Testimony: Manufactured Certainty

1. What Is a Testimony?

The word festimony carries considerable emotional weight within the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Members are encouraged from early childhood to gain a testimony, strengthen their testimony, bear their
testimony publicly, and remain faithful to that testimony throughout life. A testimony is presented as the
foundation upon which every other religious commitment should rest.

Because the concept occupies such a central place in Mormon [, j
When we speak untruths, we are guilty of

lying. We can also intentionally deceive
others by a gesture or a look, by silence, or
At its simplest, a testimony is a person's declaration of what he | by telling only part of the truth. Whenever
we lead people in any way to believe
something that is not true, we are not being
honest.”

religious life, it deserves careful examination. What, precisely, is
a testimony?

believes to be true. It is an expression of conviction. Properly
understood, there is nothing objectionable about this. Every
thoughtful person possesses convictions formed through
experience, reflection, education, and evidence. Indeed, much of LDS Definition of Honesty

civilized discourse depends upon people honestly expressing
what they presently believe.

The ethical question is not whether people should bear testimony. The ethical question is what kind of testimony
they are bearing. A person may truthfully testify that he has experienced love, peace, gratitude, forgiveness, or
hope. Such testimony describes genuine human experience. No one else can deny that those experiences occurred.

A person may also testify that he presently believes a particular philosophy, religion, or moral system provides
the best explanation of reality. Such testimony is likewise honest, provided it is presented as belief rather than
established fact.

The problem arises when testimony quietly crosses an invisible boundary.Instead of saying:

"This is what I have experienced." Or "This is what I presently believe."
the testimony becomes,
"Therefore I know."

That single transition changes the nature of the claim completely. A statement of experience becomes a statement
of knowledge. A personal conviction becomes an objective assertion about reality. The listener is no longer being
informed of the speaker's experience; he is being asked to accept the speaker's conclusion.

This distinction is easily overlooked because Mormon culture uses the words belief, faith, knowledge, certainty,
and festimony almost interchangeably. Yet they are not interchangeable. They represent profoundly different
intellectual claims, each carrying a different burden of justification.

This chapter is therefore not an argument against testimony. On the contrary, I believe testimony is both natural
and valuable. Human beings should speak honestly about their experiences, their hopes, their convictions, and
even their uncertainties.

What they should not do is mistake one category for another. A feeling is not evidence. Faith is not certainty.
Belief is not knowledge. A testimony becomes intellectually honest only when it carefully distinguishes among
these different kinds of claims.

That distinction may appear subtle, but it lies at the heart of the moral argument developed throughout this book.
For if testimony is permitted to substitute conviction for knowledge, then every conclusion that follows becomes


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p62rXBHo4nc

insulated from critical examination. The individual gradually ceases asking, "Is this true?" and begins asking
only, "Have I felt it strongly enough?"

That subtle change has profound consequences. It shifts the search for truth away from evidence and toward
subjective certainty. Once that transition has occurred, reason becomes subordinate to conviction, conviction
becomes subordinate to authority, and authority eventually comes to define reality itself.

The purpose of this chapter is therefore not to criticize sincere believers. It is to examine one of the most influential
methods by which sincere people may become absolutely certain of propositions that have never been adequately
demonstrated.

Only after understanding the nature of testimony can we fairly ask whether the process by which testimony is
acquired is a reliable path to truth.

2. Why Testimony Is So Persuasive

Testimony occupies a unique place in religious life because it appeals directly to one
of the deepest instincts of human nature. We are social beings. Long before we
examine evidence, we learn by trusting other people. Children believe their parents.
Students trust their teachers. Citizens depend upon experts. Civilization itself would
be impossible if we were incapable of learning from the experience of others.

There is therefore nothing irrational about listening carefully to sincere testimony.
Indeed, testimony has an honorable place in everyday life. Much of what we know
about history, science, and the lives of other people comes to us through the testimony
of trustworthy witnesses.

The crucial question, however, is not whether testimony has value. The crucial
question is what kind of claim the testimony is making.

If a witness testifies that he saw an automobile accident, he is reporting an observable event. Other witnesses may
corroborate or contradict his account. Physical evidence may confirm or disprove it. The testimony enters a larger
body of publicly examinable evidence.

