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The publication of Terryl Givens’s By the Hand of Mormon by Oxford 
 University Press represents a breakthrough in the history of Mor-

mon scholarship. Like its impressive predecessor, The Viper on the Hearth, 
it offers a sympathetic approach to Mormonism that—with the distinct 
exception of the books on Mormon history issued by such presses as the 
University of Illinois, Alfred A. Knopf, and the University of Chicago—
has had few precedents, if any, at so rarified a level of academic publish-
ing.1 This time, though, the sympathetic focus is on the primary Mormon 
scriptural text itself.2

It is one thing to treat the history of the Latter-day Saints with sym-
pathy and with regret for their persecutions and sufferings in the nine-
teenth century. It is quite another for so elite a publisher as Oxford to treat 
Mormon beliefs respectfully, as worthy of serious intellectual engage-
ment.3 (Oxford requested this manuscript from Terryl Givens, having 
been pleased with The Viper on the Hearth.) Open virtually any textbook 
on the history of the United States or, even more strikingly, on the history 
of American religion, and you will almost unfailingly find a brief synopsis 
of the life of Joseph Smith and a cursory summation of the coming forth of 
the Book of Mormon. You will then read a very concise but also more or 
less admiring account of the heroic pioneer trek to the Great Basin. But 
you will typically not find, even in books on the religious history of the 
American people, much curiosity about the actual ideas and claims that 
have motivated and provided life-structuring meaning for millions of 
Latter-day Saints over the better part of two centuries. At the annual joint 
meeting of the American Academy of Religion and the Society of Biblical 
Literature, the premier and by far the largest gathering of scholars focused 

Terryl L. Givens. By the Hand of Mormon: The American 
Scripture That Launched a World Religion.

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Reviewed by Daniel C. Peterson



  V 141Review of By the Hand of Mormon

on religious history and religious ideas, Mormonism seldom receives any 
attention at all while whole sessions are devoted to such topics as the reli-
gious significance of Madonna’s music videos and to small eco-feminist 
religious communes.

That’s why the publication of this book—a book friendly to Latter-day 
Saint belief—by Oxford University Press is so exciting. And the icing on 
the cake is that By the Hand of Mormon is very, very good.

The late Roman Catholic sociologist of religion Thomas F. O’Dea 
famously (and accurately) quipped, “The Book of Mormon has not been 
universally considered by its critics as one of those books that must be 
read in order to have an opinion of it.”4 Terryl Givens, who teaches Eng-
lish, comparative literature, and religious studies at the University of 
Richmond, in Virginia, has plainly read the Book of Mormon with great 
care and intelligence. Though a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (he recently served as a bishop), he offers a reading of the 
Book of Mormon and the controversies surrounding it that will challenge 
and offer fresh insight to his fellow Latter-day Saints, to say nothing of 
those who have seen no value to be gained from consideration of Mormon 
texts and Mormon ideas.5

By the Hand of Mormon is divided into nine chapters. The first two 
cover the story of the coming forth of the book and survey its contents, in 
Givens’s characteristically reflective manner. The third chapter explains 
the role that the Book of Mormon plays in the Latter-day Saint community 
as a sign and symbol of God’s modern communication with humankind 
and of the calling of the Prophet Joseph Smith. The fourth, fifth, and sixth 
chapters offer a balanced survey of arguments for and against the antiquity 
of the Book of Mormon and of the attempt to determine a possible ancient 
setting for its narrative. Along the way, readers are briefly introduced to 
pivotal figures such as Hugh Nibley and John Sorenson as well as to the 
New World Archaeological Foundation and the more recent Foundation 
for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies (FARMS). Chapters seven and 
eight address the question of what, if any, doctrinal contributions the Book 
of Mormon makes. And, finally, the last chapter concisely summarizes the 
role of the Book of Mormon as a “cultural touchstone.”

But a mere listing of chapters does little to exhibit the richness of By 
the Hand of Mormon. A necessarily brief review also cannot do justice to 
the book, but perhaps a few highlights might be helpful.

