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God’s Hand in Our Nation’s History

EZRA TAFT BENSON

y beloved brethren and sisters, I was
Mvery pleased that you were kind to me
as I came in late. I remember Elder Orson F.
Whitney, a member of the Twelve who was
traveling out to a stake conference years ago by
train. He was concentrating on the scriptures
as he rode, and he went right by the place
where he should have gotten off for the confer-
ence. He found himself two or three miles
beyond at another town. He got out and hired
a livery rig (horse and buggy) to drive him
back. The stake president had waited and
waited and finally decided he had better start
the meeting. As Brother Whitney walked in,
the choir was singing “Ye Simple Souls Who
Stray” I would have not been surprised if you
had been singing that as I came in.

I had an anxiety about coming here. For
thirty-three years I have had the honor and
privilege of coming here and enjoying commu-
nicating with the students, speaking to them. I
have had a fear that sooner or later you would
place me in the embarrassing position that an
old lady placed a railroad conductor in up in
Boise, Idaho. This good woman had never had
aride on a train. Her family were all married
and she was on a little, rocky farm, all alone.
She wanted to have a ride on a train before
she passed on. Her children also wanted her to
have that experience, and so it was decided
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she would take a trip to a distant town and
visit some relatives during the holidays. When
the time arrived, she came down to Boise all
aflutter with excitement. When the train pulled
in, her excitement increased. Soon the conduc-
tor waved his hand and called, “All aboard.”
The old lady got on the train and took her seat.
Then the conductor came down the aisle pick-
ing up tickets, and she said, “Conductor, I
don’t know much about railway trains. Now,

I knew what you meant when you called, ‘All
aboard, but I didn’t know what you meant
when you waved your hand.”

The conductor, a rather rough sort of fellow,
said, “Oh, that was just my signal for the engi-
neer to get the h— out of here.” It answered her
question, but she didn’t like it, and as the con-
ductor went on picking up tickets his con-
science began to smite him. He thought that
was not a very gentlemanly way to speak to a
lovely old lady. So when he finished the car, he
went back and began to apologize, but she just
waved her hand. Sooner or later I fear this
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may happen to me if I keep coming to BYU,
but I hope it isn’t tonight.

Seriously, I am very, very happy to be here.
I appreciate the kind words of introduction by
President Fox, this choice music, and this
lovely patriotic number by my lovely daughter.

This has been a lovely Sabbath for me. I had
the pleasure of conducting a five-hour meeting
with my Brethren on the fourth floor of the
Temple this morning. Then Sister Benson and
I had the opportunity of going to a sacrament
meeting in our ward which proved to be a
Primary conference. I made the mistake, as
they asked me to say a few words, of saying
the first time I had ever had an assignment
requiring me to appear alone in a song was
when I was seven years of age in our ward
up in Idaho. I said I sang this song with the
encouragement of my mother and the wonder-
ful Primary teacher. The song was “A Mormon
Boy,” and I said if I weren’t afraid of losing the
audience I would sing it. They pledged they
would remain regardless, and so I sang the
song. I have had quite an experience today!

Now to come here, and to look into your
faces and realize something of your quality,
your opportunities, your background, is an
inspiration. I am thankful to the Lord for this
student body, under the leadership of our
great President and under the leadership of
these stake presidencies, and the twelve stakes
that operate on this campus.

I have been uplifted by this music, and I
express appreciation to those who have partici-
pated. Their talent has provided, I believe, a
rather fitting background and a setting to the
remarks which I hope to leave with you this
evening. The song “God Bless America” by
Irving Berlin was given to the Boy Scouts of
America—dedicated to them. All the returns
from the sale of the song, which have run into
many, many thousands of dollars, are still
going to the Boy Scouts of America. Having
served on the board for many years, I appreci-
ate this song.

I come to you tonight with a message that
has lain close to my heart for a number of
years. Because of the nature of it I have com-
mitted most of it to writing. Tonight I will
speak to you about our beloved republic and
the inspired agents whom God raised up to
establish the foundation upon which our lib-
erty rests. I will speak to you also about some
mischief that has been afoot for a number of
years, a mischief that intends to undermine
our republic, its founders, and the Church. I
address you as students and faculty of this
great University; but more importantly, I speak
to you as members of the “household of faith,”
the Lord’s true church, and remind you of your
solemn charge to uphold, sustain, and defend
the kingdom of God.

