record was changed. One example is 1st Nephi chapter eleven, changing from 
“Behold, the Lamb of God, yea, even the Eternal Father!”, to “Behold, the Lamb of God, yea, 
even the son of the Eternal Father!”  All this data lends credence to the idea that the First 
Vision as we know it, was a fabrication and late addition to LDS theology. 

*This pattern continued with the priesthood. Joseph's ecclesiastical authority was 
challenged repeatedly by other church leaders beginning in 1831 and culminating in 1838. 
The evolution of his own priesthood authority evolves parallel to those challenges. The 
concept of priesthood authority and the distinct divisions of Melchizedek and Aaronic 
priesthood with their assigned offices, does not appear in any contemporary historical 
document or revelation. But they are retroactively written into the scriptural account six years 
after they supposedly occurred, and then backdated in those records. The first 
documentation of any priesthood ordination was Lyman Wight ordaining Joseph Smith to the 
high priesthood in June of 1831, two years too late.

Richard Bushman wrote, “the late appearance of these accounts raises the 
possibility of later fabrication”. He goes on to add, "Did Joseph add the stories of angels to
embellish his early history and make himself more of a visionary? If so, he made little of the 
occurrence. Cowdery was the first to recount the story of John’s appearance, not Joseph 
himself." … “He revised his own revelations, adding new material and splicing one to 
another, altering the wording as he saw fit. He felt authorized to expand the revelations as 
his understanding expanded.” 
        Early Church Historian BH Roberts said: "…there is no definite account of the 
[Melchizedek Priesthood restoration] event in the history of the Prophet Joseph, or, 
for that matter, in any of our annals…".  While apologists have worked to narrow the 
timeline, there is also no recorded date for the restoration of the priesthood or visits from 
John the Baptist. David Whitmer, one of the three witnesses said, “I never heard that an 
Angel had ordained Joseph and Oliver to the Aaronic Priesthood until the year 1834[,] [183]5.
or [183]6—in Ohio... I do not believe that John the Baptist ever ordained Joseph and Oliver.”

Once again, we see the pattern of retroactively changing the historical record to fit a 
new and emerging narrative. But the most frustrating aspect of it, is that the Church acts as if 
it never happened. Elder Hugh B Brown said. "None of the early revelations of the Church
have been revised, and the Doctrine and Covenants stands as printed including sections 5 
and 7." Elder Boyd K Packer stated, “Of course there have been changes and corrections. 
Anyone who has done even limited research knows that. When properly reviewed, such 
corrections become a testimony for, not against, the truth of the books…. Now, I add with 
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emphasis that such changes have been basically minor refinements in grammar, expression,
punctuation, or clarification. Nothing fundamental has been altered.” Compare those 
statements with the images in the Appendix.

*In 1835 Joseph Smith found himself in possession of four Egyptian mummies, and 
multiple scrolls of papyrus. At the time, no one in the known world had yet to successfully 
translate Egyptian Hieroglyphics. Due to Joseph's reputation as a translator, it was assumed 
that he could. Joseph began the process of translating the Papyrus, and immediately 
declared that they were the writings of the Prophets Abraham, and Joseph of Egypt. As he 
himself would write, “with W. W. Phelps and Oliver Cowdery as scribes, I commenced the 
translation of some of the characters or hieroglyphics, and much to our joy found that one of 
the scrolls contained the writings of Abraham, another the writings of Joseph of Egypt – a 
more full account of which will appear in its place, as I proceed to examine or unfold them. 
Truly we can say, the Lord is beginning to reveal the abundance of peace and truth”.  
Joseph's journal entries show that he was translating the papyrus in the most traditional 
sense. The result was the addition of a newly canonized book of LDS scripture, The Book of 
Abraham. 

The problems began early. In 1856 Egyptologist Gustav Seyffarth looked at the Book 
of Abraham and declared the translation was incorrect. As Egyptology has continued to grow 
from its infancy in the 1800s, to the respected scientific branch of archaeology that it is today,
Egyptologists can look at the facsimiles and papyrus fragments, and immediately identify 
them as common funeral texts with absolutely no connection to Abraham. 