Givens argues that the Book of Mormon has been neglected by the 
Latter-day Saints, at least in a certain sense, virtually since its publication 
(240–4). And that neglect began with Joseph Smith himself. “It is remarkable 
but true,” Givens observes, “that almost from the instant of its publication, 
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the Book of Mormon ceased to be the focus of Joseph’s attention” (6). The 
Prophet seldom cited it in his sermons (93).6 Nonetheless, Givens insists 
on its crucial role in grounding “Mormon” identity. Despite the “shift-
ing fortunes” of the book and its followers, whether it be “the gathering 
remarked as a curiosity by Dickens, the polygamy pilloried by preachers 
and politicians,” or a host of other persecutions or triumphs, “from the 
start, the record bearing Mormon’s name has served to identify and unify 
the Mormon people. Even those members who feel more cultural than 
doctrinal affinity to the church, even those Mormons who are oblivious to 
the sacred record’s origins and teachings, cannot escape its power to name 
them and to shape the language of their religious culture” (242–43).

But the Book of Mormon emphatically did not form the identity of the 
Latter-day Saints by endowing them with a host of new and unprecedented 
doctrines. Rather, long-standing Mormon focus on the story of its coming 
forth and on the angelic manifestations connected with it suggests that 
“what it signifies as an event may be more important than what it actually 
says” (63; compare 87, 96). It has historically been more prominent as 
signifier rather than as signified. “The Book of Mormon is preeminently a 
concrete manifestation of sacred utterance, and thus an evidence of divine 
presence, before it is a repository of theological claims” (64; compare 235). 
Drawing helpfully upon the Russian critic Mikhail Bakhtin, Givens distin-
guishes between authoritative discourse and internally persuasive discourse 
and locates the Book of Mormon squarely in the former category. Unlike 
internally persuasive discourse, which exercises influence upon those who 
encounter it by its logical, rhetorical, or emotional power, authoritative 
discourse carries such authority with it from the start that the question of 
its internal merit is, at most, of secondary importance. Moreover, it must 
either be accepted or rejected in its totality, because it commands our 
assent and allows no picking and choosing. (See the discussion on pages 
80–82.) This is plainly how Joseph Smith understood it, since, while he 
rarely commented on the contents of the Book of Mormon, he commonly 
told the story of its origin (85).

On those relatively rare occasions when it was cited in the nineteenth 
century, it was most commonly used to teach the doctrine of the gathering 
of Israel and of the imminence of the Second Coming (67). But even then 
it served as a sign of the gathering and as a sign of the Last Days at least as 
much as it taught about them.

Because of the Book of Mormon’s perceived role as a symbol and illus-
tration of divine involvement with the claims and history of Mormonism, 
establishing the truth about the origins of the Book of Mormon has long 
been deemed vital by both advocates and critics of the Restoration. And 
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the tale of the book’s coming forth has presented its audience with a clear 
decision. Givens rightly emphasizes the roots of the Book of Mormon in 
what he repeatedly terms artifactual reality: “Referring to a book actually 
‘deposited’ in the earth, and consisting of a physical, tangible medium—
actual gold plates—lifts the revelatory experience beyond the nebulous 
stuff of visions and alters the whole dynamic of the religious claims Smith 
would be making” (2; compare 37).

The reports from various eyewitnesses of having seen and “hefted” 
golden plates, “directors,” ancient breastplates, and “interpreters” force 
the issue of truth or falsity in a way that, say, the revelation of the Qur’an 
to Muhammad does not and leave no comfortable middle ground upon 
which to compromise (83). “Together they constitute perhaps the most 
extensive and yet contentious body of evidence in support of the tactile 
reality of supernaturally conveyed artifacts that we have in the modern 
age” (22). “The sacred relics are heralded by and connected with mani-
festations of a heavenly order,” writes Givens. “But that cannot diminish 
the plain truth that the plates are material artifacts, as real, tangible, and 
rooted in history as any shards of pottery, and they are seen with ‘natural 
vision’” (04). The plates were “buried in a nearby hillside, not in Joseph’s 
psyche or religious unconscious” (42). “Joseph Smith and his revela-
tions . . . simply do not cooperate” in anybody’s project to metaphorize 
or spiritualize his claims. The manner of the coming forth of the Book of 
Mormon makes it “highly resistant to interpretive negotiation.” Givens 
points out that other “visionary” writings, such as those of Jakob Boehme 
and Emanuel Swedenborg, could be “selectively appreciated” by ignoring 
the most problematic passages. The Book of Mormon, however, is “highly 
resistant to interpretive negotiation.”