Prophecies About America’s Destiny

The destiny of America was divinely
decreed. The events which established our
great nation were foreknown to God and
revealed to prophets of old. As in an enacted
drama, the players who came on the scene
were rehearsed and selected for their parts.
Their talents, abilities, capacities, and weak-
nesses were known before they were born.

As one looks back upon what we call our
history, there is a telling theme which recurs
again and again in this drama. It is that God
governs in the affairs of this nation. As the late
J. Reuben Clark, Jr., has said, “This is the great
motive which runs through our whole history.”

A statement which Harold B. Lee was fond
of quoting was this: “The frequent recurrence
to fundamentals is essential to perpetuity.”

As one who is vitally concerned about the
perpetuity of our liberties, our freedoms, and
the principles laid down by the founders of
this country, I refer to some fundamentals with
which most of you are familiar. To do so, I
quote liberally from modern revelation from
which I want you to sense this recurring theme
that those whom we uphold as prophets of



God repeatedly emphasize. This is appropriate
this Bicentennial year, particularly.
Unto the prophet Lehi the Lord revealed:

There shall none come into this land save they
shall be brought by the hand of the Lord.

Wherefore, this land is consecrated unto him
whom he shall bring. And if it so be that they shall
serve him according to the commandments which he
hath given, it shall be a land of liberty unto them;
wherefore, they shall never be brought down into
captivity; if so, it shall be because of iniquity; for if
iniquity shall abound cursed shall be the land for
their sakes, but unto the righteous it shall be blessed
forever. [2 Nephi 1:6-7]

To the prophet Nephi, son of Lehi, the Lord
said: “And inasmuch as ye shall keep my com-
mandments, ye shall prosper, and shall be led
to a land of promise; yea even a land which I
have prepared for you; yea, a land which is
choice above all other lands” (1 Nephi 2:20).
Later Nephi saw this in vision: “And I looked
and beheld a man among the Gentiles, who
was separated from the seed of my brethren
by the many waters; and I beheld the Spirit
of God, and it came down and wrought upon
the man; and he went forth upon the many
waters” (1 Nephi 13:12). Though unnamed,
the man this passage refers to is Columbus.
His own testimony about this epic voyage is
recorded in a letter to the Spanish hierarchy
and reads as follows: “Our Lord unlocked my
mind, sent me upon the sea, and gave me fire
for the deed. Those who heard of my enter-
prise called it foolish, mocked me, and
laughed. But who can doubt but that the
Holy Ghost inspired me?” (Jacob Wasserman,
Columbus: Don Quixote of the Seas [Boston:
Little, Brown & Co., 1930], pp. 19-20).

Nephi then continues his record:

And I beheld the Spirit of the Lord, that it was
upon the Gentiles [the American colonies] and they
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did prosper and obtain the land for their
inheritance. . . .

And it came to pass that I, Nephi, beheld that
the Gentiles who had gone forth out of captivity
[from Europe] did humble themselves before the
Lord; and the power of the Lord was with them.
[1 Nephi 13:15, 16]

This refers, of course, to the American
colonists.

Nephi then foresaw the great War of
Independence. He said:

And I beheld that their mother Gentiles [the
British] were gathered together upon the waters,
and upon the land also, to battle against them.

And 1 beheld that the power of God was with
them, and also that the wrath of God was upon all
those who were gathered together against them to
battle.

And I, Nephi, beheld that the Gentiles that had
gone out of captivity were delivered by the power of
God out of the hands of all other nations. [1 Nephi
13:17-19]

All this was foreseen over twenty-three
hundred years before it took place. Nephi'’s
brother Jacob declared:

But behold, this land, said God, shall be a land
of thine inheritance, and the Gentiles shall be
blessed upon the land.

And this land shall be a land of liberty unto the
Gentiles, and there shall be no kings upon the land,
who shall raise up unto the Gentiles.

And I will fortify this land against all other
nations.

And he that fighteth against Zion shall perish,
saith God.

For he that raiseth up a king against me shall
perish, for I, the Lord, the king of heaven, will be
their king, and I will be a light unto them forever,
that hear my words. [2 Nephi 10:10-14]



4 Brigham Young University 1976 Speeches

America is a choice land, a land reserved
for God’s own purposes. America and its
inhabitants are under an everlasting decree.
The Lord revealed this decree to the brother
of Jared. He declared:

And now, we can behold the decrees of God con-
cerning this land, that it is a land of promise; and
whatsoever nation shall possess it shall serve God,
or they shall be swept off when the fulness of his
wrath shall come upon them. And the fulness of his
wrath cometh upon them when they are ripened in
iniquity.