Religious testimony is different. It usually concerns experiences that are private rather than public, subjective
rather than objective, and therefore unavailable for independent verification. The listener cannot observe another
person's spiritual experience. He can only observe the sincerity with which it is reported.

This distinction is enormously important. Sincerity is evidence that the speaker believes what he is saying. It is
not evidence that what he says is true.

Human beings are remarkably adept at judging sincerity. We instinctively recognize emotion in another person's
voice, face, and manner. Tears move us. Quiet conviction commands our respect. Genuine humility inspires
confidence. These reactions are healthy because sincerity is generally associated with honesty.'

Yet honesty and correctness are not the same thing.

History is filled with sincere people who confidently believed things later shown to be false. Intelligent men
defended geocentrism. Physicians sincerely prescribed treatments now known to be harmful. Entire civilizations
accepted ideas that modern knowledge has overturned. Their sincerity was real. Their conclusions were mistaken.

1 Concealing Evidence (1:54) in the Essays - Polyandry buried three layers down in a footnote.
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The same principle applies to religion. When a believer bears testimony with visible emotion, listeners naturally
infer that something important has happened within that person. That inference is usually correct. Something
important has happened. The speaker has experienced profound conviction.

But one further step is often taken without careful examination. The listener quietly assumes that because the
conviction is genuine, the explanation attached to that conviction must also be true.

That conclusion does not follow. Emotion authenticates the experience. It does not authenticate the explanation.

This distinction explains why testimony is persuasive across every culture and every religion. Christians,
Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, and members of countless other faiths all bear sincere testimony to
experiences they regard as confirming their beliefs. Their testimonies cannot all validate mutually contradictory
religious claims.

What testimony reliably demonstrates is not the truth of a doctrine but the depth of a person's conviction.
Recognizing this does not diminish testimony. Quite the opposite. It allows testimony to be appreciated for what
it genuinely offers: a window into another human being's experience.

The mistake occurs only when we ask testimony to do something it cannot do. Testimony can reveal what a
person believes. It cannot, by itself, establish whether the belief is true. Once that distinction is understood, we
are prepared to examine the relationship between emotional experience and objective evidence.

That relationship forms the foundation of nearly every testimony ever borne.
3. Feelings Are Experiences, Not Evidence

Every human being has emotional experiences that feel profoundly real. Joy, grief, peace, love, awe, gratitude,
hope, and even fear can produce a deep sense of certainty. These experiences deserve respect because they are
genuine experiences of the person having them. What they do not establish is the truth of the beliefs to which
they have become attached.

This distinction is one of the most important in all of epistemology. Feelings are reliable evidence that we are

having an emotional experience. They are not, by themselves, reliable evidence that the explanation we attach to
that experience is true.

Latter-day Saints are taught from childhood that feelings of warmth,
peace, comfort, or certainty are manifestations of the Holy Ghost bearing
witness that the Church is true. Once this interpretation has been learned,
every future occurrence of those same feelings is naturally understood as
confirmation of that belief. The emotional experience is genuine. The
conclusion drawn from it may not be.

The same emotional experiences occur throughout the world in every
major religion. Evangelical Christians describe being "saved." Catholics
speak of profound spiritual peace during Mass. Muslims describe
overwhelming certainty while reading the Qur'an. Hindus report deep

spiritual experiences in meditation. Buddhists experience profound tranquility during contemplation. Followers
of countless other religions describe experiences every bit as sincere and compelling as those reported in Mormon
testimony meetings.

These individuals cannot all be receiving divine confirmation of contradictory truth claims. If emotional certainty
validates Mormonism, it must also validate Islam, Catholicism, Hinduism, evangelical Christianity, and every



other religion producing the same experience. Since these conclusions are mutually incompatible, the emotional
experience itself cannot determine which belief, if any, is true.

The conclusion is unavoidable. The feeling is real. The interpretation is not self-validating.

Human psychology provides a straightforward explanation. Strong emotions naturally increase our confidence in
the beliefs associated with them. We remember emotionally significant experiences more vividly. We interpret
them in ways that reinforce our existing worldview. Once we have been taught what a particular feeling is
supposed to mean, our minds naturally apply that interpretation whenever the feeling returns. The process is
powerful, understandable, and entirely human.