The LDS Gospel Topics essay on the Book of Abraham admits: "None of the 
characters on the papyrus fragments mentioned Abraham’s name or any of the events
recorded in the book of Abraham. Mormon and non-Mormon Egyptologists agree that the 
characters on the fragments do not match the translation given in the book of Abraham…. 
these fragments date to between the third century B.C.E. and the first century C.E., long after
Abraham lived”.  

Some apologists suggest that the original Egyptian source material is missing. Others 
say that papyrus was a catalyst for revelation. Both theories are impossible to reconcile once 
you see that the verses clearly show that the text of the Book of Abraham is coming directly 
from the facsimiles. One example of this is Abraham 1:12-14 and facsimile 3. “And it came to 
pass that the priests laid violence upon me, that they might slay me also, as they did those 
virgins upon this altar; and that you may have a knowledge of this altar, I will refer you to the 
representation at the commencement of this record.” 

This fits the pattern of the charismatic eclecticist. Egyptomania was sweeping the 
country, a roadshow with Egyptian artifacts came to town, and everyone looked to Joseph for
answers. So, what did he do?  He took a common Egyptian funeral text, and said it was an 
ancient book of scripture. A book that specifically discussed priesthood authority at the exact 
time that Joseph’s own authority was being challenged. No one knew then, what everyone 
knows now. That is, “that the characters on the fragments do not match the translation given 
in the book of Abraham.” 

*One year before Joseph obtained the mummies, he led roughly 200 men known as 
“Zions Camp” from Ohio to Missouri. He described the journey in a letter to his wife. “The 
whole of our journey, in the midst of so large a company of social honest and sincere men, 
wandering over the plains of the Nephites, recounting occasionally the history of the Book
of Mormon, roving over the mounds of that once beloved people of the Lord, picking up 
their skulls & their bones, as a proof of its divine authenticity, and gazing upon a 
country the fertility, the splendour and the goodness so indescribable, all serves to pass 
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away time unnoticed” On June 3, 1834, while camped on a bluff above the Illinois river, some
of the men discovered bones in a native American burial mound. John Taylor, future 
president of the church, who was one of four eyewitness to the record the event, published 
this in the Times and Seasons.

 “On the top of the mound were stones which presented the appearance of three 
alters having been erected one above the other, according to ancient order; and human 
bones were strewn over the surface of the ground. The brethren procured a shovel and hoe, 
and removing the earth to the depth of about one foot discovered skeleton of a man, almost 
entire, and between his ribs was a Lamanitish arrow which evidently produced his death, 
Elder Brigham Young retained the arrow and the brethren carried some pieces of the 
skeleton to Clay county. The contemplation of the scenery before us produced peculiar 
sensations in our bosoms; and the visions of the past being opened to my understandings by
the spirit of the Almighty I discovered that the person whose skeleton was before us, was a 
white Lamanite, a large thick set man, and a man of God. He was a warrior and chieftain 
under the great prophet Omandagus, who was known from the hill Cumorah, or Eastern Sea,
to the Rocky Mountains. His name was Zelph. The curse was taken from him, or at least in 
part; one of his thigh bones was broken, by a stone flung from a sling while in battle years 
before his death. He was killed in battle, by the arrow found among his ribs, during the last 
great struggle of the Lammanites and Nephites.” 

Once again Joseph demonstrates himself as a gifted storyteller and charismatic 
eclecticist. He is literally picking up the bones from a Hopewell burial mound and repurposing
them into his religious framework. Later carbon dating from archeologists have conclusively 
identified that the bones in that mound all date to between 90 and 100 CE. The period of 
universal peace mentioned in the Book of Mormon.

*But that would not be the last ancient altar discovered by Joseph. In 1838 Joseph 
and a group of men visited his friend and church leader Lyman Wight on his homestead on 
the Grand River in Missouri. They explored the area to determine if it could serve as place 
that the members of Far West could relocate and settle due to the current conflict. It just so 
happened that as they surveyed the area Joseph “placed his back against a small shade 
tree,” and then looking toward heaven said, “It does not take me long to get a revelation from
heaven that this was the exact location of “Adam-ondi-Ahman”. This was a familiar phrase 
that Joseph had already introduced to the saints as the location that Adam, previous to his 
death, called his children together and blessed them. As well as the location that Adam, 
Christ, and all major prophets will return prior to the saviors second coming.  While exploring,
a stone structure was located on a nearby hill. The people that were with Joseph that time, 
recall him identifying it as an altar use by Adam and the Nephites. 

