MORMONISM AND THE HERESIES

MORMONISM AND CREEDAL CHRISTIANITY

On February 23, 2010, Cardinal Francis George delivered Brigham Young
University’s forum address. As archbishop of Chicago, George was then
serving as president of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.
In the years prior to this address, his organization had been working with
Latter-day Saint leaders on humanitarian projects and social issues of
mutual interest. That February day was a high-water mark for Mormon
interfaith relations. The Lord’s Prayer served as the invocation for the event
and was offered by a BYU faculty member and devout Catholic. Appro-
priate to the event, George’s remarks focused on areas of common cause
among Catholics and Latter-day Saints and emphasized the need for both
traditions to advance religious freedom around the world. “However differ-
ent our historic journeys and creeds might be,” he said, “our communities
share a common experience of being a religious minority that was perse-
cuted in different ways in mid-19th-century America.”!

A stark example of these differences was manifest just nine years prior
in June 2001, when the Vatican officially ruled that Latter-day Saint
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baptisms were not legitimate Christian rites. Since the Second Vatican
Council (1962-65), the Catholic Church has recognized baptismal cere-
monies from other Christian denominations as valid Catholic sacraments.
However, questions arose among American bishops as to whether LDS
baptisms met the conditions for inclusion, and they forwarded their query
to Rome for a ruling. The response came in the form of a responsum ad
dubium from the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the
body charged with the protection of Catholic orthodoxy. The Congrega-
tion’s response consisted simply of one word: “Negative.” Among the more
striking features of this case is that the Vatican has ruled on only six bap-
tismal cases since 1970.

Finally, after two months of waiting, an article appeared in the Vatican’s
official newspaper explaining the Church’s rationale for the ruling. The
piece was authored by Luis Ladaria, the secretary to the congregation and
a member of the Church’s International Theological Commission. After a
brief excursion into Mormon cosmology, taken in part from Joseph Smith’s
King Follett Sermon, Ladaria concludes that “the words Father, Son and
Holy Spirit, have for the Mormons a meaning totally different from the
Christian meaning. The differences are so great that one cannot even con-
sider that this doctrine is a heresy.”? The reference to heresy is important
because, since the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church has not
disqualified baptisms performed by those who are said to advocate heretical
positions. Thus the ruling was a clear and very public effort to place Mor-
monism outside the pale of Christian ecumenical communion.3

Furthermore, between 1995 and 2001, five major denominations
formally rejected Mormonism as part of the Christian community of
faith. In addition to the Roman Catholic Church, the United Methodist
Church, the Presbyterian Church USA, the Southern Baptist Convention,
and the Missouri Synod of the Lutheran Church all offered similar rulings
on the status of Mormonism.*

In the face of these doctrinal repudiations, the LDS Church has
accelerated its efforts in the areas of interfaith outreach and coopera-
tion.> Coinciding with these activities, there have been serious attempts
to more carefully address theological issues related to the rulings of these

major denominations.
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Notable among these is the fifteen-year Mormon-evangelical dialogue
jointly led by Robert L. Millet and Richard J. Mouw. Among the recurrent
themes in these dialogues has been the extent to which Mormonism does
indeed diverge from theological positions affirmed by creedal Christianity.®
Latter-day Saint scholars have repeatedly found themselves responding to
questions implying that Mormon ideas are too radical to be characterized
as legitimately Christian. Importantly, these questions are not coming
from strident anti-Mormon voices but from serious, well-respected, and
friendly interlocutors.

This dynamic has led to more productive efforts to carefully explicate
Mormon concepts such as grace, Atonement, revelation, and the Trinity.
It has also pressed Mormons to more carefully consider questions regard-
ing the sources of doctrinal authority and inconsistencies manifested in
the historical record. On the other side, evangelical scholars have been led
to reconsider characterizations of Mormonism within their communities.
Furthermore, they have been exposed to the range of theological ideas
within Mormonism and have recognized the more redemptive dimensions
of Mormon thought. Gerald McDermott underscored this point in his
book-length dialogue with Robert Millet. Regarding their discussion of
grace, he states that “what I am now about to say may cause all of my
evangelical friends to desert me, or think I have lost it. But I think we evan-
gelicals have something to learn from our Mormon friends on this subject.”
He goes on: “Perhaps we can learn from Mormons that we have wrongly
separated faith from works, that we have created a false dichotomy between
justification and sanctification, and that while we are saved from being
justified by the law, nevertheless the law is still ‘holy, and just, and good.”””