Those who want to salvage Joseph Smith’s prophetic role . . . by avoid-
ing what they see as the embarrassing ramifications of his naked prose 
or the fragility of the book’s historical claims are hard-pressed to devise 
nonliteral readings of his discourse in order to recapture a little mystery 
and terror. The problem, of course, is that Joseph’s prophetic writings 
were grounded in artifactual reality, not the world of psychic meander-
ings. It is hard to allegorize—and profoundly presumptuous to edit 
down—a sacred record that purports to be a transcription of tangible 
records hand-delivered by an angel. (79–80; compare 77–78)

The Book of Mormon must be accepted or rejected on its own terms. 
“When you get at the hard core of the situation, the Book of Mormon as 
an objective fact,” wrote the atheist Utah historian Dale Morgan in a letter 
to Juanita Brooks, “there isn’t any middle ground; it becomes as simple a 
matter as the Mormons and anti-Mormons originally said it was. Either 
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Joseph was all he claimed to be, or during the period at least of the writing 
of the Book of Mormon he was a ‘conscious fraud and imposter’” (55).

Of course, while the fundamental issue may be clear in principle, 
in practice the available evidence has been decidedly less clear, and the 
battle lines on this issue have shifted back and forth with the passage of 
time. Referring to the heady and triumphalist days of early Mormon argu-
ments for the Book of Mormon as an explanation of the prehistory of the 
American Indian, “developments in professional archaeology outstripped 
Mormon efforts to muster the resources of science to Book of Mormon 
apologetics.” Though traditional Mormon beliefs about the indigenous 
people of the Americas seemed less plausible as time went on, a growing 
sophistication and plausibility in interpretation began to form (42).

Already in Joseph Smith’s own day (and probably in his own mind), 
notions about the original setting of the Book of Mormon were in flux. 
For one thing, the culture depicted in the Book of Mormon seemed to 
bear little or no comparison to that of the familiar Indians of North 
America (0). Givens shows, in passing, how Joseph’s own thinking may 
have moved from a hemispheric view of the Book of Mormon to one more 
focused on what is today known as Mesoamerica (90–9, 99, 0–4). Thus, 
the limited-geography hypothesis (associated most prominently with John 
Sorenson and FARMS), which situates the narrative of the Book of Mormon 
in a small area of Mexico and Guatemala, is no mere artifact of modern 
apologists and their scholarship.

That Givens has been influenced by some of this scholarship shows up, 
nevertheless, in his adoption of Sorenson’s important insight into the Book 
of Mormon as a “lineage history” of limited geographical and ethnic scope 
(52–53), with its corollary view of the Book of Mormon peoples as rela-
tively small groups surrounded by others in their New World environment 
(27–28). Such influence also shows in Givens’s manifest sympathy—admi-
rably disinterested for a native New Yorker, as Givens is (7)—for the argu-
ment that the Cumorah of the final Nephite battle is not the hill in which 
Moroni ultimately buried the plates (55).

Givens acknowledges the lack of clear New World archaeological 
evidence for the Book of Mormon but does not regard this lack as fatal to 
Latter-day Saint truth-claims. In this connection, he cites the Assyriolo-
gist André Parrot, who once noted with understated irony that “one hun-
dred years ago in Mesopotamia, it was discovered that history lies behind 
the Old Testament” (89). The situation of having a text first and only 
much later finding material remains to support its historical assertions 
is scarcely unprecedented. As Israeli archaeologist Trude Dothan com-
mented in a 994 interview, “We didn’t even know there were Philistines 
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until we read about them in the Old Testament” (90). Moreover, as Givens 
notes, the secular argument for the narrative in  Nephi received a giant 
boost with the discovery in the 990s of a pair of altars bearing inscribed 
references to the ancient Arabian tribe of NHM in the region of Book of 
Mormon Nahom ( Ne. 6:34) and dating to the very time of Lehi—perhaps 
“the first actual archaeological evidence for the historicity of the Book of 
Mormon” (20).

But Givens, by training and profession a scholar of literature, may be 
most impressed by the qualities of the Book of Mormon text itself:

The naked implausibility of gold plates, seer stones, and warrior-angels 
finds little by way of scientific corroboration, but attributing to a young 
farmboy the 90-day dictated and unrevised production of a 500-page 
narrative that incorporates sophisticated literary structures, remark-
able Old World parallels, and some 300 references to chronology and 
700 to geography with virtually perfect self-consistency is problematic 
as well. (56)

“Only,” he writes, “in blithe disregard for the actual particulars of 
the Book of Mormon, its epic sweep, its narrative complexities, its etymo-
logical richness and substantial echoes of Middle Eastern literary struc-
tures and patterns were the simplistic and dismissive nineteenth-century 
countertheories of origin possible” (42–43).

