Joseph the Seer—or Why Did He Translate With a Rock in His Hat? - FAIR https://www.fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/august-2009/joseph-the-se...

FAIR

Joseph the Seer—or Why Did He Translate With a
Rock in His Hat?

Two pictures:

(/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/2009_gardner_01.jpg)[To the left] The manner of translation
was as wonderful as the discovery. By putting his finger on one of the characters and

imploring divine aid, then looking through the Urim and Thummim, he would see the import
written in plain English on a screen placed before him. After delivering this to his

Brant A. Gardner
emanuensi,[sic] he would again proceed in the same manner and obtain the meaning of the

next character, and so on till he came to the part of the plates which were sealed up.®

Truman Coe, Presbyterian Minister living among the Saints in Kirtland, 1836

(/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/2009_gardner_02.jpg)[To the right] | cheerfully certify that | was familiar with
the manner of Joseph Smith'’s translating the book of Mormon. He translated the most of it at my Father’s

house. And | often sat by and saw and heard them translate and write for hours together. Joseph never had a
curtain drawn between him and his scribe while he was translating. He would place the director in his hat, and
then place his [face in his] hat, so as to exclude the light, and then [read] to his scribe the words as they
appeared before him.2

Elizabeth Ann Whitmer Cowdery, Oliver Cowdery's wife, 1870

These two descriptions of Joseph Smith translating the golden plates paint radically different pictures of the same event. It easy to
accept the finger-on-the-plates translation, but the rock-in-the-hat feels completely foreign. Nevertheless, it is a much better attested
description of the process than the first.

Why do we have both of these pictures if the second better fits the majority of descriptions? To answer that question, there are two
stories that must be told: first—why would anyone think of translating with a rock in a hat?—and second—why we are so surprised at
that?

Why Do You Look At Rocks in Your Hat?

When the English left their villages and emigrated to the New World, they brought their customs and beliefs with them. Along with the
hopeful, the adventurers, and the farmers,-—cunning men and wise women disembarked in the New World.2 To be a cunning man or a
wise woman was to play a well defined and important role in pre-industrial villages. Keith Thomas, retired Professor of Modern History
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SPECIAlISTS perrormea sucn nmportant runcuons tnat 1nomas notes tnat tne community was 1IKely 10 Deleve tnat tne cunning 1ok were
taught by God, or that they were helped by angels, or even that they possessed some divinity of their own. The common people, wrote
Thomas Cooper, assumed that the power of these wizards came by ‘some extraordinary gift of God'."

The cunning men and women exhibited their extraordinary talents in many ways, but there is one that provides the backdrop against
which young Joseph Smith is more clearly defined. He belonged to a class of cunning men whose specialty was scrying, or seeing the
hidden. It was a specialty with a very long and almost universal history.® Anthropologist Andrew Lang, writing in 1905, describes the
tools of their trade:

Not only is the plain crystal, or its congener the black stone, used, together with its first cousin the mirror, and the primitive substitute of
water, but almost any bright object seems to have been employed at one time or another. Thus we find the sword among the Romans;
and in mediaeval Europe polished iron . . . lamp-black is sometimes smeared on the hand, or. . . a pool of ink poured into it; visions are
seen in smoke and flame, in black boxes, in jugs, and on white paper. . . .

All of these methods sound strange to our modern ears, but they were not only accepted but revered for most of human history. By the
time we find scryers or seers in England between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, their tools were often stones and their
functions had evolved into two general forms; seeing a hidden future, and seeing the hidden location of things that were lost (or the
thief who made them get “lost”). The conservative nature of such practices dictated that when the traditions of the cunning men and
wise women are found in the Palmyra area of the 1820s they still performed their traditional functions of telling fortunes and seeing
things that were lost, hidden, or stolen.8