Earlier in 2004, Richard J. Mouw offered his famous “Tabernacle
apology” to Latter-day Saints, saying that evangelicals have often “seri-
ously misrepresented the beliefs and practices of the Mormon community.”
Regarding the dynamics of the Mormon-evangelical dialogue, though
Mouw confesses he hasn’t succeeded in convincing Mormons to embrace
Calvinist Christianity, he does acknowledge that “they’ve been willing to
hear me out. And sometimes—not always, but sometimes—they even
sound as though they’re moving in the direction of some of the key con-
victions that are for me rooted in my Calvinism.”® In the weeks following
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the dialogue at Wheaton College in 2009, Christianity Today reported
that “Mouw is not alone in perceiving that Millet and other ‘neo-orthodox’
thinkers at BYU have been migrating closer to belief in salvation by grace
alone.” This is hardly a comfort for skeptics of the dialogue within the
Latter-day Saint community. From its very beginnings, the effort has had
to continually justify its value and demonstrate that its participants are not
advocating a developmental view of doctrine.

Noteworthy, however, is the extent to which these concerns are nothing
new and have come from both sides of the Mormon intellectual spectrum.
Fifty years ago, Sterling McMurrin voiced similar questions regarding theo-
logical convergence with mainstream Christianitcy—and most especially in
its more conservative forms. In his 7heological Foundations of the Mormon
Religion (1965), McMurrin was unapologetic in his defense of Mormon het-
erodoxies. He was particularly fond of showcasing the more liberal strands
in Mormon theology and believed them to possess “the authentic spirit of
the Mormon religion.”*® In fact, McMurrin’s project was designed to call
out for criticism precisely the theological tendencies that Mouw and Millet
have welcomed and encouraged. Referring to these tendencies as the “old
orthodoxy,” McMurrin worries that an emphasis on human depravity and
helplessness could push Mormonism too close to the doctrine of original
sin. The issue was so important to him that he believed how it was treated
“may determine much of the character of Mormon theology in the future.”!!

Referring to these trends in Mormon thought as a kind of “Jansenist
movement,” McMurrin maintained that “such negativism in the assess-
ment of man, whether scriptural or otherwise, is a betrayal of the spirit
and dominant character not only of the Mormon theology but also of
the Mormon religion, which draws heavily on doctrinal foundations in
supporting its practical affirmation of man and its positive moral ideal.”!?

In this respect, McMurrin was prescient. Few would question that
a theological pivot has occurred as it relates to questions of redemptive
theology. At this point, the dispute surrounds the implications of this new
orientation and the extent to which it is a form of revisionism. Though
Millet agrees with McMurrin in identifying similar trends as a “move-
ment,” it is one that is “in harmony with the teachings of the Book of
Mormon and one that may be long overdue.”!? These include the need
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to emphasize human helplessness in sin and thus the need for a robust
theology of grace.

One can certainly contest McMurrin’s characterizations, and there has
been no shortage of critical responses.! Nevertheless, it is a mistake to dis-
count the direction in which he hoped to point the conversation in clarify-
ing the relationship to mainstream Christianity. Though Latter-day Saints
possess no obligation to the creedal tradition, they have not been anxious to
connect themselves with explicitly heretical positions. Given the politics of
interfaith dialogue, there are good reasons for this reluctance, but there are
also important respects in which Mormonism resonates more strongly with
heresiarchs like Pelagius or Arius than with Augustine or Luther.

With these considerations in mind, the second part of this essay will
seek to clarify Mormonism’s relationship with two momentous heresies,
namely Pelagianism and Arianism. Both of these heresies dealt with critical
areas in Christian self-understanding—grace and the Trinity—and have set
the theological agenda for the past seventeen centuries.

PELAGIANISM: GRACE AND FREEDOM

McMurrin famously claimed that Mormonism is “essentially Pelagian in its
theology” and demonstrates “a quite remarkable similarity to the Pelagian
doctrines.”!> We begin here because Pelagianism is often viewed as the
most pernicious of all the heresies in the Christian tradition. It is named
after Pelagius, a fourth-century monk from Britain whose ideas were hotly
contested in the churches of his day. Most notable among his detractors
was Augustine, who succeeded in his effort to anathematize Pelagian teach-
ings and whose ideas gave decisive shape to the direction of Christian
thought. Augustine’s accounts of sin, providence, and grace were developed
and sharpened in response to Pelagius, who rejected original sin and argued
that human beings naturally possess the freedom to choose between good
and evil.