Two future prophets would later recall that Joseph also identified the literal Garden of 
Eden was also located nearby. Brigham Young stated, “Joseph the Prophet told me that the 
garden of Eden was in Jackson County Missouri.” Heber C. Kimball said: “From the Lord, 
Joseph learned that Adam had dwelt on the land of America, and that the Garden of Eden 
was located where Jackson County now is.” Once again, we see Joseph taking common 
things from his environment, identifying them as part of an ancient order, and repurposing 
them within his own religious framework.

*The Temperance Movement and the public debate it created discussing abstaining 
from alcohol, smoking, tea, coffee, and eating a diet mainly of grains health codes was 
common by the late 1820s. Simplicity of Health, published in 1829, elaborates on every item 
in the Word of Wisdom. Means of Preserving Health was published in 1806 and contains 
nearly every item discussed in the of the Word of Wisdom: avoidance of alcohol, coffee, tea, 
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and tobacco and sparing use of meat, as well as eating fruits in season. The Journal of 
Health, published in Philadelphia, August 25, 1830, also contains every aspect of the Word of
Wisdom. On February 26th the citizens of Kirtland had observed “The National Day of 
Temperance”. On February 27th, the very next day, Joseph Smith received the revelation 
known today as the word of wisdom. It reads like it was taken directly out of one of the 
previously mentioned health journals. 

Again, we see pattern of Joseph taking something common, and repurposing it within 
his own religious framework. Many members today would be surprised to learn that the 
historical records clearly show that Joseph Smith consumed alcohol up until the day he died. 
The following is just one example, from an entry in Joseph’s own journal; “At one, p.m., I 
rode out with Dr. Richards and O.P. Rockwell. Called on Davis at the boat. Paid Manhard 
$90. Met George J. Adams and paid him $50. Then went to John P. Greene’s and paid him 
and another brother $200. Drank a glass of beer at Moessers. Called at William Clayton’s, 
while Dr. Richards and O.P. Rockwell called at the Doctor’s new house. Returned home at 4 
½ p.m.”. The sentence in bold that mentions beer, was removed when the journal was 
published as part of correlated books known as “The History of the Church”. By studying the 
actual historical records surrounding The Word of Wisdom, not only do we see Joseph’s 
pattern of charismatic eclecticism, but we also see the church hiding history that does not fit 
within its current narrative.

*During this same time, Joseph was involved in behavior that by many standards 
would be considered dishonest, and by most, immoral. In 1833, Joseph Smith then twenty-
seven, had a polygamous/extramarital relationship with Fanny Alger, age sixteen, who was 
the live-in maid for the Smith family. Oliver Cowdery described it as a “A dirty, nasty, filthy 
affair.” Joseph Smith's own son recalls his mother Emma's version of the event, as it was 
shared with him “one night she (Emma) missed Joseph and Fanny Alger. She went to the 
barn and saw him and Fanny in the barn together alone. She looked through a crack and 
saw the transaction. She told me this story too was verily true.” The church claims this was a 
marriage, but no marriage records exist, and the only mention of a marriage comes sixty 
years after the event.
     The church’s own essay contends the following: “Fragmentary evidence suggests that
Joseph Smith acted on the angel’s first command by marrying a plural wife, Fanny Alger, in 
Kirtland, Ohio, in the mid-1830s. Several Latter-day Saints who had lived in Kirtland reported 
decades later that Joseph Smith had married Alger, who lived and worked in the Smith 
household, after he had obtained her consent and that of her parents.” Assuming that's true; 
1) It was done without Emma's knowledge. 2) It was against the law. 3) It was forbidden in 
the current church teachings, and 4) Joseph had yet to receive any of the sealing keys 
associated with marriage.
      By 1841 Joseph was engaged in polygamy and polyandry in Nauvoo with dozens of 
women. From the church’s essay: “Following his marriage to Louisa Beaman and before he 
married other single women, Joseph Smith was sealed to a number of women who were 
already married.” Todd Compton puts the number of women at eleven polyandrous wives. 

