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PART li: The Mormon Worldview

Philosophical Quarterly; Journal of Law, Medicine, and Ethics; Jour-
nal of Church and State; Journal of Social Philosophy; Nevada Law
Journal; Public Affairs Quarterly; Social Theory and Practice; and
Trinity Journal.

hen it comes to ethical and social issues, there is widespread agree-

ment between classical Christians and Latter-day Saints. Stephen E.
Robinson, a professor of ancient scripture at Brigham Young University, cor-
rectly notes that “Evangelicals and Latter-day Saints share the same moral
standards, the same family values, the same old-fashioned standards of per-
sonal conduct.”! Furthermore, both groups recognize that personal moral-
ity is of fundamental importance to a society’s corporate character. In the
words of Joseph E Smith, sixth president of the LDS Church, “The charac-
ter of a community or a nation is the sum of the individual qualities of its
component members.”? Thus, on such issues as same-sex marriage and abor-
tion, Latter-day Saints have worked with both evangelicals and Roman
Catholics in defending conservative positions on these matters in both the
public square and the legal arena.? There is no doubt that the LDS Church
encourages its people to love what is good, true, and beautiful. In the words

of a popular LDS youth saying, it teaches them from an early age to “Choose
the Right.”

At the more fundamental level, Mormons and classical Christians agree
that moral relativism is a mistaken view. Moral relativism is the view that
when it comes to questions of morality, there is no absolute or objective right
and wrong; moral laws are merely personal preferences and/or the result of
one’s culture or society. Both groups believe that their largely shared moral
values are objective, that they are based on a moral law that exists apart from
what people or their society may prefer or think, and that these standards are
the ones against which the standards of every person and society should be

evaluated.

I applaud and welcome the LDS Church’s opposition to moral relativism
as well as its support on social and ethical issues. I also admire the way LDS
scholars tenaciously and intelligently defend their moral perspective in the
public arena. However, I do not believe that the Mormon worldview ade-
quately grounds the moral laws that the LDS Church correctly embraces. It
does not provide a sufficient ontological basis for “the Right” that LDS youths

220

6. Moral La

are so admi
three prim:
the source
attempt to ;
values. In a
his book M
the nature .
the univers

Mormonism

Althou;
law, they d¢
ently includ
maintained

~ ciple procee

is of the de
nal and self
states that “
tions of this
obtain any |
is predicatec
son, “LDS t
that intellig
covenants, a
McMurrin
and that “i
losophy assi
Mormon vie
do not depe
affirm a viev
the purpose
rights that 2

We belie
man....
and mag




ree-
n E.

cor-

1oral

pet-
oral-
1 the
arac-
of its
bor-
man
h the
urch
yords
100S€

agree
/ that
right
ult of
moral
from
ds are

ild be

ivism
ly LDS
in the
v ade-
ces. It
rouths

o

.

6. Moral Law, the Mormon Universe, and the Nature of the Right We Ought to Choose

are so admirably encouraged to choose. In order to show this, I will discuss
three primary topics: Mormonism and the nature of moral law; God and
the source of moral law; and possible alternatives Latter-day Saints might
attempt to appropriate in order to provide an objective basis for their moral
values. In a manner somewhat reminiscent of the way C.S. Lewis argued in
his book Mere Christianity, I will also suggest that this kind of reflection on
the nature of morality tells us some important things about the nature of
the universe we live in and the God who created it.4

Moral Law and the Mormon Worldview

Mormonism and the Nature of Moral Law

Although LDS writings say lictle specifically about the nature of moral
law, they do say much about the nature of laws and principles that appar-
ently include moral laws. The founding Mormon prophet, Joseph Smith Jr.,
maintained that laws and principles are eternal and unchanging: “Every prin-
ciple proceeding from God is eternal and any principle which is not eternal
is of the devil. . .. The first step in the salvation of man is the laws of eter-
nal and self-existent principles.” In the Doctrine and Covenants, Smith
states that “there is a law, irrevocably decreed in heaven before the founda-
tions of this world, upon which all blessings are predicated—And when we
obtain any blessing from God, it is by obedience to that law upon which it
is predicated” (D&C 130:20, 21). According to LDS philosopher Kent Rob-
son, “LDS thought is uncommon in the Christian world in its affirmation
that intelligence, truth, the ‘principles of element,’ priesthood, law,
covenants, and ordinances are eternal.”® Philosopher of Mormonism Sterling
McMurrin writes that Mormon metaphysics is marked by value universals
and that “in the matter of values, particularly moral values, Mormon phi-
losophy assumes an absolutistic character. ... Truth and goodness in the
Mormon view are fixed eternally in the universe and their reality and status
| do not depend on what men actually think or do.”” Joseph Smith seems to
| affirm a view of government that is in the natural law tradition, that is, that
the purpose of government is to promote the good as well as to protect those
E rights that are grounded in unchanging moral laws:

We believe that governments were instituted of God for the benefit of
man. . .. We believe thar all governments necessarily require civil officers
and magistrates to enforce the laws of the same; and that such as will
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PART Il: The Mormon Worldview

administer the law in equity and justice should be sought for and upheld
by the voice of the people of a republic, or the will of the sovereign. . ..
We believe that all men are bound to sustain and uphold their respective
governments in which they reside, while protected in their inherent and
inalienable rights by the laws of such governments . .. and thar all gov-
ernments have a right to enact such laws as their own judgments have best
calculated to secure the public interest. (D&C 134:1, 3, 5)

So for LDs theology the moral law is eternal and unchanging; it can be
known by human beings and applied to practical matters such as the for-
mation of just governments and just laws. To use the language of jurispru-
dence, there is an eternal law from which human beings may derive natural
law, which ought to be employed to assess whether the positive law is truly
just. Although such natural law language seems to fit well within the meta-
physics of classical Christianity,8 how does the moral law square with the
Mormon worldview and its doctrine of deity? In order to answer this ques-
tion, we have to take an excursion into Mormon metaphysics and the place
of God in it, covering only those aspects of the Mormon worldview and
deity that I believe are germane to this discussion.?

An Excursus on the Metaphysics of Mormonism

According to a prominent stream of LDS theology, God the Father is a
resurrected, “exalted” man named Elohim, who was at one time 7ot God.10
He was once a mortal man on another planet who, through obedience to the
precepts of Ais God, eventually attained exaltation, or godhood, through
“eternal progression.” The Mormon God, located in time and space, has a
body of flesh and bone (D&C 130:22) and thus is neither spirit nor
omnipresent as understood in their traditional meanings. Joseph Smith Jr.
asserts:

God himself was once as we are now, and is an exalted man, and sits
enthroned in yonder heavens! . . . ] am going to tell you how God came to
be God. We have imagined and supposed that God was God from all eternity.
T will refute this idea, and take away the veil, so that you may see. . .. It is
the first principle of the gospel to know for a certainty the character of
God, and to know that we may converse with him as one man converses
with another, and that He was once a man like us; yea, that God himself,
the Father of us all, dwelt on an earth, the same as Jesus Christ himself
did; and I will show it from the Bible. . ..
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Here, then, is eternal life—to know the only wise and true God; and
you have got to learn how to be gods yourselves, and be kings and priests
to God, the same as all gods have done before you, namely, by going from one
small degree to another, and from a small capacity to a great one; from
grace to grace, from exaltation to exaltation, until you attain to the resur-
rection of the dead, and are able to dwell in everlasting burnings, and sit
in glory, as do those who sit enthroned in everlasting power. !

The late Mormon president Lorenzo Snow explains: “As man now is,
God once was; / As God now is, man may become.”'2 Tenth president of
the LDS Church Joseph Fielding Smith writes:

Some people are troubled over the statements of the prophet Joseph
Smith. ... The matter that seems such a mystery is the statement that our
Father in heaven at one time passed through a life and death and is an exalsed
man. This is one of the mysteries. ... . The Prophet taught that our Father had
a Father and so on. Is not this a reasonable thought, especially when we
remember that the promises are made to us that we may become like him?3

A member of the LDS First Council of the Seventy, Milton R. Hunter,
writes: “Mormon prophets have continuously taught the sublime truth that
God the Eternal Father was once a mortal man who passed through a school
of earth life similar to that through which we are now passing. He became
God—an exalted being— through obedience to the same eternal Gospel
principles that we are given opportunity to obey today.”!4