For behold, this is a land which is choice above
all other lands, wherefore he that doth possess it
shall serve God or shall be swept off; for it is the
everlasting decree of God. . . .

Behold, this is a choice land, and whatsoever
nation shall possess it shall be free from bondage,
and from captivity, and from all other nations under
heaven, if they will but serve the God of the land,
who is Jesus Christ. [Ether 2:9-10, 12]

Many great events have transpired in this
land of destiny. This was the place where
Adam dwelt; this was the place where the
Garden of Eden was located. It was here that
Adam met with a body of great high priests at
Adam-ondi-Ahman shortly before his death
and gave them his final blessing, and the place
to which he will return to meet with the lead-
ers of his people. This was the place of three
former civilizations: Adam’s, the Jaredite, and
the Nephite. This was also the place where
our Heavenly Father and his Son, Jesus Christ,
appeared to Joseph Smith inaugurating this
great and last dispensation.

The Lord has also decreed that this land
should be “the place of the New Jerusalem,
which should come down out of heaven, . . .
the holy sanctuary of the Lord” (Ether 13:3).
Here is our nation’s destiny! To serve God’s
eternal purposes and to prepare this land
and people for America’s eventual destiny, he
“established the Constitution of this land, by

the hands of wise men whom [he] raised up
unto this very purpose, and redeemed the
land by the shedding of blood” (D&C 101:80).

Inaccuracies of Secular History

No man, however brilliant and perceptive,
shall have a complete perspective of our
nation’s history without this understanding
and conviction. He must be persuaded by
God'’s truth if he is to obtain a true and com-
plete picture of our nation’s origin and destiny.
Secular scholarship, though useful, provides an
incomplete and sometimes inaccurate view of
our history. The real story of America is one
which shows the hand of God in our nation’s
beginning.

Why is it that this view of our history is
almost lost in classrooms in America? Why is
it that one must turn to the writers of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries to find this
view implied or stated? The answer may,
perhaps, be found in Abraham Lincoln’s
proclamation:

We have forgotten God. We have forgotten the
gracious hand which preserved us in peace and
multiplied and enriched and strengthened us, and
we have vainly imagined in the deceitfulness of our
hearts that all these blessings were produced by
some superior wisdom and virtue of our own.
Intoxicated with unbroken success, we have become
too self-sufficient to feel the necessity of redeeming
and preserving grace, too proud to pray to the God
who made us. [“A Proclamation by the President
of the United States of America,” 30 March
1863]

As a nation we have become self-sufficient.
This has given birth to a new religion in
America which some have called secularism.
This is a view of life without the idea that God
is in the picture or that He had anything to do
with the picture in the first place.

In the first century of our nation’s history,
the university was the guardian and the



preserver of faith in God. In this present cen-
tury, the university has become ethically neu-
tral, by and large, agnostic. Our country is now
reaping the effects of this agnostic influence.

It has cost us an inestimable price. For who can
place the price on the worth of a human soul or
the cost of the cynicism that many young peo-
ple have toward our republic and its leaders?

I would have you consider soberly how this
secular influence has affected the treatment of
our nation’s history in the textbook in the class-
room. Today, students are subjected in their
textbooks and classroom lectures to a subtle
propaganda that there is a “natural” or a ratio-
nal explanation to all causes and events. Such
a position removes the need for a faith in God,
or belief in His interposition in the affairs of
men. Events are only—and I stress that—only
explained from a humanistic frame of refer-
ence. At least that’s what they say.

Historians and educational writers who are
responsible for this movement are classified as
“revisionists.” Their purpose has been and is to
create a “new history.” By their own admission,
they are more influenced by their own training
and other humanistic and scientific disciplines
than any religious conviction. This detachment
provides them, they say, with an objectivity
that the older historians did not have. Many
of the older historians, I should point out,
were defenders of the patriots and their noble
efforts. Feeling no obligation to perpetuate the
ideals of the founding fathers, some of the so-
called “new historians” have recast a new body
of beliefs for their secular faith. Their efforts, in
some cases, have resulted in a new interpreta-
tion of our nation’s history.

Secular Reinterpretations of American
History

May I illustrate a few of these reinterpreta-
tions: First, that the American victory in the
War of Independence, they say, was only the
result of good fortune, ineptitude by the British
generals, and the entrance of France into the
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war. All these facts are evident, but what is
significantly left out are additional explana-
tions which could provide the student with a
spiritual perspective of our history.