This is not dishonesty on the part of the believer. Most people sincerely report exactly what they experienced.
The error lies not in describing the feeling, but in assuming that the feeling establishes the objective truth of a
particular religious claim.

For this reason, testimony should be understood as evidence of conviction rather than evidence of fact. It tells us
that the speaker sincerely believes. It does not tell us whether the belief corresponds to reality.

This distinction is morally important because the stronger the claim of certainty, the greater the responsibility to
justify it. Honest people should distinguish carefully between what they know, what they believe, and what they
hope is true. Confusing these categories may unintentionally persuade others that evidence exists where only
conviction exists.

Recognizing this distinction does not diminish the value of spiritual experience. Love, compassion, gratitude,
forgiveness, wonder, and hope remain among the richest experiences of human life. But they should be
appreciated for what they are—deeply meaningful aspects of human consciousness—not mistaken for a method
of determining historical, scientific, or theological truth.

Ultimately, truth deserves a higher standard than sincerity alone. Sincerity explains why people believe. It does
not establish that what they believe is true.

4 Faith and the Temptation of Certainty

Faith occupies an honorable place in human life. We routinely act upon incomplete knowledge. We trust people
before every uncertainty has been resolved, begin worthwhile undertakings without assurance of success, and
sustain hope where proof is impossible. Properly understood, faith is not a defect in reasoning. It is the courage
to live responsibly while acknowledging that certainty has not yet been obtained.

The New Testament preserves this distinction. Hebrews describes faith as “the substance of things hoped for, the
evidence of things not seen.” Whatever theological meaning one gives that passage, it does not define faith as
knowledge. Faith concerns what remains hoped for and unseen. It exists precisely because some uncertainty
remains.

Were knowledge complete, faith would no longer be necessary.

This gives faith an essential humility. Faith may say, “I trust,” “I believe,” or “I hope.” It need not pretend that
every question has been answered. It permits commitment while leaving the mind open to correction. It can sustain
moral courage without declaring inquiry finished.

Certainty is more tempting because it feels stronger. It removes ambiguity, quiets doubt, and offers relief from
the discomfort of not knowing. Within a religious community, certainty also carries social rewards. The person
who says, “I know,” is often regarded as more faithful than the person who says, “I believe.” The confident
declaration appears spiritually mature, while honest uncertainty may be interpreted as weakness.



Yet the difference between faith and certainty is not a difference in moral worth. It is a difference in what the
speaker claims to possess.

Faith acknowledges that conviction may exceed demonstration. Certainty declares that the relevant uncertainty
has been resolved. The first remains open. The second announces a conclusion. The first may coexist with
continued investigation. The second can make further investigation appear unnecessary, disloyal, or even
dangerous.

The ethical difficulty begins when the language of certainty is encouraged before certainty has been earned.

A believer may possess deep conviction, profound spiritual experience, and sincere trust in God. None of these
is contemptible. But conviction does not become knowledge merely because it is intense. A feeling does not
become evidence merely because it is repeated. Faith does not become certainty merely because certainty is
socially admired.

This matters because language shapes thought. When people repeatedly describe belief as knowledge, the
distinction between the two gradually disappears from awareness. What began as trust becomes represented as
fact. What began as hope becomes treated as established reality. The speaker may no longer recognize that a
philosophical boundary has been crossed, because the community has normalized the crossing.

The declaration “I know” then performs more than a descriptive function. It reinforces the belief in the mind of
the speaker, signals loyalty to the community, and teaches listeners that certainty is the expected condition of a
faithful person. Children hear adults speak this way and learn the vocabulary before they are old enough to
evaluate the claims. Missionaries repeat it to investigators. Members repeat it to one another. The language of
certainty becomes part of the culture long before its evidentiary basis is examined.

This does not mean that every person who says “I know” intends to deceive. Most are expressing themselves in
the language they have inherited. They are often sincere, good, and entirely unaware that the words claim more
than the underlying experience can establish.

But sincerity does not remove the need for precision. The moral responsibility of speech is not determined solely
by the honesty of the speaker’s intention. It also depends upon whether the words accurately represent what the
speaker is justified in claiming.

