Thoughts on the Mormon challenge

1. The remarkable convergence of Christian churches in the last century

Why is there one Christ but a multitude of Churches? 

The only answer to Christian divisions is the tendency of human beings to go their own way and set themselves apart from one another even when it comes to the organisation that is meant to be the supreme sign of unity, the body of Christ.

Of course disunity is more than a sin to be eradicated by a simple act of repentance. It’s a false ecumenism that tries to bury the very real differences over Christian truth that exist. These must be faced in charity, remembering that however much we believe we have the truth, the very existence of other Churches should humble us into seeing that whatever we think God must think otherwise to some degree as He allows other Christian bodies to thrive.

That wisest of Bishops, the late Leslie Newbigin makes this point when he pleads for a vision of the Church as a company that does not possess in any of its divided parts the fullness of what is ‘essential’ but that God nevertheless in his mercy sustains. (which makes for) a  way of understanding that creates the possibility and the necessity both of radical mutual criticism...and of mutual acceptance as those who have been accepted by God in his mercy towards those who fall short of his purpose.

In the last fifty years such a spirit of penitence for Christian divisions has brought about a remarkable convergence of the historic Christian denominations so that those who own the name of Christ are increasingly working together. The joint statement of the new Archbishop of Westminster and the Roman Catholic Archbishop on the Iraq crisis is one of many such instances.

2.
Ecumenical convergence on Christian basics sheds light on novel groups claiming to be ‘Christian’

As the mainstream denominations have entered dialogue they have become clearer about their fundamental spiritual unity in the confession of ‘the Lord Jesus as God and Saviour according to the Scriptures’ and their desire to ‘fulfil together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit’ (World Council of Churches Constitution 1961). 

If the 20th Century saw a remarkable work of the Holy Spirit in the convergence of the main body of Christian Churches it also witnessed the growth of a plethora of new religious movements some of which claim to be Christian. The movement of convergence demonstrates the fundamental role in this of joint acceptance of the scriptures of the Old and New Testament and the testimony of the Nicene Creed to Jesus Christ as both God and man. It also provides a challenge to those groups like the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints which claims to be the authentic Christian tradition.

The listing of the Mormon Church under Christianity on eg. the Beliefnet Website is typical of the generous spirit of that site which places this religion under the heading it desires for itself – and exclusively. It is however impossible for the mainstream denominations to be similarly hospitable without compromising faithfulness to what Christians have believed through the ages.

3.
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 

Whilst Mormons believe the Old and New Testament are sacred they add three other documents – The Pearl of Great Price, The Doctrine and Covenants and The Book of Mormon. They do not subscribe to the Nicene Creed and accept only a modified form of the doctrine of the Trinity – the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

The Mormon doctrine of the church challenges the sufficiency of the death and resurrection of Jesus by its implication that the true church derives from an apparition of the risen Christ to Mormon founder Joseph Smith in 1820:

As Latter-day Saints, we testify that shortly after the death of the Lord’s original twelve apostles, there came seventeen hundred years of apostasy and darkness. Then in 1820, the resurrected Savior (sic) appeared to Joseph Smith and called him to be a prophet to all the world. Through him came the restoration of the priesthood, the gospel and the true church: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Apostasy and Restoration 1982)

With the revelation to Joseph Smith being at Palmyra, New York Mormonism developed a great following in the U.S.A. as a rare native religion. The enthusiasm of Mormons has carried their faith to the UK where many are drawn by the zeal of their missionaries and the pastoral care and support given to all converts.

4.
How Anglicans see Mormons

What is the Church of England attitude to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints?

The love of the Lord Jesus among Mormons is something we must salute.

It is also evident that Mormons are caring people who give a great deal of support to people in our society confused about the purpose of life.

The problem about Mormonism is its perceived dishonouring of Jesus Christ our Saviour by the implication that the revelation to Joseph Smith be treated as an essential part of the Christian revelation. The Mormon religion implies that when Jesus suffered, died and rose all he achieved was incomplete until he had appeared 1800 years later to Joseph Smith. Although Jesus promised that ‘the gates of hell would not prevail’ against his church Mormonism is adamant that the Christian centuries are years of loss and darkness.