Why is it we do not read in our history of
explanations such as this from George
Washington? “The success which has hitherto
attended our united efforts, we owe to the gra-
cious interposition of heaven, and to that inter-
position let us gratefully ascribe the praise of
victory and the blessings of peace.”

Our second reinterpretation is that the
political thought of the founding fathers
was the result of borrowed ideas from the
eighteenth-century philosophers. Again, it
is evident that the founders were men well
schooled in the political thought of their times
as well as of ancient civilizations, but how does
one account for the unity which came out
of the impasse among the delegates at the
Constitutional Convention? It was at this point
that Benjamin Franklin made his great speech.
He solemnly counseled:

I have lived, sir, a long time, and the longer 1
live the more convincing proofs I see of this truth:
that God governs in the affairs of man. And if a
sparrow cannot fall to the ground without his
notice, is it probable that an empire can rise without
his aid?

We have been assured, sit, in the sacred writings
that “except the Lord build the house they labor in
vain that build it.” I firmly believe this. And I also
believe that without his concurring aid we shall
succeed in this political building no better than the
builders of Babel. We shall be divided by our little,
partial, local interest. Our projects will be con-
founded, and we, ourselves, shall become a reproach
and a byword to future ages; and what is worse,
mankind may hereafter from this unfortunate
instance despair of establishing governments by
human wisdom and leave it to chance, war, and
conquest.

I therefore make the move that henceforth
prayers imploring the assistance of heaven and its
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blessings on our deliberations be held in this
assembly every morning before we proceed to busi-
ness and that one or more of the clergy in this city
be requested to officiate in that service.

Some historians have ignored this
dimension because Madison, who reported
the Constitutional Convention, said nothing
about it. Others report that the motion was not
acted on. Another member of the convention,
Jonathan Dayton of New Jersey, who also
reported it, said the motion was acted on
favorably by the convention.

Again, I would ask: Why is it that the
references to God’s influence in the noble
efforts of the founders of our republic are not
mentioned? Listen to the convictions of two of
these delegates to the Constitutional Conven-
tion. First, Charles Pinckney: “When the great
work was done and published, I was struck
with amazement. Nothing less than the super-
intending hand of Providence that so miracu-
lously carried us through the war . . . could
have brought it about so complete upon the
whole.” Here is another testimony, this from
James Madison, sometimes referred to as the
“Father of the Constitution”: “It is impossible
for the man of pious reflection not to perceive
in it a finger of that Almighty hand which
has been so frequently and signally extended
to our relief in the critical stages of the
revolution.”

Third, the charge has been made that the
founders designed the Constitution primarily
to benefit themselves and their “class” (prop-
erty owners) financially and that the economic
motive was their dominant incentive. Such
was the thesis of the American historian, Dr.
Charles Beard. Yet Madison said: “There was
never an assembly of men . . . who were more
pure in their motives.” We must remember
that these were men who had pledged in many
cases their fortunes and their sacred honor.

Shortly after the turn of this century,
Charles Beard published his work, An

Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the
United States. This book marked the beginning
of a trend to defame the motives and integrity
of the founders of the Constitution. It also
grossly distorted the real intent of the founders
by suggesting their motivation was determined
by economics—a thesis which had originated
with Karl Marx. Beard himself was not a
Marxist, but he was socialist in his thinking,
and he admitted there was much we could
learn from Marx’s ideas. Before his death,
Beard recanted his own thesis, but the damage
had been done. This began a new trend in edu-
cational and intellectual circles in the United
States.

Intellectual Trends Defaming the Founding
Fathers

Not infrequently this penchant for historical
criticism has resulted in the defamation of
character of the founding fathers. It is done
under the guise of removing the so-called
“myths” that surround their background. A
favorite target of this defamation has been
George Washington, our nation’s most illustri-
ous leader. Some of these so-called “new”
historians have questioned his honesty, chal-
lenged his military leadership and executive
ability, and impuned his moral character.