There is no shame in faith. There is no shame in hope, trust, or uncertainty. The shame would lie in creating a
religious culture in which these honest conditions are treated as spiritually inferior to unsupported certainty.

A mature religion should not require believers to speak more confidently than the evidence permits. It should
cultivate the courage to say, “I do not know,” when knowledge has not been obtained. Such restraint is not an
absence of faith. It is faith disciplined by integrity.

The stronger the claim, the greater the obligation to support it. A person who says, “I hope,” assumes a modest
burden. A person who says, “I believe,” assumes a greater one. A person who says, “I know,” makes the strongest
possible declaration and therefore assumes the greatest responsibility to distinguish personal conviction from
publicly justifiable knowledge.

Certainty is not morally superior to faith. It is simply a more demanding claim, and because it is more demanding,
it requires a correspondingly greater standard of intellectual care.

S The Real Function of Testimony

If testimony is not primarily a method for discovering truth, then what purpose does it serve?



The answer is that testimony functions less as an instrument of investigation than as an instrument of
reinforcement. It does not ordinarily produce belief by examining evidence. Rather, it strengthens belief by
repeatedly expressing it. The process is directed as much toward the speaker as toward the listener.

Modern psychology recognizes that human beings tend to strengthen beliefs they publicly affirm. Once we have
declared a position before others, we naturally seek consistency between our public statements and our private
convictions. To reverse course later becomes psychologically uncomfortable because it requires us to
acknowledge that we may have been mistaken. The more frequently a belief is publicly repeated, the more deeply
it tends to become integrated into personal identity.

For this reason, testimony meetings are psychologically powerful. Members are invited, and children are often
encouraged, to stand before the congregation and declare certainty. The declaration itself becomes part of the
process by which certainty grows. A testimony is therefore not merely a report of belief. It is one of the
mechanisms by which belief is strengthened.

The process begins very early. A small child often hears parents whisper, "Tell them you know the Church is
true." The child has no independent basis upon which to evaluate such a claim. Instead, the child learns both the
expected conclusion and the language with which it should be expressed. Repetition gradually transforms
borrowed words into personally accepted convictions.

No deception is intended. Loving parents sincerely desire to share what they themselves believe. Church leaders
sincerely believe they are helping children develop faith. The process is therefore understandable and usually
motivated by good intentions.

Nevertheless, the psychological effect remains the same.

Beliefs become increasingly resistant to examination when they are repeatedly affirmed before a trusted
community. The testimony is no longer merely describing belief; it is helping create and preserve it.

This explains why testimony meetings rarely resemble an investigation into truth. They do not invite competing
hypotheses, contradictory evidence, or critical examination. Participants are expected to affirm a common
conclusion rather than jointly evaluate whether the conclusion is justified. The meeting therefore functions less
like an inquiry and more like a ritual of mutual reinforcement.

The emotional atmosphere further amplifies this effect. Members observe tears, expressions of gratitude, family
affection, and sincere devotion. These emotional experiences become associated with the beliefs being affirmed.
Over time, the warmth of the community and the truth of the doctrine become psychologically intertwined. To
question one may begin to feel like betraying the other.

This is one reason leaving a high-demand religion is so emotionally difficult. A person is not simply reconsidering
propositions about history or theology. He is separating beliefs from memories, family relationships, friendships,
and some of the most meaningful experiences of his life. The emotional cost can therefore be enormous, even
when the intellectual conclusions have become unavoidable.

Understanding this process should encourage compassion rather than ridicule. Those who bear testimony are
usually expressing genuine love, hope, and commitment. Their sincerity deserves respect. The psychological
mechanisms involved are not uniquely Mormon; they are part of normal human cognition and appear wherever
communities repeatedly reinforce shared convictions.

Recognizing these mechanisms, however, also imposes a moral obligation. If testimony naturally strengthens
belief independently of evidence, then religious leaders bear a corresponding responsibility to ensure that the



beliefs being reinforced are themselves open to honest examination. Otherwise, testimony risks becoming a tool
for preserving error rather than discovering truth.

The purpose of this observation is therefore not to diminish testimony, but to understand it accurately. Testimony
is an extraordinarily effective means of strengthening conviction. That very effectiveness makes it ethically
imperative that conviction remain accountable to evidence, reason, and an honest willingness to follow the truth
wherever it leads.

