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Reviewed by Leslee Thorne-Murphy

Jan Shipps’s newest contribution to Mormon history, Sojourner in the
Promised Land: Forty Years among the Mormons, is a collection of essays
that gives us a retrospective not only of her work as a historian, but also of
her personal experience as a friendly observer of the Saints. The most inno-
vative aspect of the book is the parallel she draws between her own growth
and that of the Church during the past forty years. Her journey from “gentile”
to “sojourner,” she reasons, has occurred at a time when the Church itself has
been expanding from an intermountain-based enclave to a global entity.

Shipps’s personal observations combined with her scholarly essays
give her collection a multi-layered approach. At one level, Sojourner is a
straightforward collection of essays written at different times throughout
her career. The essays she chose were composed over the course of two and
a half decades and represent a wide range of genres and intended audiences.

The second level of her book consists of autobiographical reflections
on her time and work with Mormons and Mormonism. She has not, how-
ever, written a memoir of her work in Mormon history along the lines of
Leonard Arrington’s Adventures of a Church Historian. Rather, she has
organized her work thematically in five sections, each of which has an
introduction outlining the topic and giving autobiographical details about
when, why, and how she wrote each essay. In addition, a few of the essays
are autobiographical or contain autobiographical elements. Perhaps most
important to this autobiographical level are her general introduction and
her epilogue. The general introduction outlines her experience and ra-
tionale for compiling the collection, and the epilogue gives a delightful
account of her introduction to Mormonism, including the adventurous
drive she and her husband took when moving to Utah in the first car either
had ever owned or driven.

This concluding travel story reflects the theme of the entire collection.
From her earliest exposure to and curiosity about the Mormon world to
her current emeritus status, Shipps explains, she has traveled along with
the Saints as the Church has made its own journey. The third level of her
book, then, is metaphorical and analytical. She relates the changes that
have come about in the Church to her scholarly work and to her own personal

Book Reviews

BYU Studies , no.  () 245



experience. This is the thematic aspect of the book that compels Shipps to
name herself a “sojourner,” a fellow traveler with the Saints who has expe-
rienced dramatic as well as nearly imperceptible changes along with mem-
bers of the Church. This comparison of her own work with the Church’s
journey during the last forty years is at once the most innovative and yet
the most elusive aspect of the book. This element often functions in the
background, coming forward upon occasion when Shipps explicitly out-
lines her project in the introduction, when she includes essays that specifi-

cally address changes in the Church over the past few decades, or when she
wraps up her thoughts in the epilogue. The greatest strength of this
metaphorical aspect is in offering us a glimpse into how Shipps reads her
work in retrospect and where her work is heading from here.

With this multilayered approach Shipps certainly has gone beyond the
requirements of compiling a collection of essays. She presents us with a
work that represents her current thinking as a historian alongside her past
scholarly work and her autobiographical material. Even if she had not gone
to these extra lengths, however, the collection would be valuable solely for
the essays it contains. Several of these essays are previously unpublished;
those published previously, as she explains, appeared in venues that schol-
ars of Mormon history would not normally consult.

The essays were written for audiences as varied as history buffs, atten-
dees of Western History Association conferences, and the readership of the
Wilson Quarterly. The essays also vary in genre; Shipps has included book
reviews, narrative histories, statistical analyses, autobiographical essays,
and even encyclopedia entries. This variety naturally indicates that some
are short and rather informal while others show all the scholarly rigor
Shipps is well able to muster. In this respect, her section introductions
serve a valuable purpose in providing her explanation of each essay’s origi-
nal audience and purpose, as well as her rationale for combining essays that
may appear disparate in theme, tone, and genre.

Thus the five sections of Sojourner represent the wide range of Shipps’s
academic work. Although she could have presented the essays chronologically
by composition date to enhance the autobiographical and metaphorical
elements, her decision to present the essays thematically gives the collection
much more order and cohesion.

Part I, “Studies in Perception,” presents essays discussing how Mor-
mons and non-Mormons perceive each other. An article previously circu-
lated as an unpublished manuscript forms the first essay of this section.
Entitled “From Satyr to Saint: American Perceptions of the Mormons,
–,” it studies attitudes toward Mormons as represented in print
culture. Part II, “History, Historiography, and Writing about Religious
History,” explores how history is both written and received. This section
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includes, among other essays, a brief bibliography of Mormon history, a
narrative analysis of BYU’s decision not to invite Laurel Thatcher Ulrich to
speak at its women’s conference in , and typically insightful comments
on the academic community’s response to John Brooke’s Refiner’s Fire. Part
III, “Putting Religion at the Heart of Mormon History and History at the
Heart of Mormonism,” examines the role of history within the Church as
well as discussing changes in Mormonism. Part IV, “Deciphering, Explicat-
ing, Clarifying: Exercising an Inside-Outsider’s Informal Calling,” presents
two examples of how Shipps explains Mormon history and doctrine to
non-Mormons. Part V, “How My Mind Was Changed and My Under-
standing Amplified,” is self-avowedly the most personal section of the col-
lection. In it she reprints her conclusions on whether Mormonism is
Christian and also offers a reflection on how she mourned over the excom-
munication of one of her many Mormon friends and colleagues, Lavina
Fielding Anderson.

These five sections demonstrate why, after all the honorary titles sug-
gested for Shipps’s position in the field of Mormon history (den mother,
celebrated Mormon watcher, and so on), she has settled on a title for her-
self. By showing us her personal growth over forty years among members
of the Church, Shipps makes it clear that she is not merely the “inside-
outsider” of several years ago. She is now a fellow “sojourner” with the Saints.

In its rich variety and depth of insight, this collection will enhance the
library of all those interested in Mormon history. Those familiar with
Shipps will find a substantial sampling of the work that has shaped the
writing of Mormon history over the past two and a half decades, and those
new to her work will discover her remarkable ability to write accurately and
clearly about her subject. 

Although Sojourner is a retrospective, Shipps has not finished writing
about the Saints: she has announced that the project currently occupying
her time is a history of the Church since World War II, in which she will
expand her exploration of the dramatic changes the Church has experi-
enced during the past half-century. It promises to be full of the same
insight and careful investigation that has always been a hallmark of her
work. 

I, for one, couldn’t be happier that she will continue to sojourn with us.
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