The church often frames polyandry as if Joseph Smith is saving women from bad 
marriages. The reality, however, is that many of these women were married to faithful, active 
members of the church. In fact, one of them was married to an apostle. This is a direct 
violation of D&C 132, which is clear that these men are only to espouse virgins. Some will 
argue unsuccessfully that these relationships were not sexual. That concept is in direct 
violation of God's only justification for polygamy which is to “raise up a righteous seed” as 
stated in the Book of Mormon. 
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In 1842 Joseph Smith, acting as Prophet, stated publicly, “Inasmuch as this church 
of Christ has been reproached with the crime of fornication, and polygamy: we declare 
that we believe, that one man should have one wife; and one woman, but one husband, 
except in case of death, when either is at liberty to marry again…We have given the above 
rule of marriage as the only one practiced in this church” At the time that statement was 
published Joseph had 20 wives.

In 1843 Joseph dictated a revelation to William Clayton on polygamy (D&C 132).  
Again, by this point was already married to twenty other women, with Emma being 
completely unaware of most of them. When the church’s correlated book “Saints” states, 
“including a few whom Emma had personally selected,” what they don't tell you, is that Emma
Smith chose only four women for Joseph to marry. Of those four, Joseph had already been 
married to two of them: a pair of sisters who were living in the Smith family home. The 
language in the revelation towards Emma is harsh, with the threat of destruction if she did not
abide by the revelation. "But if she will not abide this commandment she shall be destroyed, 
saith the Lord; for I am the Lord thy God and will destroy her if she abides not in my law."
It’s worth noting that the Law of Sarah, mentioned in verse 61, is not only completely 
contradicted in verse 65, but that D&C 132 labels the woman who does not consent as the 
‘transgressor.’  

By the time of Joseph's death, he was sealed to between 30 and 40 women with the 
youngest being fourteen years old, and again, eleven women that were already married. 
Joseph told some of these young women that an “Angel with a drawn sword” would destroy 
him if they did not consent to joining him in polygamy. Of all the times in the history of the 
church that God could have intervened in the lives of mankind, by sending an angel with a 
sword, remember, this is the one that God chose. All of this was done in secret, while 
denying polygamy to the general church membership, without the knowledge of the 
husbands, and up to thirty-six wives unknown to his wife Emma. Patrick Mason recently said,
“a lot of that looks a whole lot like sin…. sexual behaviors that I find deeply 
disturbing.” Speaking hypothetically about the possibility of having his own teenage 
daughter married to Joseph Smith, Mason said, “Had he (Joseph) approached me about that
(polygamy) I hope I would have said no.” 

In a declaration on May 26th, 1844, Joseph stated “What a thing it is for a man to be 
accused of committing adultery, and having seven wives, when I can only find one.” Two 
weeks after that statement was given, the “Nauvoo Expositor” was published. The 
information that was contained in that document, though critical of Joseph Smith, contained 
no known factual errors. Joseph ordered the destruction and burning of the printing press as 
well as all printed papers. It was for this reason that Joseph was arrested and placed in the 
Carthage Jail. 

It was not until 2012 that the church officially published a somewhat historically 
accurate account of Joseph’s polygamy. 180 years after the fact. In 2023 it is not uncommon 
to find an active member that still believes that Joseph was never involved in polygamy, with 
even more members in denial of his polyamory.

*There is perhaps no better example of Joseph Smiths eclectic repurposing of his 
surroundings than the LDS Endowment. Joseph Smith was a member of the Masonic lodge 
and was initiated as a ‘Master Mason’ himself in Nauvoo, Illinois. He wrote in his journal on 
March 16. “I was with the Masonic Lodge and rose to the sublime degree.”  The Church itself 
now teaches, "Masonry wasn't new to the thousands of Latter-day Saint converts already 
living in and around Nauvoo at the time. Eventually, over 1,500 members of the church were 
listed as freemasons in Nauvoo alone, more than in all the rest of Illinois.” Joseph Smith 
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introduced select members of the church to the newly created endowment ceremony in May 
1842, just seven weeks after being initiated as a ‘Master Mason’ himself.