As Anglicans we contend firstly against such absolute pessimism about church history. Over twenty centuries and despite many failings the mainstream of the church has been faithful to Jesus Christ and his call to pray, teach the law of God, heal, liberate the oppressed and proclaim the glorious hope of Christ’s return.

1.7 billion adherents of Christian churches world wide are a powerful witness to Christ’s promise his church would not fail. In Britain historians affirm the church’s role in furthering education and healthcare and promoting the sanctity of human life, respect for property, the rights of the individual and the vital importance of truth, justice and equality, all of which demonstrate the vital legacy of Jesus' teaching and example in our society. 

Anglicans are particularly concerned to present the revelation of God in Christ as being a revelation open to historical and scientific enquiry. Three centuries of biblical criticism in universities all over the world have failed to seriously challenge the central claim of the Christian Faith that Jesus Christ who was crucified rose again. At the same time the unique Mormon documents – The Pearl of Great Price, The Doctrine and Covenants and The Book of Mormon – which appear relatively late in the Christian era have not been given the serious scholarly attention that the Old and New Testament evidently merit in all academic institutions.

5. The danger of society losing its memory in the cult of the contemporary

Many people in British society are attracted by Mormonism which is a well marketed religion with energetic followers who claim to be full Christians. In a society which is less and less mindful of its history and there is a growing credulity. People are ready to accept a worldview on the basis of personal commendation whilst sitting light to the test of rational investigation about the basis of religious movements.

In a post-Christian society there is less awareness of the authority of the historic scriptures and creeds and of the consensus of Christian believing over the centuries although the churches themselves are more aware than they have ever been about what is fundamental to all denominations.

Traditional Christianity is to be seen as in a dialogue with both non-Christian and alleged-Christian traditions. As Newbigin points out, the existence of many Christian denominations links to a degree of spiritual failure in each tradition and his analysis can be extended to the perceived shift of interest towards what is ‘new’ in religion.

6.
Jesus Christ is all-inclusive yet all-sufficient

Faith in Jesus Christ is faith in One who is by his nature inclusive reality. Such a faith will always involve his adherents in dialogue with those who follow other creeds, not least those who for whatever reason have developed or altered Christian believing.

As has been made plain the main question in any Anglican-Mormon dialogue concerns the actual sufficiency of the work of Jesus Christ. 

Is it really possible that the witness of the New Testament to the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of the Son of God is an inadequate witness to an inadequate Saviour whose adequacy for the human race is only established through the alleged revelation to Joseph Smith in 1820? 

This witness is of course relayed through the ages by the traditional Christian community – and imperfectly. Church of England people should see Mormon evangelists as in some way a God-sent challenge to deepen our rooting in the love, truth, holiness and empowering that Jesus is all about.

7.
A warning to a post-Christian society

In January the world’s media attention focussed on the South Pacific Island of Tikopia where hundreds of people were feared dead after a cyclone.  For five days all contact with the island was lost.  Reconnaissance flights showed massive destruction and little sign of life.

When a photographer was finally landed by helicopter he witnessed nothing less than a miracle. 

Every one of the 100 or so islanders had survived the 200-mph winds. They’d fled to mountain hideaways along paths that have protected their people for generations.

The islanders fled to the high country along paths they’ve used for centuries during cyclone emergencies.  They sought shelter in mountain caves from the howling winds and the gigantic waves that swept over the island.

Here is a warning to a society that is forgetting the well-worn spiritual paths. 

Had the islanders forgotten the interior caves and the ancient paths they would have perished finding no hiding place on the surface of the island.  

So it is with a superficial society, one that has forgotten the sufficiency of Jesus Christ for our needs in this world and the next. 

When the storms of life buffet us we can be secured by the spiritual disciplines, by the well-tested routes that lead us deeper into Christ.

It is this knowledge that matters ultimately, the knowledge of Christ within, our abiding in him and he in us.
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