Others who have taken measure of the
man have assessed matters differently. John
Lord, author of a well known work of the nine-
teenth century, Beacon Lights of History, wrote
this of Washington:

Washington . . . had . . . a transcendent character. . . .
As a man he had his faults, but they were so few,
and so small, that they seemed to be but spots upon
a sun. These have been forgotten, and as the ages
roll on, mankind will see naught but the lustre of
his virtues of the greatness of his services. [Beacon
Lights of History (New York: Fords, Howard,
and Hulbert, 1884), 7:168]



Winston Churchill also estimated
Washington thus:

George Washington holds one of the proudest titles
that history can bestow. He was the Father of his
Nation. Almost alone his staunchness in the War
of Independence held the American colonies to their
united purpose. . . . He filled his office with dignity
and inspired his administration with much of his
own wisdom. 1o his terms as President are due the
smooth organization of the Federation Government,
the establishment of national credit, and the founda-
tion of foreign policy. [A History of the English
Speaking People: The Age of Revolution (New
York: Dodd, Mead, and Company, 1962),

p. 347]

General William Wilbur, author of the
commendable little volume entitled The Making
of George Washington, which I commend to all,
made this appraisal of Washington:

... greatness of moral character, forthright
honesty, quiet modesty, thoughtful consideration
of others, integrity, thoroughness, kindness and
generosity.

During the American Revolution and for more
than fifty years thereafter, young Americans were
inspired to attain these qualities by the vivid
recollection of men who had served with George
Washington —men who knew him from intimate
daily association. As years went by, books, stories,
and living personal memories all combined to pre-
sent this great hero in such a way as to make him
an inspiring and potent influence for good.

Unfortunately, the last seventy-five years have
produced a marked change. In these years it has
come to be standard practice for Washington
authors to proclaim it as their purpose to “human-
ize” the Washington image. Most of them have
instead succeeded in belittling him. They have
replaced a glorious, inspiring memory with a
tawdry, warped picture. [The Making of George
Washington, pp. 19, 20, 21]
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Elder Mark E. Petersen has recently written
a remarkable little book entitled The Great
Prologue. It provides the prophetic history to
our nation’s history and its founders. The
Deseret Book Company has published a
Bicentennial edition in paperback. I would
heartily recommend that you read and study
this book. Within that volume Elder Petersen
assesses Washington’s character in these words:

In many respects [Washington] was like
Moroni, the noted general of the Book of Mormon
who . . . hoisted his banner of liberty. Washington
was the personification of honesty, even as Lincoln,
with whom he became a supreme example of
integrity in public office. He had the true vision of
one united nation of separate states with an inspired
Constitution to give strength to the whole but with
liberty assured to the several units. [The Great
Prologue (Salt Lake City, Utah: Deseret Book
Company, 1975), pp. 90-91]

And lest these testimonies are not
convincing, President Wilford Woodruff said
of the founders collectively, and of Washington
specifically, the following:

I am going to bear my testimony to this
assembly, if I never do it again in my life, that those
men who laid the foundation of this American gov-
ernment . . . were the best spirits the God of heaven
could find on the face of the earth. These were choice
spirits, not wicked men. General Washington and
all of the men that labored for the purpose were
inspired of the Lord . . . . Everyone of those men that
signed the Declaration of Independence with
General Washington called upon me as an apostle of
the Lord Jesus Christ in the temple at St. George
two consecutive nights and demanded at my hands
that I should go forth and attend to the ordinances
of the House of God for them. . . .

Brother McAllister baptized me for all of those
men, and then I told those brethren that it was their
duty to go into the temple and labor until they had
got endowments for all of them. They did it. Would
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these spirits have called on me, as an elder in Israel,
to perform this work if they had not been noble
spirits before God. They would not. [Conference
Report, April 1898, pp. 89, 90]

The temple work for the fifty-six signers
of the Declaration of Independence and other
founding fathers has been done. All these
appeared to Wilford Woodruff when he was
president of the St. George Temple. President
George Washington was ordained a high priest
at that time. You will also be interested to
know that, according to Wilford Woodruff’s
journal, John Wesley, Benjamin Franklin, and
Christopher Columbus were also ordained
high priests—by proxy, of course—at that time.

When one casts doubt about the character
of these noble sons of God, I believe he or she
will have to answer to the God of heaven for it.
Yes, with Lincoln I say, “To add brightness to
the sun or glory to the name of Washington is
... impossible. Let none attempt it. In solemn
awe pronounce the name, and in its naked
deathless splendor leave it shining on.” That is
the charge I would leave to people everywhere,
faculty, students, others of this and every other
university—leave Washington’s name “shining
on.”

May no teacher, in the name of scholarship,
attempt to blemish Washington’s illustrious
character.

If ever this country needed the timeless
wisdom of the Father of our Country, it is
today. How much our country could benefit
by following the wisdom of our country’s first
president. Here are a few among many of his
maxims:

Let the reigns of government then be braced
and held with a steady hand and every violation of
the Constitution be reprehended: if defective, let it
be amended, but not suffered to be trampeled upon
whilst it has an existence.