In his treatise “On the Possibility of Not Sinning,” Pelagius offers up a
moral argument. If God commands the avoidance of sin, then the abilizy
to do so must be present. Only an unjust God would command actions
impossible to obey. Pelagius declares “how perverse it is to believe God
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to be capable of something which not even the nature of mortals would
respect!”'® His arguments intend to show both the inconsistency and
ethical deficiencies that follow from accounts of human sinfulness as inev-
itable by necessity. If this were the case, he argues, human beings would
be falsely secure in thinking it impossible for them to avoid sin. Given
genuine choice, the human being “would have to exert himself to fulfill
what he now knows to be possible” and would work “to achieve his purpose
for the most part, even if not entirely.”!”

Pelagius’s insistence on robust human freedom led to the accusation
that he denied the fundamental role of divine grace in salvation. As a result,
his works were condemned by the synod of Carthage in 418 and later at
the Council of Ephesus in 431.18

A generation after Pelagius, another debate arose surrounding the
teachings of John Cassian that came to be labeled “semi-Pelagianism.” In
the attempt to reconcile the Augustine/Pelagius divide, Cassian argued that
human freedom is indeed disabled through original sin and yet not entirely
dead. Though human beings may freely initiate a turn toward God, he
argues, the Christian life cannot be sustained without the ongoing coop-
erative grace of God. Though popular for a season, this more moderate
position was eventually condemned by the Synod of Orange in 529.1°

The debate was revitalized yet again during the Dutch Reformation
through the writings of Jacob Arminius. Though schooled in Calvinism,
Arminius found aspects of its anthropology thoroughly repugnant. He
accepted a version of total depravity, but he also argued that the human
will must be free to choose God. This led him to propose a restoration of
human freedom to respond to the gift of salvation.

Predictably, this led to charges of Pelagianism and eventuated in the
Synod of Dort (1618), which condemned the teachings of Arminius and
his followers. Despite this ruling, the influence of Arminian ideas contin-
ued to spread and eventually made their way to America through John
Wesley and Charles Grandison Finney—a contemporary of Joseph Smith.
For traditional Calvinists, these positions remain unacceptable because “we
can’t even believe until God in his grace and in his mercy first changes the

disposition of our souls through his sovereign work of regeneration.”?°
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This background leads us to a vital component in Arminian (and later
Wesleyan) anthropology, namely the concept of prevenient grace. In order
to rescue Christian anthropology from the menacing implications of total
depravity, Arminius emphasized a form of grace that preceded the confession
of faith. This grace is said to restore human freedom that was lost in the Fall
such that human beings can choose God. As a conditional form of grace, it
“creates both awareness and capacity, but neither is saving unless responded
to or exercised by one’s grace-endowed freedom.”?! Grace thus occurs at two
stages and is said to retain two necessary elements of Christian teaching: total
depravity and free response to the gospel. Article VIII of Wesley’s Articles of
Religion states that after the Fall “we have no power to do good works, pleas-
ant and acceptable to God, without the grace of God by Christ.”?? Though
not a biblical term, prevenient grace is understood by its advocates as a “theo-
logical category developed to capture a central biblical motif.”*?

In the revivalist fervor of his youth, Joseph Smith was exposed to both
Calvinist and Wesleyan perspectives. In a remark that portended things to
come, he reported that during this critical period “my mind became some-
what partial to the Methodist sect” (Joseph Smith—History 1:8). Given the
development of his revelations and reflections, it is apparent that the aus-
terity of Calvinism was repellent to him and remained so from an early age.

The Book of Mormon expresses some key distinctions in these debates.
It is closely aligned with positions advocated by other restorationist move-
ments, particularly that of a universal atonement and its role in the res-
toration of human agency. Among the most important passages is that
expressed through the prophet Lehi: “And the Messiah cometh in the
fulness of time, that he may redeem the children of men from the fall.
And because that they are redeemed from the fall they have become free
forever, knowing good from evil; to act for themselves and not to be acted
upon, save it be by the punishment of the law at the great and last day,
according to the commandments which God hath given” (2 Nephi 2:26).
Historically, Latter-day Saints have emphasized the central role of human
agency in the cosmological order. Because agency is metaphysically neces-
sary, grace has been seen as a supplement to, and reward for, freely chosen

good works.