Givens has read the Book of Mormon with careful attention to pre-
cisely those “actual particulars,” and By the Hand of Mormon sparkles 
with stimulating insights. To choose one example, Givens contrasts the 
relative optimism and hopefulness of the small plates with the pessimism 
of Mormon’s position in the balance of the record and with Mormon’s 
occasionally (but, given his own biography, perhaps understandably) 
rather grim emphasis on justice more than mercy (53–54). This is an 
important contribution to ongoing discussions of whether the Book of 
Mormon is the work of one modern author or of multiple, and distin-
guishable, ancient personalities.

Givens notes and, to a certain extent, grants the claim most com-
monly advanced by critics of the Restoration that the Book of Mormon 
contains few if any explicit references to many of the doctrines uniquely 
characteristic of Mormonism. There is, for instance, no express discussion 
of human deification (even though, in my opinion, 3 Nephi 28:0 offers a 
broad hint of it) nor of the various degrees of glory, tithing, the Word of 
Wisdom, baptism for the dead, the antemortal existence of human spirits, 
or eternal marriage. The Book of Mormon seemed familiar to those who 
first read it. “In fact, the accounts of early converts to Mormonism confirm 
that it was the congruence of Book of Mormon teachings with the New 
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Testament that dampened their objections to a new scripture and allowed 
it to affect their conversion for reasons other than doctrinal novelty or 
innovation” (86; compare 97).

But Givens offers a valuable warning to those who seek to reduce the 
Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith to mere products of the American 
environment in which they appeared. “Situating Mormonism in the con-
text of related religious movements and developments of the nineteenth 
century,” he observes, “has become an increasingly popular historical 
enterprise.” But this useful historical approach can, he points out, be 
carried too far: “When considering the setting of Mormon origins . . . it 
is important to remember that the quest for cultural consistencies can 
undermine the very project of historical inquiry that attempts to assess 
the particularity of a given phenomenon.” In support of his contention, 
he cites John Gager, a historian of early Christianity at Princeton Univer-
sity: “If early Mormonism or early Christianity are merely warmed-over 
versions of mid-nineteenth or mid-third century culture, then we are at 
a loss to explain why these particular movements, and not their many 
contemporary competitors, not only survived but also flourished in such a 
remarkable fashion” (23).

Givens is manifestly underwhelmed by the environmentalist explana-
tions offered to date. He cites Hugh Nibley’s paraphrase of the rule laid 
down by the great New Testament scholar Friedrich Blass “that whoever 
presumes to doubt the purported source and authorship of a document 
cannot possibly escape the obligation of supplying a more plausible account 
in its stead” (59) and makes it clear that no such account has yet been pro-
vided for the Book of Mormon. “In most of these studies, the Book of Mor-
mon itself is considered only in terms of scattered ideas it contains, but 
not as a text whose very existence as a whole needs to be reckoned with” 
(67). Few would-be debunkers have been as frank as the late Dale Morgan: 
“With my point of view on God, I am incapable of accepting the claims of 
Joseph Smith and the Mormons, be they however so convincing. If God 
does not exist, how can Joseph Smith’s story have any possible validity? 
I will look everywhere for explanations except to the ONE explanation 
that is the position of the Church” (62, emphasis in the original).

Referring to a prominent non-Mormon historian at Brown Univer-
sity, Givens suggests a possible way for Latter-day Saints to understand 
and explain undeniable and broad areas of congruity between formative-
period Mormon beliefs and certain religious tendencies observable in its 
early nineteenth-century environment. Noting the eschatological ardor 
of the first Mormon converts, considerably muted in the contemporary 
Church, Givens finds “plausible Gordon Wood’s assessment of the timely 
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fit between the Book of Mormon’s publication and its cultural context: ‘Its 
timing in 830 was providential. It appeared at precisely the right moment 
in American history; much earlier or later and the Church might not have 
taken hold’” (7).