To be prepared for war is one of the most
effectual means of preserving peace.

The love of my country will be the ruling
influence of my conduct.

A good moral character is the first essential
in aman. . .. It is therefore highly important that
you should endeavor not only to be learned, but
virtuous.

Let us unite, therefore, in imploring the
Supreme Ruler of nations to spread his holy
protection over these United States: to turn the
machinations of the wicked to confirming of our
constitution: to enable us all at times to root out
internal sedition and put invasion to flight: to per-
petuate to our country that prosperity which his
goodness has already conferred, and to verify the
anticipation of this government being a safequard
to human rights.

It would profit all of us as citizens to
read again Washington’s Farewell Address
to his countrymen. The address is prophetic.

I believe it ranks alongside the Declaration
of Independence and the Constitution.

My feeling about this tendency to discredit
our founding fathers was well summarized by
the late President J. Reuben Clark, Jr., in these
words:

These were the horse and buggy days, as they
have been called in derision. These were the men
who traveled in the horsedrawn buggies and on
horseback; but these were the men who carried
under their hats, as they rode in their buggies and
on their horses, a political wisdom garnered from
the ages. As giants to pygmies are they when placed
along side our political emigres and their fellow
travelers of today who now traduce them with
slighting words and contemptuous phrase. [Stand
Fast by Our Constitution, pp. 136-37]



Current American Self-Criticism

Today we are almost engulfed by this tide
of self-criticism, depreciation, and defamation
of those who served our country honorably
and with distinction. A most recent victim of
the tarnish brush is J. Edgar Hoover. I knew
J. Edgar Hoover personally over many years.
He was a God-fearing man and one of the most
honorable and able men I have ever known in
government service. By innuendo, lesser men,
whose own motives are questionable, have
maligned his motives and good character.

I know the philosophy behind this prac-
tice—"to tell it as it is.” All too often those who
subscribe to this philosophy are not hampered
by too many facts. When will we awaken to the
fact that the defamation of our dead heroes
only serves to undermine faith in the principles
for which they stood, and the institutions
which they established? Some have termed
this practice as “historical realism” or moder-
ately call it “debunking.” I call it slander and
defamation. I repeat, those who are guilty of
it in their writing or teaching will answer to a
higher tribunal.

It should not, therefore, cause us to be
astonished when other nations view the United
States as a “faltering democracy”” How long
would a basketball team, ranked number one
in the polls, remain in that position if the stu-
dentbody, the school paper, and supporting
faculty constantly pointed out its weaknesses?
Soon the team would begin to lack confidence
and fail. This is what we have been doing in
our blessed country. Our heroes and institu-
tions have been tarnished. We are constantly
being reminded of what is wrong in our coun-
try, via the press and other media. A recent
editorial in the London Daily Telegraph appealed
to us:

The United States should know that her
European cousins and allies are appalled and dis-
gusted at the present open disarray of her public
life. The self-criticism and self-destructive
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tendencies are running mad with no countervailing
force in sight. . . . Please America, for God'’s sake,
pull yourself together.

It is the job of the historian and educator
and church leader to help us as a nation to
“pull ourselves together,” to help us regain
perspective and vision and the respect of all
nations. This will not be done by showing that
this is merely a phase through which we are
passing. No, it will be done by men who pos-
sess a love of country, a vision of our country’s
future, and the assurance of her divinely
guided destiny.

Humanistic Trends in Church History

This humanistic emphasis on history is
not confined only to secular history; there
have been and continue to be attempts made
to bring this philosophy into our own Church
history. Again the emphasis is to underplay
revelation and God'’s intervention in significant
events and to inordinately humanize the
prophets of God so that their human frailties
become more apparent than their spiritual
qualities. It is a state of mind and spirit charac-
terized by one history buff, who asked: “Do
you believe the Church has arrived at a suffi-
cient state of maturity where we can begin to
tell our real story?”

Implied in that question is the accusation
that the Church has not been telling the truth.

Unfortunately, too many of those who have
been intellectually gifted become so imbued
with criticism that they become disaffected
spiritually.

Some of these have attempted to reinterpret
Joseph Smith and his revelations; they offer
what they call a psychological interpretation
of his motives and actions. This interpretation
suggests that whether or not Joseph Smith
actually saw God, the Father, and His Son,
Jesus Christ, or other visions is really unimpor-
tant. What matters is that he thought he did. To
those who have not sought after or received a
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testimony of Joseph Smith’s divine calling, he
will ever remain what one called “the enigma
from Palmyra.”