Once Elohim attained godhood, he then created this present world by
“organizing” both eternally preexistent, inorganic matter and the preexis-
tent primal intelligences from which human spirits are made (Book of Abra-
ham 3:22). Mormon writer Hyrum L. Andrus explains: “Though man’s
spirit is organized from a pure and fine substance which possesses certain
properties of life, Joseph Smith seems to have taught that within each indi-
vidual spirit there is a central primal intelligence (a central directing princi-
ple of life), and that man’s central primal intelligence is a personal entity
possessing some degree of life and certain rudimentary cognitive powers
before the time the human spirit was organized.”'s For this reason, Joseph
Smith wrote that “man was also in the beginning with God. Intelligence, or
the light of truth, was not created or made, neither indeed can be.”16 In other
words, the basic essence or primal intelligence of each human person is as eter-
nal as Gods is.
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The Mormon God, by organizing this world out of preexistent matter, | ] Co
has granted these organized spirits the opportunity to receive physical bod- | Counc
ies, pass through mortality, and eventually progress to godhood—just as this ]
opportunity was given him by his Father God. Consequently, if human per-
sons on earth faithfully obey the precepts of Mormonism, they too can attain
godhood like Elohim before them. And the purpose of attaining godhood
is so that “we would become heavenly parents and have spirit children just
as [Elohim] does.”” Mormon philosopher David Paulsen writes: “He [the
Mormon God] is perfectly just, loving, kind, compassionate, veracious, no
respecter of persons, etc. But his perfections are not eternal, but were
acquired by means of developmental process.”!8 ;

Based on the statements of Mormon authorities, some LDS scholars con- 1 .Th
tend that the way a premortal spirit is “organized” by God the Father is 1 basic
through “spiritual begetting.” In this process, human spirits are somehow LDS the
organized by Elohim and his wife, whereby they are conceived and bornas | verse (t
spirit children prior to entering the mortal realm (although all human per- ] univers
sons prior to spirit birth existed as intelligences in some primal state of cog- ~ JE ing) m
nitive personal existence).!”” Since God the Father of Mormonism was ] proces:
himself organized (or spirit-birthed) by his God, who himself is the offspring 1 sical C|
of yet another God, and so on ad infinitum, Mormon theology therefore N 1o say t
implies that the God over this world is a contingent being in an infinite lin- ‘ ’,' of Md
eage of gods.20 This is why Joseph Smith asserts that he will “preach the plu- 1 ultima
rality of Gods. ... I wish to declare I have always and in all congregations i the por
when [ have preached on the subject of the Deity, it has been the plurality [ He.con
of Gods.”! » cations

Comparing the Mormon concept of God with the God of classical ‘ avequ
Christianity, LDS philosopher Blake Ostler writes that in contrast to the self-
sufficient God who creates the universe ex n:bilo (out of nothing),
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6. Moral Law, the Mormon Universe, and the Nature of the Right We Ought to Choose

Concurring, Mormon theologian B. H. Roberts, a member of the First
Council of Seventy, writes:

Not even God may place himself beyond the boundary of space: nor on
the outside of duration. Nor is it conceivable to human thought he can
create space, or annihilate matter. These are things that limit even God’s
omnipotence. What then, is meant by the ascription of the attribute of
Omnipotence to God? Simply that all that may or can be done by power
conditioned by other eternal existences—duration, space, matter, truth,
justicce—God can do. But even he may not act out of harmony with the
other eternal existences which condition or limit him.23

Therefore, on this traditional view, Mormonism teaches that certain
basic realities have always existed and are indestructible, even by God. In
LDS theology God, like each human being, is a finite person within the uni-
verse (though always more powerful and intelligent than us). In the Mormon
universe, God is not responsible for creating or sustaining (strictly speak-
ing) matter, energy, natural laws, personhood, moral principles, or the
process of exaltation. Instead of the universe being subject to him (as in clas-
sical Christianity), the Mormon God is subject to the universe (which is not
to say that he does not have great power within the universe). In the words
of McMurrin, “God is not the totality of original being and he is not the
ultimare source or the creator of all being. This is a radical departure from
the position of traditional theism, whether Christian, Jewish, or Islamic.”
He continues by noting that “the failure to recognize the far-reaching impli-
cations of this idea is a failure to come to grips with the somewhat distinc-
tive quality of Mormon theology, its essentially non-absolutistic character.”2+
Some thinkers, including LDs scholars, have noticed strong conceptual
similarities between Mormon theism and other finite theisms and philo-
sophical positions such as nominalism, classical materialism, and process
philosophy.25