But the Book of Mormon’s purported failure to offer innovative doc-
trinal content can be overstated. Givens cites a summary by B. H. Roberts 
of what Roberts saw as original contributions from the book. Among 
them is the definition of truth, the law of opposite existences, the cosmo-
logical doctrine that the universe splits into two categories “things to act 
and things to be acted upon” (2 Nephi 2:4), humankind’s place in that 
division as agents that are to act for themselves, the doctrine that the fall 
of Adam was instrumental to a higher good, and a “master stroke” expla-
nation of evil being “among the eternal things”—as eternal as goodness, 
law, or even intelligence itself—thereby offering a solution to the classical 
question of whether or not God can be held responsible for the rise of evil 
or the devil.7 

“But most significant, [Roberts] found in Mormonism a distinctive 
doctrine of Christ and his atonement, ‘derived almost wholly from the 
teachings of the Book of Mormon’” (98). (Givens sets out his own inter-
esting reading of the Book of Mormon teaching on Christ’s atonement 
on pages 205–7.) Givens himself points to “one of the most radical and 
pervasive themes in the Book of Mormon—pre-Christian knowledge of 
Christ” (99). “This centeredness on Christ, the Messiah, in a document 
purporting to have been written by New World Israelites over a period 
from the six centuries before Christ to AD 42 is certainly one of the more 
remarkable—and daring—features of the Book of Mormon, theologically” 
(46, emphasis in original). “For sheer number of references to Christ, the 
Book of Mormon is a scripture without parallel,” he writes, citing stud-
ies that calculate a reference to Christ every .7 verses, perhaps occurring 
more frequently than even in the New Testament. “The irony of all this is 
that Mormons find themselves reviled as non-Christians by many funda-
mentalist Protestants while holding sacred not two testaments of Christ, 
but three” (99–200).

Possibly the most innovative portion of By the Hand of Mormon—as 
the author himself seems to recognize on page 234—is Givens’s discussion 
of what he terms “dialogic revelation,” which, by coincidence, he sees as 
one of the most significant and innovative contributions of the Book of 
Mormon and as a “radical challenge” to mainstream Christianity:

One finds in the Book of Mormon that prayer frequently and dramatically 
evokes an answer that is impossible to mistake as anything other than an 
individualized, dialogic response to a highly particularized question.
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The conception of revelation as a personalized, dialogic exchange 
pervades the Book of Mormon—as well as the life of the Prophet 
Joseph—like an insistent leitmotif. It is firmly rooted in a radically 
anthropomorphic theology. (27–8)

This is propositional revelation, not merely (as in many forms of 
mysticism) an ineffable sense of oneness with the universe. “No shadowy 
spiritual intimations these, no merely intuited guidance or inspiration, but 
direct divine discourse that frequently rises to the level of genuine dialogic 
exchange” (29; compare 225, 232, 233). Furthermore, it is portrayed in the 
Book of Mormon as available not only to great prophets and leaders, but, 
democratically, to everyman (220–2, 223–24). And it can be received not 
only on the great issues of existence but, in many cases, for practical deci-
sions in everyday life (225). Indeed, such personal revelation is essential to 
spiritual survival (227), and, in inviting its readers to settle the question of 
its own truthfulness through an appeal to precisely such private commu-
nication from God himself, the Book of Mormon has created a community 
that, like those described in its own pages, expects and relies upon direct 
divine guidance, not only institutionally but individually (228–29, 23, 235–
36). “For millions of believers, the Book of Mormon has been the vehicle 
through which they could find their own sacred grove and reenact on a 
personal scale the epiphany that ushered in a new dispensation” (239).

In this context, Givens implicitly disputes the accusation leveled by 
many critics that Latter-day Saint faith, with its insistence on personal 
revelation and testimony, rests on virtually explicit irrationalism:

Personal revelation in the Book of Mormon’s model had the advantage 
of following upon, rather than substituting for, thoughtful consider-
ation of the book. Religious experience that validated its truthfulness 
was not seen by early—or modern—converts as hostile to rational-
ism . . . . As Steven Harper demonstrates, “one finds the word ‘reason-
able’ and its relatives used frequently by writers trying to describe what 
it was in Mormon theology that caused conversion in them.” (238)

This is a multifaceted book that sheds light on numerous aspects of 
Latter-day Saint belief and practice as well as upon the Book of Mormon 
itself. I’ve been strongly tempted to say that Latter-day Saints should 
purchase By the Hand of Mormon (perhaps even in bulk, for gifts) in 
order to support Oxford University Press and thereby to encourage the 
Press, through this book’s success, to publish more such volumes. But 
I’ve resisted that temptation. In any event, the exhortation is unnecessary. 
Latter-day Saints should purchase By the Hand of Mormon for themselves 
and for others because it is a profound book from which they and others 
will learn much.
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