I recall the prophetic pronouncement made
by President George Albert Smith when one
of our own apostatized and wrote a biography
about the Prophet Joseph Smith. President
Smith made this statement before the general
conference of the Church. It has been repeated
a number of times by President Harold B. Lee
and others. I quote:

There have been some who have belittled
[Joseph Smith], but I would like to say that those
who have done so will be forgotten and their
remains will go back to mother earth, . . . and, the
odor of their infamy will never die, while the glory
and honor and majesty and courage and fidelity
manifested by the Prophet Joseph Smith will attach
to his name forever. [George Albert Smith,
Conference Report, April 1946, p. 182]

No writer can ever accurately portray a
prophet of God if he or she does not believe in
prophecy. They cannot succeed in writing what
they do not have in personal faith. That is why
the best biography on Joseph Smith to date
was one done by one who knew him and who
served the Church as an apostle and member
of the First Presidency. I refer to George Q.
Cannon’s inspiring work, The Life of Joseph
Smith.

Another prophet whom some historians
like to humanize is Brigham Young. One writer
accuses him of being “an accessory after the
fact” to the infamous Mountain Meadows
Massacre incident. He is sometimes referred
to as an autocrat. Another fictionalized version
of him is that he was continually groping for a
revelation which never came to him. Among
many testimonies to the contrary are these.
Brigham Young himself declared:

God has shown me that this is the spot to locate
this people. . . . We shall build a city and a temple to

the Most High God in this place. We will extend
our settlements to the east and west, to the north
and to the south, and we will build towns and cities
by the hundreds and thousands of Saints will gather
in from the nations of the earth. This will become a
great highway of the nation. Kings and emperors
and the noble and wise of the earth will visit us
here. [Quoted in Autobiography of James Brown,
pp. 119-23]

Wilford Woodruff said this of Brigham
Young: “Brigham Young saw the Salt Lake
Valley in vision, . .. and ... the future glory of
Zion and Israel, as they would be, planted in
the valleys of the mountains.”

More recently, one of our Church educators
published what he purports to be a history of
the Church'’s stand on the question of organic
evolution. His thesis challenges the integrity
of a prophet of God. He suggests that Joseph
Fielding Smith published his work, Man: His
Origin and Destiny, against the counsel of the
First Presidency and his own Brethren. This
writer’s interpretation is not only inaccurate,
but it also runs counter to the testimony of
Elder Mark E. Petersen, who wrote this fore-
word to Elder Smith’s book, a book I would
encourage all to read. Elder Petersen said:

Some of us [members of the Council of the
Twelve] urged [Elder Joseph Fielding Smith] to
write a book on the creation of the world and the ori-
gin of man. . . . The present volume is the result. It
is a most remarkable presentation of material from
both sources [science and religion] under discus-
sion. It will fill a great need in the Church and will
be particularly invaluable to students who have
become confused by the misapplication of informa-
tion derived from scientific experimentation.

When one understands that the author to
whom I alluded is an exponent of the theory
of organic evolution, his motive in disparaging
President Joseph Fielding Smith becomes
apparent. To hold to a private opinion on such



matters is one thing, but when one undertakes
to publish his views to discredit the work of a
prophet, it is a very serious matter.

It is also apparent to all who have the Spirit
of God in them that Joseph Fielding Smith’s
writings will stand the test of time.

The Profession of History

Tonight I have spoken plainly to you. Lest
there be some who get the impression that I am
an antagonist to the discipline of history and
historians, let me declare my feelings about
that noble profession. I love to read history
and historical biography. I have great respect
for the historian who can put into proper per-
spective events and people and make history
come alive. I believe the maxim that “those
who do not understand the lessons of the past
are doomed to repeat those errors anew.” I love
history books that tell history as it was—as the
Book of Mormon tells it—with God in the pic-
ture, guiding and directing the affairs of the
righteous. I'love to read history for its timeless
lessons and the inspiration I can gather from
the lives of great leaders. I have been privi-
leged to know many in my lifetime who have
made history both in the world scene and in
the Church.

I suppose there will be some who will
suggest that a fireside is neither the time nor
the place for these kinds of remarks, that they
would be better confined to the closed door of
a faculty forum.

My purpose this evening is to help you
to discern a trend that has been destructive to
the faith of many of our people in our nation’s
founders and our country’s divine origin and
destiny. My purpose further is to forewarn you
about a humanistic emphasis which would tar-
nish our own Church history and its leaders.