6 The Meaning of an Honest Testimony
An honest testimony does not require certainty. It requires honesty.

There is a profound moral difference between speaking truthfully about one's experience and claiming knowledge
one does not possess. A person may honestly say, "I have felt peace while praying," "My faith has given me
strength," or "I find meaning in this religious community." These statements describe genuine personal
experience. They make no claim beyond what the speaker actually knows.

The ethical difficulty begins when personal experience is transformed into objective certainty.

To say, "I know this Church is true," is not merely to describe an inner feeling. It is to assert that one's feeling
establishes an external fact. Such a statement claims knowledge about history, theology, divine authority, and
ultimate reality. Those are extraordinarily large claims, requiring correspondingly substantial justification.

This distinction matters because language carries moral responsibility:

e Iflsay, "I believe," I invite conversation.
e IfIsay, "I hope," I acknowledge uncertainty.
e IfIsay, "I know," I imply that reasonable doubt has been overcome.

The stronger the claim, the greater the responsibility to support it.

There is nothing morally deficient about admitting uncertainty. On the contrary, intellectual humility is often one
of the clearest signs of integrity. Honest people recognize the limits of their knowledge. They distinguish carefully
between what they have experienced, what they presently believe, and what objective evidence can reasonably
establish.

Religious communities sometimes unintentionally reverse these values. Expressions of certainty are praised as
demonstrations of faith, while careful qualifications may be interpreted as spiritual weakness. The result is subtle
pressure to speak more confidently than one actually believes.

This pressure is rarely malicious. Most members simply learn the language that is admired within their
community. Children hear adults declare certainty. Missionaries repeat the same words. Converts soon adopt the
familiar vocabulary. Over time, the language itself becomes part of religious identity.

Yet sincerity cannot compensate for imprecision. A statement may be sincerely intended and still claim more than
its evidence warrants. Good intentions do not relieve us of the responsibility to speak accurately. Indeed, honesty
requires precisely the opposite. The more important the subject, the more carefully our words should reflect the
limits of our knowledge.

An honest testimony therefore does not diminish faith. It refines it. Instead of claiming certainty where certainty
has not been earned, it speaks with integrity:

o "This is what I have experienced."
o "This is what I presently believe.”



o "This is why I find it meaningful."”
o "These are the reasons that persuade me."

Such testimony invites reflection rather than demanding agreement. It respects the listener's conscience as much
as it expresses the speaker's own. It also leaves room for growth.

Human understanding is never complete. Every thoughtful person has changed important beliefs during life.
Knowledge expands. Evidence accumulates. Experience deepens. An honest testimony therefore remains open to
correction because it values truth more highly than consistency.

Ironically, such humility often produces greater credibility than certainty ever could. We naturally trust those who
acknowledge the limits of their knowledge more than those who claim complete confidence in matters that exceed
human verification.

For this reason, I believe the highest form of testimony is not the declaration, "I know." It is the declaration, "This
is the truth as I presently understand it, and I remain willing to follow the evidence wherever it leads."

Such testimony requires more courage than certainty because it places loyalty to truth above loyalty to one's
previous conclusions.

Ultimately, the purpose of testimony should not be to persuade others that one possesses certainty. Its purpose
should be to bear honest witness to one's present understanding while respecting the equal right of every other
person to examine the evidence and reach his or her own conclusions.

That kind of testimony strengthens both integrity and conscience. It is not merely religiously admirable; it is
morally admirable.

7. Why Intelligent People Can Be Wrong

One of the most unfortunate misconceptions surrounding religious belief is the assumption that those who reach
false conclusions must be unintelligent, dishonest, or morally deficient. Experience demonstrates exactly the
opposite.

Throughout history, thoughtful, educated, and deeply sincere people have defended ideas that later proved to be
mistaken. Entire civilizations once believed the sun revolved around the earth. Physicians prescribed treatments
that modern medicine now recognizes as harmful. Scientists confidently defended theories later abandoned. None
of these people were irrational. They simply reached conclusions using the best methods they believed available
at the time.