Moreover, Mormonism, it appears, is “committed to a thoroughgoing
metaphysical materialism.” Because the LDS worldview, as we have seen,
“affirms the independence and self-subsistence of material element (mass-
energy),” it is therefore “committed to a position of physical realism.”? But,
as Paulsen points out, Mormonism’s “physicalistic commitment is even more
thoroughgoing than this,” for LDs scripture “explicitly repudiates the exis-
tence of any non-material substances.”? In the words of Joseph Smith Jr.,
“There is no such thing as immaterial matter. All spirit is matter, but is more
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PART Il: The Mormon Worldview

fine or pure, and can only be discerned by purer eyes.”2 A passage attributed
to Elder Parley Pratt reads: “Nothing exists which is not material. The ele-
mentary principles of the material universe are eternal; they never originated
from nonentity, and they never can be annihilated. Immateriality is but
another name for nonentity—it is the negative of all things, and beings—
of all existence.”?

In sum, we first learned that the LDS Church teaches that there is an
unchanging moral law that all human beings are obligated to obey. So far
so good. This is something with which classical Christians (and others)
agree. But then we learned in our excursion into the LDS worldview that
the Mormon deity is in the same position as we are in relation to the
unchanging and eternal moral law. Just as our wills, desires, and interests
are independent of the existence of the moral law, so are God’s will and
decrees. That is, if God’s decrees and acts are good, they are only good
because they are consistent with an unchanging moral law that exists apart
from him. God’s decrees and acts are not good merely because they are
God’s. For God himself was once a man who, through obedience to cer-
tain eternal principles and laws, eventually became God. As Joseph Smith

Jr. said:

The first principles of man are self-existent with God. God himself, find-
ing he was in the midst of spirits and glory, because he was more intelli-
gent, saw proper to institute laws whereby the rest could have a privilege
to advance like himself. The relationship we have with God places usin a
situation to advance in knowledge. He has power to institute laws to
instruct weaker intelligences, that they may be exalted with Himself, so
that they might have one glory upon another, and all that knowledge,

power, glory, and intelligence, which is requisite in order to save them in
the world of spirits.3

Thus, if the Mormon God had failed to become a God, the moral law
would have still been the moral law. Nevertheless, both Mormonism and
classical Christianity affirm the existence of an objective, unchanging, and
universal moral law. There are other aspects of the LDS worldview that are
important and worth studying, but what we have covered so far, I believe,
is adequate for our present purposes. It should be clear that Mormon the-
ism is a radical departure from classical Christianity. It will soon be seen that
the implications of this for moral law are significant.
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6. Moral Law, the Mormon Universe, and the Nature of the Right We Ought to Choose

God and the Source of Moral Law

The Nature of Moral Laws and the Mormon Worldview

Given the existence of moral laws, there are some observations we can
make about them. First, they are known. If they were not known, then we
would have to be moral skeptics. But moral skepticism is not an option for
either classical Christians or Mormons. It seems, then, that both classical
Christians and Mormons are committed to some form of moral realism,
holding that moral laws are real objects of knowledge rather than social or
philosophical constructs resulting from, and subject to, either the changes
of human culture, individual preferences and desires, or the deliverances of
reason or state-of-nature scenarios.

Second, moral laws are a form of communication, an activity by which
one mind through statements conveys meaning to another mind. For moral
laws are found explicitly in imperatives (e.g., “One ought to keep one’s
promises”) and commands (e.g., “Keep your promises”) and, implicitly, in
descriptions (e.g., “Keeping promises is good”).

Third, there is an incumbency to moral laws. As Gregory Koukl puts it,
moral laws “have a force we can actually feel prior to any behavior. This is
called the incumbency, the ‘oughtness’ of morality. . . . It appeals to our will,
compelling us to act in a certain way, though we may disregard its force and
choose not to obey.”3!

Fourth, when we break a significant and clear moral rule, it is usually
accompanied by feelings of painful guilt and sometimes shame. For we are
cognizant of our moral failure and realize that we deserve to be punished.

Only sociopaths succeed in overcoming their conscience completely.

Fifth, moral laws are not material. They have no physical properties, for
they have no extension, weight, or height, and they do not consist of chem-
icals, particles, or other parts that can be measured by scientific instruments.
We do not discover them by using our sense organs, but rather, we encounter
them through introspection, reflection, and/or revelation.

So moral laws are known nonmaterial realities that are a form of com-
munication for which we have a sense of incumbency and feel painful guilt
when we violate them. Given these characteristics, which metaphysical per-
spective best explains the existence of the moral law—classical Christianity
or Mormonism? In order to answer this question, I will make four points
and respond to two objections.