My plea to you tonight is to stir up the gift
that is within you. You will recall the Lord told
us why we needed to exercise the spiritual gifts
he has given us: “Beware lest ye are deceived;
and that ye may not be deceived seek ye
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earnestly the best gifts” (D&C 46:8). If there
was ever the need to apply that counsel, it is
now. Those gifts of the Spirit are needed to
discern truth from error.

This University was built by the conse-
crated funds of the Church for the purpose
that our youth could be taught the truth, both
secular and spiritual. That commission places
a great responsibility on both teacher and stu-
dent. Of that unique commission, President
Marion G. Romney has said:

The unique commission of the Brigham Young
University has always been and now is threefold.
First, to help you recognize that there are two
sources of learning—one divine, the other human;
second, to urge and inspire you students to drink
deeply from both sources; and third, to teach and
train you to correctly distinguish between the learn-
ing of the world and revealed truth, that you may
not be deceived in your search.

This unique commission puts peculiar responsi-
bility upon both teachers and students not imposed
by any other university on the globe. The teacher at
Brigham Young University has an obligation to
keep these distinctions clear in his own thinking
and in his own heart and to make sure that they are
indelibly stamped upon the minds and hearts of his
students. The student has the obligation to realize
that an acquaintance with the learning of men, as
well as a knowledge of the revealed word of God, is
essential to the proper discharge of our teaching
obligation to the world.

Don't let anyone persuade you there is anything
narrow-minded or provincial or bigoted about this
view.

Both the teacher and the student who have been
born again, who have been on the mountain top and
beheld in vision the mighty mission of this univer-
sity in saving the souls of men, enjoy here a freedom
available in no other university —the freedom to
seek learning, both human and divine, “by study
and also by faith,” and the freedom to teach without
restriction the finite wisdom of men by the glowing
light of the infinite wisdom of God, so far as He has
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revealed it. The spiritually reborn do not have their
academic freedom restricted but greatly extended at
Brigham Young University.

Equipped with the fruit of an education on this
campus, you should continue your quest for truth
with the certain knowledge that “the spirit of truth
is of God,” with a fixed determination to
unceasingly pursue the goal inspired in the promise,
“He that keepeth his commandments receiveth truth
and light, until he is glorified in truth and knoweth
all things.” (D&C 93:28.) [“Your Quest for
Truth,” Baccalaureate Services, 30 May 1957]

It is now my privilege as one of the Lord’s
witnesses to bear my testimony to you con-
cerning the matters we have been discussing
this evening.

I bear witness to you that America’s history
was foreknown to God; that His divine inter-
vention and merciful providence have given us
both peace and prosperity in this beloved land;
that through His omniscience and benevolent
design, He selected and sent some of His choic-
est spirits to lay the foundation of our govern-
ment. These men were inspired of God to do
the work which they accomplished. They were
not evil men. Their work was a prologue to the
restoration of the gospel and the church of
Jesus Christ. It was done in fulfillment of the
ancient prophets who declared that this was a
promised land, “a land of liberty unto the
Gentiles,” and that is us.

I testify to all of you—young and old—that
God, our Heavenly Father, and His Son Jesus

Christ have visited this land. They appeared in
the state of New York to Joseph Smith, Jr. I tes-
tify that their appearance was a reality. Since
that time the work of God has moved forward
under the inspired leadership and prophetic
direction of Joseph Smith, Brigham Young,
John Taylor, Wilford Woodruff, Lorenzo Snow,
Joseph F. Smith, Heber J. Grant, George Albert
Smith, David O. McKay, Joseph Fielding Smith,
Harold B. Lee, and our prophet today, Spencer
W. Kimball. This is the kingdom which Daniel
of old saw in vision—a kingdom “which shall
never be destroyed: and . . . shall not be left to
other people” (Daniel 2:44). This Church and
kingdom is on course in fulfilling its prophetic
destiny.

I testify that this is the Lord’s church. He
presides over it and is close to His servants.
He is not an absentee master; of that you can
be assured. Yes, you young people are privi-
leged to live in this choice land—a land of
Zion—a land reserved for the second coming
of our Lord and Savior, and the Lord’s base of
operations today. When all these events are
finished and written, we will look back and
not be astonished to see that the prophecies,
ancient and modern, about this land and these
events were but our history in reverse. For
that is what prophecy is.

May God bless us all to be faithful and
true to this vision and to uphold, sustain, and
defend this nation, its founders, and the king-
dom of God, in the name of Jesus Christ.
Amen.
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