Young Joseph Smith was a member of a specialized sub-community with ties to these very old and very respected practices, though by
the early 1800s they were respected only by a marginalized segment of society. He exhibited a talent parallel to others in similar
communities. Even in Palmyra he was not unique. In D. Michael Quinn’s words: “Until the Book of Mormon thrust young Smith into
prominence, Palmyra’s most notable seer was Sally Chase, who used a greenish-colored stone. William Stafford also had a seer stone,
and Joshua Stafford had a ‘peepstone which looked like white marble and had a hole through the center.”? Richard Bushman adds
Chauncy Hart, and an unnamed man in Susquehanna County, both of whom had stones with which they found lost objects.1®

There are some reminiscences that tell us how the village seers operated before modern history either forgot or dismissed them..
Lorenzo and Benjamin Saunders gave interviews in 1884 remembering their dealings with the Palmyra seer, Sally Chase. Lorenzo
reported:

I tell you when a man willme that anyone can get a stone, & see knowledge of futurity, | say that he is a liar & the truth is not in him.
Steve Mungou lost his pocket book in the road with some $50 in money in it. He went right to Sally Chase to get her to look & see where
it was; She went & looked. He was drawing wood out of the woods. She said that pocket book lays right at the side off a log in the
woods where you loaded that wood. It lays right at the side of the log well we went & hunted & raked the ground over where she said but
could not find it. It past along & finally one night got a paper from Canadagua [Canandaigua, New York], & in it was that a pocket book
was found & taken to an old Ontario Bank[.] Took it there & the owner could come & describe his book. And he went & found his pocket
book at the bank. | lost [a] drag tooth out of my drag, dragging on my brothers premises there; | says: Sally, tell me where is that drag
tooth? She told me “it lays in a log heap.” She says I think it lays a little past you will find it.

| went & hunted & hunted but could not find it there. | afterwards found it away over in one corner of the field. 11
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that have survived, we know that Lorenzo consulted her at least twice himself, once to find the drag tooth and once to find lost cattle.
He also tells us of another client, Steve Mungou. Both brothers, however, found it necessary to append that, of course, Sally was
mistaken in the location she gave, a qualification that apparently didn't stop them from consulting her again.

Joseph Smith, long before golden plates complicated his position as a local seer, appears to have functioned just as Sally Chase did.
Quinn reports that: “E. W. Vanderhoof [writing in 1905] remembered that his Dutch grandfather once paid Smith seventy-five cents to
look into his ‘whitish, glossy, and opaque’ stone to locate a stolen mare. The grandfather soon ‘recovered his beast, which Joe said was
somewhere on the lake shore and [was] about to be run over to Canada.’ Vanderhoof groused that ‘anybody could have told him that, as
it was invariably the way a horse thief would take to dispose of a stolen animal in those days.”12 While Vanderhoof reported a positive
result of the consultation, it is interesting that his statement includes a qualifier that has the same intent as those added by the
Saunders’ brothers. By the end of the century, one wouldn't want to actually credit a village seer when describing their activities.
Nevertheless, it isn't the effectiveness that is important—it is the nature of the consultation. Sally Chase’s clients consulted her to find
things which were lost, and Joseph Smith had at least one client who did the same.

The social expectations of the village seer also explain two contradictory statements about what Joseph Smith did as a village seer.
The first statement comes from Henry Harris in 1833: “Joseph Smith, Jr. the pretended Prophet, used to pretend to tell fortunes; he had
a stone which he used to put in his hat, by means of which he professed to tell people’s fortunes.”14 Compare that statement to a story
Lorenzo Saunders told to Edmund L. Kelley during his 1884 interview:

We went to Smiths one day, it was a rainy day; We went into the old mans shop, he was a cooper, and the old man had a shirt on it was
the raggedest & dirtyest shirt, and all full of holes. & we got Jo. Smith to look & tell us what color our Girls hair was. well you see by & by
some of them says go to Jo. says he Jo. come look into futurity & tell us how it is there? Jo. says | can not do that, | can not look into
futurity | can not look into anything that is holy. The old man stood there and says: “I guess he can not look into my shirt then.1®