It appears evident that Joseph Smith took the signs, tokens, penalties, symbols, 
washing and anointing, new name, and clothing from the Masonic ceremony. From its 
introduction in 1842 until today, the church has consistently explained away those 
overwhelming similarities to Masonry with the idea that masonry was a corrupt and apostate 
endowment. Brigham young explained, "We have the true Masonry. The Masonry of today 
is received from the apostasy which took place in the days of Solomon, and David. 
They have now and then a thing that is correct, but we have the real thing." That concept is 
problematic since historians now universally agree that the Masonic ceremony began about 
2,000 years after Solomon's Temple existed, and that temple was focused almost entirely on 
animal sacrifice. 

 *Some Historians have genuinely tried to be more open and honest. Church president
Heber J. Grant required B. H. Roberts to censor some documents when compiling the History
of the Church. Elder Roberts responded. “I desire, however, to take this occasion of 
disclaiming any responsibility for the mutilating of that very important part of President 
Young’s Manuscript, and also to say, that while you had the physical power of eliminating 
that passage from the History, I do not believe you had any moral right to do so.” 

Steven Snow, LDS church historian said, “I think in the past there was a tendency 
to keep a lot of the records closed or at least not give access to information. But the 
world has changed in the last generation with the access to information on the Internet, we 
can't continue that with that pattern; I think we need to continue to be more open.'” 

In 2016 Richard Bushman was recorded saying. “I think for the Church to remain 
strong it has to reconstruct its narrative. The dominant narrative is not true. It can’t be 
sustained. The Church has to absorb all this new information, or it will be on very shaky 
grounds, and that’s what it’s trying to do. And that’ll be a strain for a lot of people, older 
people especially. He later clarified those comments “we must be willing to modify the 
account according to newly authenticated facts. If we don’t, we will weaken our position…. 
The whole church, from top to bottom, has had to adjust to the findings of our historians. 

It would appear however, that current church leadership disagrees. In 2017, one year 
after Richard Bushman’s statement, M. Russell Ballard and Dallin H. Oaks said the following:
“Some are saying that the Church has been hiding the fact that there’s more than one 
version of the First Vision, which is just not true. The facts are, we don’t study. We don’t go
back and search what has been said on the subject…But it’s this idea that the Church is 
hiding something, which we would have to say…there has been no attempt on the part, in 
any way, of the Church leaders trying to hide anything from anybody…. So, just trust 
us wherever you are in the world. And you share this message with anyone else who raises 
the question about the Church not being transparent. We’re as transparent as we know 
how to be in telling the truth.” Speaking to married couples just two years later, Elder Oaks
had this to add, “matters of church history and doctrinal issues have led some spouses to 
inactivity. Some spouses wonder how to best go about researching and responding to such 
issues. “I suggest that research is not the answer”. 

The implications of those statements are profound. In short, church leaders have 
never hidden “in any way.…anything…. ever, from anybody”, and if a member has concerns 
or doubts about church history, it's because “we don’t study. We don’t go back and search
what has been said on the subject”, but then immediately contradicting themselves with.... 
“trust us” .... research is not the answer”. What better evidence can you get from someone 
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that their position is weak, or that they are hiding something, than having them ask you not to
research it? 

There is a significant difference between the act of disclosure and the act of discovery.
It’s the equivalent of an unfaithful spouse admitting to an affair, only after having been caught
in one. In recent years when the church has appeared to be transparent it was reactionary. 
The church had been forced to the table. In each instance the problem was discovered by the
public, not disclosed by church leaders. The church itself teaches, “We can also intentionally 
deceive others by silence, or by telling only part of the truth. Whenever we lead people in any
way to believe something that is not true, we are not being honest.”