Religion is no different. Most believers do not arrive at their convictions through dishonesty. They arrive there
honestly, using methods they have been taught to trust since childhood. Those methods often include prayer,
spiritual feelings, trusted authority, sacred texts, family traditions, and the testimony of respected members of
their community. Within that framework, their conclusions may seem entirely reasonable.

This is why sincere disagreement deserves respect. The issue is not whether people are intelligent. The issue is
whether the method used to reach a conclusion is capable of distinguishing truth from error. Good people can
employ a poor method. Likewise, intelligent people can sincerely defend conclusions produced by an unreliable
process. Recognizing this principle changes the entire discussion. It shifts attention away from judging individuals
and toward examining the reliability of the process itself.

Suppose two equally intelligent people begin with different assumptions and employ different methods of
determining truth. One relies primarily upon emotional confirmation. Another relies primarily upon
independently verifiable evidence. It should not surprise us if they reach different conclusions. The disagreement



may reveal less about the intelligence of either individual than about the strengths and weaknesses of the methods
they employ.

This is why the method matters more than the conclusion. A reliable method will eventually correct its own
mistakes because contrary evidence is permitted to challenge existing beliefs. An unreliable method protects itself
from correction by treating contrary evidence as a threat rather than an opportunity for deeper understanding.

History repeatedly demonstrates this difference. Science advances because no conclusion is beyond question.
Courts of law permit witnesses to be cross-examined because testimony alone is insufficient. Historical
scholarship requires independent sources because memory is fallible. In every serious search for truth, methods
exist to protect us from our own tendency toward confirmation.

Religious belief deserves the same intellectual honesty. The question should never be, "How strongly do I believe
this?" The more important question is, "What method persuaded me to believe it, and would that same method
reliably distinguish truth from sincere error?" That question requires humility because it asks us to examine not
merely our conclusions, but the path by which we arrived at them.

Every one of us is capable of being mistaken. Every one of us is susceptible to confirmation bias, emotional
reasoning, loyalty to respected authorities, and the desire for certainty. These are not moral failures. They are part
of the human condition.

Wisdom therefore begins not with confidence in our conclusions, but with confidence in our willingness to
examine the methods by which those conclusions were reached.

Only after asking that question are we prepared to examine one of the most remarkable methods for establishing
religious certainty ever proposed—a method that appears persuasive precisely because it quietly assumes the very
conclusion it claims to prove.

It is this reasoning that I have come to call The Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption.

8. The Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption

Before examining Moroni's 10:4 promise itself, it is worth asking a more fundamental question.
What kind of mind constructs an argument like this?

That question is more revealing than it first appears. Every argument reflects not only a conclusion but also a
method of thinking. The structure of an argument reveals what its author assumes about truth, evidence,
knowledge, and persuasion. Logical fallacies are therefore more than technical mistakes. They are often windows
into the habits of mind that produced them.

For this reason I regard Moroni's promise as far more than an isolated defect in reasoning. It is a tell.

A "tell," borrowed from the language of poker, is an unconscious signal that reveals what is happening beneath
the surface. A practiced observer learns more from the tell than from the words being spoken.

The Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption is such a tell. It reveals a way of thinking that eventually permeates
the entire religious system.

The argument does not begin with evidence and move toward a conclusion. Instead, it quietly assumes that the
desired conclusion already exists and then instructs the investigator how to experience confirmation of that
conclusion.

This reversal is subtle but profound. Instead of asking:



"What conclusion does the evidence justify?"
the investigator is encouraged to ask,
"Have I yet received the confirmation that the conclusion is true?"

The conclusion is therefore never genuinely at risk.

The investigation has been transformed into a search for the expected emotional confirmation. Once this pattern
is recognized, it begins to appear everywhere. It explains why contradictory evidence is so often dismissed rather
than examined. It explains why doubt is frequently interpreted as a personal weakness instead of an invitation to
investigate more carefully. It explains why emotional certainty gradually replaces critical examination. Most
importantly, it explains why sincere people can become absolutely convinced of propositions that remain
historically or logically unsupported.

The issue is therefore much larger than Moroni 10. It concerns the method itself. A method that cannot distinguish
between truth and sincere error is an unreliable method, regardless of the sincerity of those who employ it.