255



MORMONISM AND THE HERESIES

It is here that important questions emerge and the contest over
Mormon anthropology is waged. In what sense is moral agency a natural
part of human being? In what sense is this agency a gift? How does the res-
toration of agency in the Atonement work for Latter-day Saints? McMur-
rin is explicit in his view. “By the fall man gained the possibility of a moral
life through the implementation of his freedom, and by the atonement
he gained the possibility of salvation in eternal life through merit.”?4 This
sounds very much like an expression of well-known passages in the Doc-
trine and Covenants: “Verily I say, men should be anxiously engaged in a
good cause, and do many things of their own free will, and bring to pass
much righteousness; for the power is in them, wherein they are agents unto
themselves. And inasmuch as men do good they shall in nowise lose their
reward” (D&C 58:27-28; emphasis added).

However, this passage can be taken in at least two very different ways.
First, it could be understood as describing the power being “in them” as a
necessary and constitutive feature of the human soul “all the way down;” or
it could be read more specifically as describing a condition of grace brought
about through the universal application of the Atonement.

Returning to prevenient grace, because it “precedes the free determi-
nation of the will,” it provides the condition for the possibility of a free
response to God’s saving grace.?> On this account, freedom is possible only
because God acts upon an otherwise depraved and fallen soul. Human
beings “are dead in trespasses and sins untdil the prevenient grace of God
awakens and enables them to exercise a good will toward God in repen-
tance and faith.”?¢ Prevenient grace is not sufficient for salvation, but pro-
vides only a “grace-endowed freedom” that allows one to embrace God’s
sanctifying grace.

Millet, in an effort to find common ground with his evangelical inter-
locutors, explicitly accepts prevenient grace as an acceptable Latter-day Saint
theological category. Though prevenient grace is not found in Mormon dis-
course, Millet employs it in connection to Latter-day Saint categories and
distinctions. “The effects of the Fall tend to entice humankind away from
God, from godliness, and from an acceptance of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
To counteract this influence, there are unconditional blessings and bene-
fits—graces, prevenient graces, that flow from the Almighty.”?” The first of
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these he identifies as the “Light of Christ,” which is given to all human
beings as a kind of “inner moral monitor” that leads them to the Christian
gospel. The second of these benefits is the ability of human beings to choose
between good and evil. On this account, the Atonement is understood to
liberate humanity from the effects of the Fall and allow for a genuine kind
of freedom, otherwise known as “libertarian free will.”28

Importantly, however, there is a connotation traditionally associ-
ated with the term that is left unspecified in Millet’s writings. This is the
extent to which prevenient grace is said to affect individual human capac-
ities, particularly with regard to agency. More specifically, to what extent
can prevenient grace be said to be regenerative for Mormons? Regen-
eration was clearly involved in the theologies of Arminius and Wesley,
both of whom accepted the doctrine of total depravity and understood
prevenient grace as regenerating a devastated human nature. Those who
receive it are said to be taken from a state of total enslavement to sin
to a state of freedom wherein one is able to choose the saving grace of
Christ.? Because Millet rejects the doctrine of total depravity, he cannot
accept Arminius’s and Wesley’s notion of prevenient grace whole cloth,
or can he??® He does talk about grace as a “divine enabling power”: “The
Lord agrees to do for us what we could never do for ourselves—to forgive
our sins, to lift our burdens, to renew our souls and recreate our nature,
to raise us from the dead and qualify us for glory hereafter.”! So the
interesting question here is the extent to which Millet’s anthropology
allows for a nature that stands in need of regeneration and, if there is
such a need, how this might affect other areas of the Mormon redemp-
tive narrative.

On this latter point, McMurrin is emphatic. Though he does not
reject regenerative grace by name, the implication is clear. He declares
that “the release from the bad consequences of the fall is fully achieved by
Christ’s sacrifice and the individual soul is unaffected, therefore, by Adam’s
transgression.”?? As we have seen, McMurrin is most anxious to distance
Mormon theology from views that connect the condition of human fall-
enness with the need to re-create human nature: “The sacrifice of Christ
immediately compensates for the act of Adam, and mankind, who had no

part in the act, is free of its negative consequences.”3
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This approach hearkens back to the homilies of Brigham Young, who,
in an 1882 Tabernacle address, stated that it has been “fully proved” that
human beings “naturally love and admire righteousness, justice, and truth
more than they do evil.” He goes so far as to explicitly refute a staple of
biblical theology: “Paul says in his Epistle to the Corinthians, ‘But the
natural man receiveth not the things of God,” but I say it is the unnatural
‘man that receiveth not the things of God.” . . . The natural man is of God.
We are the natural sons and daughters of our natural parents, and spiritu-
ally we are the natural Children of the Father of light and natural heirs to
his kingdom.”34

President Young’s declarations notwithstanding, one of the most oft-
quoted passages in the Book of Mormon comes from King Benjamin’s
sermon in which he states that “the natural man is an enemy to God, and
has been from the fall of Adam” (Mosiah 3:19). The 1985 edition of the
Latter-day Saint scriptures cross-references this passage with 1 Corinthians
2:14. This is, of course, yet another example of the challenges involved
in trying to connect and synthesize the seemingly disparate strands of
Mormon thought; yet the implications are critical as they relate to theo-
logical discourse.