*As the Church Historian, I'm aware that none of this is new to you. If any of the above
information that I have presented is factually incorrect, please let me know and I will correct 
it. I have no expectation that this information would change your belief, or testimony, of 
Joseph Smith, nor do I have any desire to. As stated before, my desire is that you would 
consider that those of us that have come to a different conclusion than you, are not “lazy 
learners, lax disciples, foolish or… dishonest”, as implied by those in the highest positions of 
church leadership, and then repeated by members throughout the church. I would hope 
instead we could be treated with respect, and our position recognized as a valid. 

In conclusion, as I previously stated in my introduction, there is a reasonable 
explanation that can account for the creation of the Book of Mormon and LDS theology, other
than the current LDS narrative. That is; Joseph engaged in what LDS historian Teryl Givens 
calls, “BricoIage”, or the art of repurposing objects into a new interpretation. Givens goes on 
to say, “the term I would use is “inspired eclecticist’. And that’s a problem for a lot of 
Latter-day Saints who have read a very different version of history where Mormonism 
erupted in an absolute vacuum.”  

I believe Joseph was interacting with the world around him, taking the objects, stories,
religious discussions of his day, and even his own sexual desires, and repurposing them 
within a single religious framework. Creating it as he went and changing it whenever he 
needed. I have studied the apologetic response to each of the things that I have presented. I 
find them unconvincing. Philosopher William James once wrote, “When a thing is new, 
people say: ‘It is not true.’ Later, when its truth becomes obvious, they say: ‘It is not 
important.’ Finally, when its importance cannot be denied, they say: ‘Anyway, it is not new.” 

I am genuinely grateful that you would sacrifice your time to visit with me about church
history. If you made it this far, you are probably regretting that decision, but I hope not. You 
once said “I’m called the Church historian, but in truth, the real historians are the people I 
work with. I preside over a department that is full of absolutely brilliant people”. I believe that 
Elders Jensen, Snow, and yourself are men of integrity. I also believe that the calling of 
‘Church Historian’ must be the single most difficult calling in the church. You yourself admit 
that you are not a trained historian; you are a trained lawyer. You have spent your career 
representing large corporations. Now you have been called to represent a new client, the 
LDS Church. Where you oversee the church history department and “the real historians” on 
your client’s behalf. I have no problem with that. You have been given the daunting task of 
bridging the gap between the two. 

 As you speak to members, advise local leaders, listen to historians, and sit in 
presiding councils, please remember this; In the end I didn't have a “Faith Crisis”, I had a 
trust crisis. I have been taught that faith is the belief in things unseen. But, to disbelieve, what
you can in fact see, is not faith, it’s fantasy. My experience over the last ten years, with 
thousands of hours spent researching and studying, both sides of these issues, has been 
physically exhausting and emotionally difficult. Some would say that I never had a testimony 
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in the first place. I know that it is impossible to measure a testimony. But here is what I can 
quantify. I served an honorable full-time mission. I have read the Book of Mormon countless 
times. I attended the temple faithfully. I was an EFY counselor. I was married in the temple, 
with Elder Neal A Maxwell officiating. I was a full-time seminary teacher for 14 years. I have 
served as a counselor in two bishoprics. I pulled a handcart through Martins Cove. I have sat 
in the office of, and discussed church history with, Lachlan Mackay, who is an Apostle for the 
Community of Christ, Church Historian, and direct descendent of Joseph Smith. I have 
participated in an archeological dig at the original Smith family homestead in Nauvoo. I have 
stood on top of Zelphs mound. I have spent weeks on end, year after year in Nauvoo, 
studying, listening, and exploring church history. I have stood in Carthage at the place of 
Joseph Smiths death in reverence, at least a dozen times. I have anointed the sick, and laid 
hands upon my dying father with President Thomas S. Monson. My entire worldview has 
been disrupted, and almost every single personal relationship that I have, has been affected. 
Please believe me when I tell you that I have only arrived at this conclusion, after a lengthy, 
careful, and heartfelt investigation.