Both Henry Harris and Lorenzo Saunders expected that Joseph Smith told fortunes. Of course they would have that expectation,
because everyone knew that was one of the typical functions of the seer. However, where Harris may simply be repeating the
assumption, Saunders describes what happened when he asked Joseph to act on that assumption. At least in this case, Joseph
refused. The fact that the joke in the account depends upon young Joseph’s comment about not looking at that which is Holy and his
father's holey shirt suggests that this was a remembered incident and that Joseph Smith, Jr. actually had refused. | suspect that the
refusal tells us about the spheres in which Joseph believed that particular talent operated. That refusal suggests Joseph made a
distinction between that which was holy (which | believe he classified as religion) and his other functions (which | believe he classified
as a talent).

What the modern world tends to know about the village seers is the result of only one of the ways in which their talents were put to use.
Since they could see that which was hidden, local seers became involved in the mania of digging for lost treasure. As with the other
functions of the cunning men and wise women, the idea of digging for treasure traced its roots to England, including much of the
accompanying lore. In England, the semi-scientific root of treasure seeking was the habit of the wealthy burying their goods for safe-
keeping in the absence of a deposit banking system.18 In the New World, the plausible explanation was based on the riches reputedly
buried by Spaniards or pirates. It is probable that everyone could cite cases of people who had struck it rich through their digging,
though none of them had, nor anyone they personally knew.1Z
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It is therefore no surprise that we see the Palmyra seers engaged in the local mania for treasure digging. As with the English practice,
however, it is important to note that money-digging didn’t require the seer. They were simply seen as useful. Note the relationship of the
diggers to their guides in this series of descriptions Ronald W. Walker compiled:

The adepts often played a major role in money digging. The two men who in 1827 sought neatly boxed Spanish dollars below the old
pier at New London, Connecticut, were directed by an elderly wise woman. Seeking pirate treasure in Maine, three men imported from
Connecticut, a “far-famed and wonderfully skillful rodsman” to assist them. In turn, treasure-hungry farmers of Rose, New York, sought
the help of a “medium,” while the 1825 expedition to the Susquehanna hills began with a “peeper” named Odle, whose power of “seeing
underground” piqued William Hale’s interest. Moreover, the longtime diggers around Bristol, Vermont, made use of expert advice. They
consulted a series of “prophets,” including two women, an “old Frenchman” east of the mountains, and finally a conjuror who promised
that by removing a few rocks and “shunning the solid ledge” the long-sought cave might be entered.™®

This places an important context around the best-known case of Joseph Smith, Junior’s participation in treasure-digging. Josiah
Stowell, Sr., believed that he had found a lost Spanish silver mine and had his hired hands dig for it in 1825. When they were unable to
find it, he hired Joseph Smith, Jr. to help them find what they had dug for and missed.2® This incident was the reason that in 1826,
Stowell's wife's nephew took Joseph to court as a “disorderly person,” a term that was then defined in such a way that we might
consider it a case of fraud.Z! Presumably, Peter Bridgeman believed that Joseph had defrauded his uncle because he used a seer stone.
This would not be the last time that Joseph'’s activities with a seer stone were described as fraud. In terms coined only later, Joseph
would be accused of being a “confidence man."22 One of Joseph Smith’s biographers, Dan Vogel, picks up and continues this theme. As
Vogel describes the reason why one might see Joseph as a con man, he also provides the information that allows us to see the
important ways in which that label is a distortion of the actual historical situation:

A typical confidence scheme in Smith's time involved a transient who entered an area that was known for its tales of lost treasures and
the charlatan's magical powers could be put to good advantage. Using a “peep” stone or mineral rod, he would lead the credulous to a
remote spot where he had previously deposited a few coins and was able to impress them by “finding” the coins. In the ensuing
excitement, he would ask to be paid for his services or, more boldly, suggest that a company be established and that shares be sold.
Thereupon, he would disappear with the money. On the other hand, he might string the people along by leading them to subsequent
spots, then offer magical explanations for the failure to locate or secure the treasure. For instance, he might tell them that the treasure
was protected by an evil spirit or that they had not precisely followed the magical formula he had given them. Eventually he would
suggest that the undertaking be abandoned, whereupon he would slip out of town with the money.23

The implication is that since Joseph used a peep stone, he must be seen in the same category as those who ran a scam with one.
Clearly the 1826 court appearance tells us that some contemporaries considered him in that category. However, although the evidence
is complex, it appears that Joseph was acquitted of the charge at that time.2% Should he also be redeemed from the continuing
charges?

Undoubtedly there were those who preyed upon the folk beliefs of the too-trusting rural communities. However, the fact that the
communities would be willing to follow the confidence scheme simply tells us that there was an existing belief system in which seer
stones were considered effective and acceptable. The confidence men played off inherited traditions. Nevertheless, the fact that there
are dishonest pretenders in any profession does not suggest that the entire profession is designed for dishonesty. Scams were run
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were residential. The second is that the con man elicited money for his talents, and the village seers were consulted. We have at least
three descriptions of how Joseph related to his clients, including Josiah Stowell, and in each case the client came to him with their
problem.Z2 The con men created the scam for money and left so they would not have to deal with the consequences. The true village
seers were part of the community, and remained so through success and failure. Their clients came to them because of a cumulative
reputation. Against the records of a few scam artists we have the long tradition of village seers stretching back to England and covering
hundreds of years of respectable service in their communities.

It is this traditional context of a finder of lost things, a see-er of the unseen, that explains how rocks in the hat figure in to the story of
Joseph Smith and the translation of the Book of Mormon. The plates were accompanied by the Nephite Interpreters, which were two
stones set in a silver bow.26 These stones appear to have functioned in a way Joseph understood from his experience with a seer stone.
Although he began translation with the Nephite Interpreters, the record indicates that he changed to using his own seer stone. Why put
the stone in a hat to translate? That part of the picture is easy. That was how such a stone was used. For Joseph’s community, that
aspect was not unusual at all.2Z

Why translate with a stone? The conceptual link in Joseph’s mind would have been that he had been able to see that which was hidden,
and the meaning of the script on the plates was certainly hidden to understanding. Nevertheless, this wasn’t a simple transition from
seer to translator, even for Joseph. Joseph's talent was for the mundane, but his gift was for the Holy. Joseph understood the difference
between the two when Benjamin Saunders wanted him to see into futurity. Joseph understood that when he was asked to translate, he
was being asked to do something very different from what village seers did. He was being asked to do something very different from
what learned men did (2 Ne. 27:15-18).

Joseph learned from his community how to operate as a village seer, but he didn’t begin to understand how to be God’s seer until
Moroni appeared to him. He did not fully make that transition until the sacred interpreters helped him move from finding lost objects to
finding a lost people and lost gospel. Then, having learned to see that which was Holy, Joseph never returned to the mundane functions
of the village seer. Eventually, he learned that he could use a seer stone just as well as the Interpreters. Only when he learned to see that
which was Holy could he translate—and then it didn't matter the lens through which he saw.

It is at this point that some might wonder if | believe that all seers saw things in their seer stones. | believe that seers believed that that
they saw things in their seer stones. Do | believe that the seer stone prepared Joseph to translate?28 Only in that it allowed him to
believe that he had a God-given talent that could be used for the purpose. Nothing in the world view of the seers prepared him for
translating. He didn't originally believe that his secular stones could translate, only the sacred interpreters. Even later when he learned
that he could also translate through his own seer stone, he consistently said that the translation was done through the gift and power of
God, not through any kind of rock. He knew that no other village seer could do it; he knew that he could not do it, save God alone
intervened. Translating the plates was beyond the realm of the village seer and firmly and exclusively in the realm of God’s Seer.