Millet understands his project as an attempt to provide an account of
grace that is more consistent with the Mormon scriptural canon and which
may take account of theological insights obtained through his engagement
with evangelical Protestant theology. The implication has been the exten-
sion of Mormon thought in the direction of Arminian anthropology and
away from the Pelagian sensibilities of McMurrin and others who under-
stand the Mormon project as a radical departure from orthodox concep-

tions of sin, grace, and human freedom.

ARIANISM: THE BEGOTTEN SON

The Vatican’s ruling on Latter-day Saint baptisms raises a variety of intri-
guing questions related to theological boundary maintenance. Notable
among these is the extent to which Mormon concepts of God depart
from the language and intent of the Trinitarian language of Nicea. The
issue that led to the creed involved the relationship between the Father
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and Son. The Gospel of John opens as follows: “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” In sub-
sequent verses, the Word is described as being “made flesh” as “the only
begotten of the Father” (John 1:1, 14).

Events that led to Nicea were ignited by a young Alexandrian named
Arius, who openly challenged Bishop Alexander on the relationship
between the Father and the Son. Arius and his followers interpreted the
biblical language of John to mean that the Son, though unique, was a
created being and thus subordinate to the Father. They describe him as
“the perfect creature of God, but not as one of the creatures; offspring, but
not as one of things begotten.”> Arius also relied heavily on biblical pas-
sages describing the Jesus as the “firstborn of every creature” (Colossians
1:15) and “firstborn among many brethren” (Romans 8:29). An important
consideration for the Arian theologians was the preservation of the oneness
and transcendence of the Father. God had to be separate from the world
of change and becoming that was said to be inherent in the created order.
To qualify this status would make the Father “composite and divisible and
mutable and a body” and thus a reducible to a form of blasphemy.

Led by Alexander and later Athanasius, opponents of Arius argued that
the divinity of Jesus Christ would be compromised by making the Son
a creature. If the Son were not eternally of the same substance with the
Father, they argued, he could not be truly divine; and only a divine being
is able to save humanity from death and sin.

After lengthy deliberations, the Council of Nicea determined that the
Son, though begorten, was not created. The creedal confession expresses
this distinction as follows: “We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only
Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from
Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with
the Father.”3¢

The theological position of the creed revolved around the Greek term
homoousios, which has often been translated as “of the same substance.” Contra
the Arians, the creed employs this term precisely to express the oneness of
God and the coeternal status of the Son with the Father. The Nicene position
thus came to be articulated in the doctrine of three persons (hypostases) in one
divine substance (ousia).3”
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Arians preferred the weaker homoiousios, which means “of similar sub-
stance.” In 360, a “homoian creed” was formulated under the imperial
leadership of Constantine’s son Constantius II that served as the official
statement of orthodoxy for nearly twenty years before reverting back to the
Nicene formula. It reads, “We believe in one God, the Father, Almighty,
from whom are all things. And in the only-begotten Son of God, who was
begotten from God before all ages and before all beginning.”%®

This intriguing and lesser-known part of this story involves an epic
theological struggle in which the authoritative position shifts back and
forth between variants of Arian and Nicene positions for nearly sixty years.
Bishops and emperors alike contended over the correct formula until 381,
when the matter was firmly settled at the First Council of Constantinople.