The ethical consequences become even more significant. When certainty is produced by an unreliable method,
authority naturally shifts away from evidence and toward those who claim to understand the method. Religious
leaders become the interpreters of spiritual confirmation. Members are encouraged to trust their feelings, provided
those feelings lead to the approved conclusion. Personal conscience gradually becomes dependent upon
institutional interpretation.

This is the beginning of substituted judgment. The individual no longer asks independently, "What is true?" He
increasingly asks:

"What conclusion am I expected to reach?"

That transition marks one of the great ethical turning points of the entire Mormon system. For this reason, I regard
the Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption not merely as a logical mistake but as the intellectual foundation upon
which much of the remainder of the system is constructed.

Like the DNA contained within a single living cell, this one pattern quietly reproduces itself throughout the
organism. It reappears in Joseph Smith's revelations. It reappears in prophetic authority. It reappears in the Temple
covenants. It reappears in obedience. It reappears wherever members are encouraged to trust institutional
conclusions more readily than their own independent moral and intellectual judgment.

Recognizing this pattern transformed my own understanding of Mormonism. I gradually came to see that I was
not dealing with isolated historical problems. I was observing the repeated expression of one underlying method
of reasoning.

Only after recognizing that deeper pattern did the historical evidence, the Temple, the doctrine of obedience, and
the culture of testimony finally fit together into a single coherent picture.

The Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption is therefore not merely one more criticism among many. It is the key
that unlocks the entire system.

9. The Three Presumptions Required by Moroni's Promise

Every method of inquiry rests upon assumptions. Sound methods make those assumptions explicit and permit
them to be examined. Unsound methods often conceal their assumptions, asking the investigator to accept them
without realizing they have already become part of the argument.



Moroni's promise is no exception. At first reading, Moroni appears to offer an objective method for determining
whether the Book of Mormon is true. Millions of sincere investigators have accepted his invitation in exactly that
spirit.

The question before us is not whether those investigators are sincere. The question is whether the method itself is
capable of determining truth.

Careful examination reveals that Moroni's promise depends upon three unstated presumptions. Unless these
presumptions are accepted before the investigation begins, the promised conclusion cannot logically follow.

First Presumption

The investigator is directed to seek divine confirmation of the Book of Mormon's truthfulness. The
prescribed method seeks confirmation while offering no alternative method of inquiry.

Notice what is absent. The investigator is never invited to examine whether the Book of Mormon's historical
claims withstand independent scrutiny. He is not encouraged to compare competing explanations, to evaluate
contrary evidence, or to ask what conclusion the available evidence best supports.

Instead, the investigator is instructed to seek confirmation. The distinction is subtle but profound.

An investigation asks:

"What conclusion does the evidence support?"
Moroni's method asks:

"Seek confirmation of this conclusion.”

The conclusion is therefore privileged before the inquiry begins.
Second Presumption

God is presumed to communicate objective truth through subjective spiritual feelings or impressions
experienced during prayer.

This assumption is equally important because the method depends entirely upon it. The investigator is expected
to recognize feelings of peace, assurance, warmth, conviction, or what Latter-day Saints commonly describe as
the witness of the Holy Ghost, as God's chosen means of communicating truth.

Yet this method is itself never established. It is assumed that God chooses to answer in this manner. It is assumed
that subjective feelings constitute a reliable means of discovering objective truth. It is assumed that this method
can reliably distinguish divine communication from ordinary human emotion, expectation, hope, or psychological
experience. These assumptions are never independently demonstrated. They simply become part of the method
itself.

Third Presumption
The investigator is presumed to know the correct interpretation of the spiritual experience.

Even if one grants that a profound spiritual feeling has occurred, one further step remains. What does the feeling
mean? Moroni supplies the interpretation before the investigator has the opportunity to consider alternatives.

The prescribed interpretation is that the feeling confirms the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon. From that
conclusion follows acceptance of Joseph Smith as a prophet, the restoration of priesthood authority, the divine
authority of the Church, and ultimately the legitimacy of every institution built upon those foundations.



Yet none of these conclusions follows necessarily from the experience itself. A feeling cannot interpret itself. The
meaning assigned to the experience is supplied by the person—or by the authority—interpreting it.