Why Are We Surprised that Joseph Used a Rock in His Hat to Translate?

If we can find a context in which Joseph translating with a seer stone makes sense, why do we have to look so hard to find it? Why isn’t
it as natural for us as it was for Joseph? That story also requires that we delve into history; in this case, the history of the
interconnections between what we understand to be religion and what we understand to be magic.
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over a period of time and is intimately tied to increasing social complexity."22

Many of the Old Testament stories that we accept as religion have much in common with magical practices. They are difficult to
separate because their differentiation depended not upon the things that were done, but the way those things were perceived. Sarah lles
Johnston, professor of Greek and Latin at Ohio State University explains:

The modern scholarly quest to establish a division between magic and religion does have some roots in antiquity, insofar as both
ancient and modern discussions hinge on terminology: what one chooses to call any particular activity (and, it follows, who is doing the
choosing) determines whether the activity is understood as acceptable or discredited, pious or blasphemous, religion or magic. In
antiquity, magic (a term that | use as a shorthand way of referring to a variety of ancient Mediterranean words) almost always referred
to someone else’s religious practices; it was a term that distanced those practices from the norm-that is, from one’s own practices,
which constituted religion.39

Stated simply, “what | do is religion, what you do is magic.”3

Although it is difficult to see without close examination, the Old Testament exhibits this internal/external dichotomy between religion
and magic. On the one hand, it is clearly antagonistic to people who perform certain acts. For example, we find in Exodus 22:18 the
verse that underlay so many later tragedies: “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” Deuteronomy 18:10-12 provides a list of magical
practices that should be avoided: “There shall not be found among you any one that maketh his son or his daughter to pass through the
fire, or that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch, or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a
wizard, or a necromancer. For all that do these things are an abomination unto the Lord.”

In spite of these obvious prohibitions, Dolansky notes that when you examine the nature of the practices, it isn’t the magic but the
magician that is the problem. She concludes that “magic in the Hebrew Bible refers to the mediation of divine power; and in the hands
of priests and prophets it is perfectly legal "2 It is not the act, but the actor that creates the separation between religion and magic.32
David Frankfurter, Professor of Religious Studies and History at the University of New Hampshire, notes that: “people in their own
cultural systems use such descriptive labels for political, sectarian, or simply taxonomic reasons, even with little reality behind the
labels. Practically any practice, that is, might be labeled ‘magical’ or ‘sorcery’ under certain conditions.”34

Because these terms and concepts were socially constructed, they played an important role when social relationships changed. The
division between religion and magic that affected Joseph Smith’s world (and which is perpetuated in ours), followed the tremendous
social disruption of the Protestant Reformation and the Age of Enlightenment. As the Western world emerged from the Middle Ages, the
Catholic Church had become the sole repository of answers to questions about how the world worked. As the Church had grown and
conquered new territories, it often incorporated local religious practices into its own doctrines and understandings. In particular, local
concepts of sacred space and sacred ritual often retained their sacrality while nominally moving from pagan to Christian spheres.2% The
Protestant Reformation changed the definition of what was to be considered religion and what was deemed magic, and with that
change, triggered massive social realignments—first in England and later in the Americas.

Where the Catholic tradition had accepted all types of sacred place and practice, the Reformation severely limited both. In redefining
religion, it labeled as magic many of the aspects of Catholic sacred space and ritual.2® Richard Bushman has noted that “The

6of 16 18/06/2021, 16:30



Joseph the Seer—or Why Did He Translate With a Rock in His Hat? - FAIR https://www.fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/august-2009/joseph-the-se...