MORMONISM AND ARIANISM

Latter-day Saints are widely understood to embrace a form of Arianism in
connection with the spirit birth of the Son. Church leadership made this
point explicit in their 1916 authoritative document “The Father and the
Son,” which explicitly identifies the Son as among the created spirit chil-
dren of the Father. However, the document goes on to point out that “He
is essentially greater than any or all others, by reason (1) of His seniority as
the oldest or firstborn; (2) of His unique status in the flesh as the offspring
of a mortal mother and of an immortal, or resurrected and glorified, Father;
(3) of His selection and foreordination as the one and only Redeemer and
Savior of the race; and (4) of His transcendent sinlessness.”3°

Thus Arianism and Mormonism share in the effort to maintain both
a form of dependence and a unique status for the Son in relationship
to the rest of creation. Beyond this, however, their differences quickly
emerge. For Arians, affirming a created Son protects the uniqueness and
sovereignty of the Father. This sovereignty was conceptualized within
an account of creation ex nihilo of which the Son is a part. Though
brought into being “before all ages,” the Son was, nonetheless, created
from nothing and thus in a relation of complete ontological depen-
dence. This position was chided by the Nicene camp as both offensive

and unbiblical.
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Latter-day Saint theology begins from a different set of initial condi-
tions as seen through their rejection of creation ex nihilo. In one of Joseph
Smith’s key revelations, the Lord discloses not only that “I was in the begin-
ning with the Father, and am the Firstborn,” but that “ye were also in the
beginning with the Father” (D&C 93:21, 23). All human souls are coet-
ernal with the Father in the qualified sense that they share with the Son
a form of everlasting existence. This shared ontology comes in the form
of a more rudimentary and undeveloped state of existence prior to spirit
birth known as “intelligence.” A pivotal revelation to Joseph Smith in 1833
pronounces that intelligence “was not created or made, neither indeed can
be” (D&C 93:29).

Thus, in a narrow sense, Mormonism can join orthodox Christianity
in rejecting the Arian slogan “there was a time when He [the Son] was
not.” However, Mormonism diverges in the way it understands the eternal
nature of the Son. Though it is central to Latter-day Saint belief that Jesus
Christ is “the Eternal God,” this does not necessarily imply that Jesus Christ
has been God from the eternities.® In fact, if the Son is the firstborn of the
spirit children, then his spirit had a beginning in time and thus cannot be
eternal. Latter-day Saint writers have navigated these straits by describing
the Son as an eternal being, though not eternal as God.

Robert Millet employs this distinction in Claiming Christ—his book-
length dialogue with Gerald McDermott: “Jesus Christ is truly from
everlasting to everlasting. He is, as stated on the title page of the Book of
Mormon, ‘The Eternal God.” He existed from eternity past, and he will
exist into eternity future.” Though he explicitly asserts no inconsistency
between spirit birth and eternal divinity, he does go on to say that this rela-
tionship may serve as a kind of “blessed mystery” not unlike mainstream
Christian responses to the Trinitarian relationship.4!

McDermott, however, does not allow the issue to pass by without
further notice. “It is not clear to me what Professor Millet means when he
concludes that Jesus ‘is the Eternal God.” . . . If Jesus was the eternal God,
wouldn’t that mean he was just that from before the beginning of time?”4?
This point relies on a commonly held understanding of “eternal” as “ever-
lasting.”43 McDermott would have done well to clarify this meaning
because Millet’s rejoinder is suggestive of alternative ways of applying this
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term to the Son. These include etymological issues over the Greek zeon and
the Hebrew olam, both of which can be translated as a finite epoch rather
as everlastingness or even timelessness. Of course, these considerations take
the debate in a new direction involving the equivocal use of theological
concepts—no small issue in religious studies. However, for the purposes of
this treatment, it is most useful to employ Joseph Smith’s straightforward
description of the term in his 1840 statement: “Eternity means that which
is without beginning or end.”#4

Finally, we must say a word or two about the concept of adoptionism. As
we noted above, the common reading of Arianism involves God creating the
Son ex nihilo “before all ages.” Adoptionism, by contrast, is the position that
the Son grew into divinity at some point during his lifetime.*> Traditional
candidates for this divination event include Jesus’ baptism, resurrection, or
ascension. The Mormon twist involves the event occurring in the premor-
tal realm at some point after his spirit birth but before the creation of the
world. The adoptionist dynamic plays a rather critical role in tying together
the propositional triad we have been considering: (1) the eternal nature of the
Son, (2) the spirit birth of the Son, and (3) the premortal godhood of the Son.46

CONCLUSION

As Latter-day Saints extend their efforts to engage more deeply with the
Christian community, the opportunities for respectful dialogue and schol-
arly exchange appear boundless. Furthermore, Mormonism is a theological
free agent. It has the ability to find connections and resonance in new
and unexpected places, and this includes positions among the traditional
Christian heresies. As Joseph Smith famously said, “We should gather all
the good and true principles in the world and treasure them up, or we shall

not come out true ‘Mormons.””4”
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