                                                  Afterword
                                        Of Faith and Fallacies
At this point we are looking at the same data. The only difference is how we interpret 

that data. Do we follow the evidence wherever it leads, as Apostle Hugh B Brown wrote? 
“The honest investigator must be prepared to follow wherever the search of truth may lead. 
Truth is often found in the most unexpected places. He must, with fearless and open mind 
insist that facts are far more important than any cherished, mistaken beliefs, no matter how 
unpleasant the facts or how delightful the beliefs.” Or do we, “start out with an assumption 
that the Book of Abraham and the Book of Mormon, and anything else that we get from the 
restored gospel, is true... Therefore, any evidence we find, we will try to fit into that 
paradigm." as Kerry Muhlestein of BYU stated? 

It is extremely difficult for the human mind to allow itself to process information that 
threatens a strongly held belief or paradigm. Information rarely changes a person’s mind, 
feelings do. Here are two logical fallacies that the mind commonly employs to protect itself 
from Cognitive Dissonance. Which is “the mental discomfort that results from holding two 
conflicting beliefs, values, or attitudes.” Kerry Muhlestein’s statement above is a perfect 
example of Confirmation Bias, it’s “our tendency to cherry-pick information that confirms our
already existing beliefs or ideas.” It can be fatal to the discovery of truth. It allows us as John 
F Kennedy said, to “enjoy the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of thought”. 

But even more common among church members is what is called the Sunk-Cost 
Fallacy. That is “when a person is reluctant to abandon a course of action because they 
have invested heavily in it.” Most members have spent their entire lives dedicated to the 
church. Their entire identity comes from being LDS. To even consider the possibility that the 
church is not true creates too much cognitive dissonance. Their values, their self-worth, their 
families, and their entire social network is welded to the church. How many hours, days, 
months, years, or money was spent in church service, all at the expense of time with family, 
friends, or experiences that you can never get back. If the church isn’t true, then who am I? 
What was it all for? What’s the purpose of life? Only when a lived experience contradicts a 
learned paradigm, will a person even consider a new reality. And when that happens, its 
usually an extremely painful process. 

Having a spiritual experience is beautiful and can be life changing. Psychologists often
refer to this as Elevation, “an emotion elicited by witnessing actual or imagined virtuous acts 
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of remarkable moral goodness. It is experienced as a distinct feeling of warmth and 
expansion.”  But, if the only argument that you have left in the face of empirical evidence is 
that “I have had spiritual experiences that I cannot deny”. Then, you’re using the spirit as a 
declaration of immunity from the power of reason. It’s the reason not to give reasons, for 
what you believe. It’s being used to stop thoughts. Most importantly your own. Spiritual 
experiences exist among all people, in all religions on this earth. But they only seem to be 
valid, when it’s our spiritual experience, and our religion is the one being discussed.
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                                 Appendix

Number of documented historical accounts confirming the public discussion surrounding the
Gold Plates:

1. Peter Ingersol
2. William Stafford
3. Willard Chase
4. Parley Chase
5. Henry Harris
6. Abigail Harris
7. Lucy Harris
8. Roswell Nichols
9. Joseph Capron
10. Isaac Hale
11. Nathaniel C. Lewis
12. Hiel and Joseph Joseph Lewis
13. John Clark
14. Martin Harris
15. Isaac Butts
16. Lorenzo Saunders
17. Sarah Anderick
18. Pomeroy Tucker
19. The Palymra Freeman
20. Letter from Amherst
21. The Ohio Star
22.William Smith
23. Lucy Mack Smith
24. Joseph Knight Sr.
25. Joseph Smith Sr.
26. Katherine Smith Salisbury

Number of documented historical accounts confirming the public discussion surrounding the
First Vision:

                                                                    - Zero

https://en.wikisource.org/w/index.php?title=Historical_Magazine_(second_series)/Volume_7/May_1870/Interview_with_the_Father_of_Joseph_Smith&oldid=314358
https://catalog.lds.org/assets/37b7b91c-4148-45d6-8f32-df4acf06fe99/0/0
http://josephsmithpapers.org/paperSummary/lucy-mack-smith-history-1844-1845?dm=image-and-text&zm=zoom-inner&tm=expanded&p=40&s=undefined&sm=none
https://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/digital/collection/BOMP/id/216
https://catalog.lds.org/assets/6e6ca6a8-e0fc-48c1-adc6-c7861805cb0f/0/0
https://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/digital/collection/BOMP/id/160







