By traaitonal accounts, magic ana occuiusim aiea out in e eignieentn cenuury: e rise or enilgnienment pniiosopny, skepucism, ana
experimental science, the spread of evangelical Christianity, the continuing opposition from English Protestant denominations, the rise
in literacy associated with Christian catechizing, and the cultural, economic, and political maturation of the colonies simply destroyed
the occult practice and belief of the previous century in both Europe and America. Yet significant evidence suggests that the
folklorization of magic occurred as much in America as in England. As in England, colonial magic and occultism did not so much
disappear everywhere as they disappeared among certain social classes and became confined to poorer, more marginal segments of
early American society.38

It is precisely this folklorization that created the social dichotomy in practices that were accepted by, in Butler’s terms, the more
marginal segments of early American society. This separation with parallel persistence is what anthropologist Robert Redfield of the
University of Chicago called a Little and Great Tradition. He explained:

Let us begin with a recognition, long present in discussions of civilizations, of the difference between a great tradition and a little
tradition. . . In a civilization there is a great tradition of the reflective few, and there is a little tradition of the largely unreflective many.
The great tradition is cultivated in schools or temples; the little tradition works itself out and keeps itself going in the lives of the
unlettered in their village communities. The tradition of the philosopher, theologian, and literary man is a tradition consciously cultivated
and handed down; that of the little people is for the most part taken for granted and not submitted to much scrutiny or considered
refinement and improvement.32

Although some aspects of Redfield's separation of the traditions have been criticized, 22 the basic idea of the two separate but
interrelated aspects of religion in a culture has great explanatory power. Irving Hexham, professor of Religion at the University of
Calgary, describes the complex modern religious history of Korea in terms of the intertwining of a Little and Great Tradition:

When a Great Tradition is in decline its Little Tradition can continue with a vigorous religious life until another Great Tradition seeks to
impose its beliefs as the religion of the people. This situation of religious change is well illustrated by the course of religious history in
Korea, where the shamanism of the Silla kings was officially replaced by Buddhism. But with the decline of Buddhism and the
imposition of Confucian rituals by the Yi Dynasty shamanism once more emerged as the enduring Little Tradition. Later in the
nineteenth century when Confucianism declined, Christianity entered Korea and shamanism once more reasserted its traditional role 4t

It is this ability to persist parallel to and intertwined with the Great Tradition that tells us how the social complex of the cunning men and
wise women not only crossed the ocean from England, but formed a vibrant part of a defined segment of American society. The duality
of traditions also explains the mutual antagonism between them. As competing explanations of reality, the two are uneasy bedfellows
at best and feuding relatives at worst. D. Michael Quinn noted this division in approaches to the Little and Great Traditions: “Early
Americans who did not share the magic world view condemned such beliefs and practices as irrational and anti-religious, but intelligent

and religious Americans who perceived reality from a magic view regarded such beliefs and practices as both rational and religious.”42

Almost by definition, we perceive history through the eyes of the Great Tradition; the tradition with the greater social and economic
standing and the tradition with greater ability to create a written legacy through the Enlightenment’s association with education. The
Great Tradition writes the history that colors our perception of the Little Tradition. In the case of what we call magic, the anti-magical
stance of the Great Tradition makes the folk magic Little Tradition an embarrassment. Andrew Lang, a British anthropologist of the last
“|

generation, provides a fascinating example of what happens when the Great Tradition expectation meets the Little Tradition reality:
am glad to say my people are not superstitious, said a worthy Welsh clergyman to a friend of mine, a good folklorist, now, alas, no more,
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The disdain of the Great Tradition for the Little Tradition is evident in an account of a trial for fraud, held in Kent, England, in 1850: “The
defendant, who had the appearance of an agricultural labourer, resided at Rolvenden, where he enjoyed the reputation of being ‘a
cunning man’, able to cure diseases, to explain dreams, to foretell events, to tell fortunes, and to recover lost property. He was resorted
to as a wizard by the people of miles around, principally by the ignorant, but also by parties who might have been expected to know
better."#4 The facts of the case are that many in the community consulted this cunning man. Of course, they had to have been ignorant
folk. Nevertheless, there were some who didn’t appear so ignorant, although even they—should have known better.

Alan Taylor, a fellow at the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, and an assistant professor at the
College of William and Mary, explains the chasm between the Great and Little Tradition by focusing on Martin Harris:

[Martin Harris] was an honest, hard-working, astute man honored by his townsmen with substantial posts as fence-viewer and overseer
of highways but never with the most prestigious offices: selectman, moderator, or assemblyman. In the previous generation in rural
towns like Palmyra substantial farmers like Harris would have reaped the highest status and most prestigious offices. But Harris lived in
the midst of explosive cultural change as the capitalist market and its social relationships rode improved internal transportation into the
most remote corners of the American countryside. The agents of that change were the newly arrived lawyers, printers, merchants, and
respectable ministers who clustered in villages and formed a new elite committed to “improving” their towns and their humbler
neighbors. The village elites belonged to a new self-conscious “middle class,” simultaneously committed to commercial expansion and
moral reform. Because of their superior contacts with and knowledge of the wider world, the new village elites reaped higher standing
and prestigious posts from their awed neighbors.

Utterly self-confident in their superior rationality and access to urban ideas, the village elites disdained rural folk notions as ignorant, if
not vicious, superstitions that obstructed commercial and moral “improvement.” Through ridicule and denunciation, the village middle
class aggressively practiced a sort of cultural imperialism that challenged the folk beliefs held by farmers like Martin Harris. Harris’s
material prosperity was comparable to the village elite’s but, because of his hard physical labor and limited education, culturally he
shared more with hardscrabble families like the Smiths. A village lawyer needed only scan Harris’s gray homespun attire and large stiff

hat to conclude that a farmer had come to town.22

We should not expect that because the Little Tradition is associated with the less educated that they were therefore simple or naOve.
Martin Harris might have been a participant and believer in the Little Tradition, but that doesn't mean that he threw caution to the wind.
The new elite might have seen Martin Harris as an ignorant and credulous farmer, but he would have seen himself as a cautious
believer. His credulity allowed for true seers, but his caution told him that there were charlatans abroad. He pointedly told Joseph: “I
said, Joseph, you know my doctrine, that cursed is every one that putteth his trust in man, and maketh flesh his arm; and we know that
the devil is to have great power in the latter days to deceive if possible the very elect; and | don’t know that you are one of the elect. Now
you must not blame me for not taking your word."46

To resolve his question of whether or not he should support the Book of Mormon, Martin tested Joseph. When a pin Martin was using
to pick his teeth fell into straw around his feet, he first attempted to find it. Not succeeding, he asked Joseph to use his seer stone to
find the pin. Joseph did, bolstering Martin's confidence that Joseph had the talent he professed.2Z | find it particularly apt that the nature

of the test was to find something lost. That is, of course, what a seer did.

Nevertheless, believing in Joseph as a true prophet and true seer had Martin straddling two traditions. The village seer belonged to the
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days. Richard Bushman demonstrates how this pressure affected the reminiscences of some of Joseph Smith’s neighbors:

The forces of eighteenth-century rationalism were never quite powerful enough to suppress the belief in supernatural powers aiding and
opposing human enterprise. The educated representatives of enlightened thought, newspaper editors and ministers particularly,
scoffed at the superstitions of common people without completely purging them. The scorn of the polite world put the Palmyra and
Manchester money diggers in a dilemma. They dared not openly describe their resort to magic for fear of ridicule from the fashionably
educated, and yet they could not overcome their fascination with the lore that seeped through to them from the past. Their
embarrassment shows in the affidavits Hurlbut collected. William Stafford, who admitted participation in two “nocturnal excursions,”
claimed he thought the idea visionary all along, but “being prompted by curiosity, | at length accepted of their invitations.” Peter Ingersoll
made much more elaborate excuses. One time he went along became it was lunchtime, his oxen were eating, and he was at leisure.
Secretly, though he claimed to be laughing up his sleeve: “This was rare sport for me."48

Not only does understanding the Great and Little Traditions explain the antagonism we see in the Great Tradition histories, but the dual
traditions also help explain one of the features or a Little Tradition religion when it is transformed into a Great Tradition religion. That
shift in social acceptance and expectation triggers a responsive shift in the way the new religion sees itself and its history.

Morton Smith, a professor of History at Columbia University, examined this tendency in early Christianity, which began as a Little
Tradition religion, but became a Great Tradition religion. Smith notes that the earliest forms of Christianity had a strong affinity with
magical practices—practices that remain in descriptions of the healing miracles and turning water to wine. By the time of the gospels,
however, that history was being written to remove references to magic. He concludes:

What evidence did the Christian tradition, as presented in the gospels, have in common with the picture of Jesus the magician? Since
the authors of the gospels wished to defend Jesus against the charge of magic, we should expect them to minimize those elements of
the tradition that ancient opinion. . . would take to be evidence for it, and to maximize those that could be used against it.

This expectation is, in the main, confirmed. The evangelists could not eliminate Jesus’ miracles because those were essential to their
case, but John cut down the number of them, and Matthew and Luke got rid of the traces of physical means that Mark had incautiously
preserved.42

The New Testament presented its message to, and participated in, a Great Tradition that Morton Smith notes was: “hostile to magic.”%
So also did the modern Saints tell their story within and to a Great Tradition that was hostile to magic.

As the early saints transitioned from a collection of believers into a formal religion, they began to see themselves within the Great
Tradition. As with early Christianity, the stories they told of themselves naturally were recast to distance themselves from their Little
Tradition heritage and provide an acceptable Great Tradition history. One of the obvious places to see this process in action is with the
tools of the translation. We all know that Joseph used the Urim and Thummim to translate the Book of Mormon—except he didn't. The
Book of Mormon mentions interpreters, but not the Urim and Thummim. It was the Book of Mormon interpreters which were given to
Joseph with the plates. When Moroni took back the interpreters after the loss of the 116 manuscript pages, Joseph completed the
translation with one of his seer stones. Until after the translation of the Book of Mormon, the Urim and Thummim belonged to the Bible
and the Bible only.2! The Urim and Thummim became part of the story when it was presented within and to the Great Tradition.
Eventually, even Joseph Smith used Urim and Thummim indiscriminately as labels generically representing either the Book of Mormon
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a natural comparison to the two stones, one Urim and one Thummim, from the Bible. Calling the biblical divinatory tools “rocks” instead
of Urim and Thummim seems to demean them. The reverse process, calling the interpreters and seer stones Urim and Thummim,
places them in a more appropriate religious category where they belong because of the sacred use to which they were put in translating
the Book of Mormon.

This recasting of history was a story the Saints told themselves as much as what they presented to the world. | doubt that there was
any conscious attempt to reconcile their history with Great Tradition expectations, let alone any attempt at deception. It was simply the
natural response to their self-definition as a religion rather than a folk belief. It was a story told in a way that they subliminally knew was
appropriate for a Great Tradition religion. The new history did not deny the past or alter the facts, but recolored them with a new
vocabulary.%*

Why, then, are we so surprised to learn that Joseph translated with a rock in his hat? That is a Little Tradition description and we are
now firmly in the Great Tradition. We share the Great Tradition antipathy to those elements of the Little Tradition. Time has made the
gap even greater than it was in Joseph'’s day. Why do we have the two pictures with which we began? The more accurate, but more
uncomfortable picture is a Little Tradition image. The other is a Great Tradition image. We have both because we can tell the story from
two different perspectives.

Regardless of the perspective from which we tell the story, the essential fact of the translation is unchanged. How was the Book of

Mormon translated? As Joseph continually insisted, the only real answer, from any perspective, is that it was translated by the gift and
power of God.
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