That distinction is critical. The experience may be genuine. The interpretation may still be mistaken.
The Fallacy

These three presumptions quietly support one another. The first directs the search toward confirmation. The
second prescribes the method by which confirmation is expected. The third supplies the authorized interpretation
of whatever experience follows. Together they create an appearance of independent confirmation while never
independently examining the assumptions upon which the entire method depends.

This is why I refer to it as The Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption. It is not merely a logical fallacy. It is
a method of inquiry built upon assumptions that remain hidden from the investigator.

For me, this realization became a turning point. I no longer saw Moroni's promise as an isolated mistake in
reasoning. I began to recognize it as a pattern—a way of thinking that reappears throughout Joseph Smith's
teachings, the Temple Endowment, the doctrine of obedience, and the institutional culture of the Church itself.

The pattern is always the same. The conclusion is quietly established before the investigation begins
10. From Presumption to Substituted Judgment

At first glance, the Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption may appear to be little more than an interesting defect
in logic. If that were all it was, it would deserve little attention. Logical mistakes are common, and by themselves
they rarely alter the course of a person's life.

The significance of Moroni's promise lies elsewhere. Its importance is found not merely in the conclusion it
produces, but in the habit of mind it encourages. Once an individual becomes convinced that subjective
confirmation is a reliable path to objective truth, an important transition begins to occur. Independent investigation
gradually gives way to confirmation. Critical examination gives way to acceptance. Personal judgment slowly
yields to trusted authority.

The individual may not even recognize the transition because it occurs gradually, reinforced over many years by
repetition, testimony meetings, missionary discussions, priesthood instruction, and Temple worship. What began
as a method for confirming a single book quietly becomes a method for approaching every important religious
question.

The same pattern reappears repeatedly. If a prophet speaks, pray until you receive confirmation. If a new policy
is announced, pray until you receive confirmation. If a Temple covenant is presented, pray until you receive
confirmation. If a moral question arises, pray until you receive confirmation.

The underlying assumption never changes. The correct conclusion already exists. The role of the individual is not
to determine whether the conclusion is justified, but to obtain spiritual confirmation that it is. This marks a
profound shift in the location of moral responsibility.

Instead of asking:

"What do I conclude after honestly weighing the evidence?"
the faithful member increasingly asks:

"What conclusion am I expected to confirm?"

That is not merely an epistemological change. It is an ethical one. The individual has begun surrendering the
responsibility of independent judgment. This is what [ mean by substituted judgment.



Substituted judgment occurs whenever an individual gradually replaces his own responsibility to determine what
is true, right, or morally justified with confidence in the conclusions supplied by another authority. The authority
may be a prophet, a church, a political movement, an ideology, or even a charismatic individual. The mechanism
is always the same. The authority becomes the primary source of judgment. The individual becomes the
confirmer.

This explains why the Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption is not an isolated logical mistake. It is the first step
in a much larger ethical transformation. Once the habit of seeking confirmation replaces the habit of independent
investigation, the same method naturally extends into every area of religious life. The Temple no longer asks
whether its covenants deserve moral assent. It asks for obedience. Church leadership no longer invites members
to evaluate prophetic counsel independently. It invites sustaining.

Public disagreement gradually becomes disloyalty. Conscience becomes increasingly identified with agreement.
At this point the issue is no longer whether Joseph Smith successfully persuaded people that the Book of Mormon
is true.

The larger issue is that he introduced a method by which individuals could gradually become less dependent upon
their own independent judgment and increasingly dependent upon institutional authority.

That is why I regard the Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption as one of the foundational ideas of Mormonism.
It is not simply an argument about a book. It is the beginning of an entire system of thought. Once that system is
accepted, nearly everything else follows naturally.

Obedience becomes the highest virtue. Authority becomes the principal interpreter of truth. Conscience becomes
increasingly subordinate to institutional judgment. The Temple then becomes not an isolated ordinance, but the
logical completion of a pattern that began much earlier.

Seen in this light, Moroni's promise is not merely an invitation to pray. It is the opening step in a progression that
ultimately asks the individual to transfer confidence from his own independent moral and intellectual judgment
to the institution that taught him how to interpret his spiritual experiences.

For this reason, the Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption is not merely one more logical error. It is the first
movement in a process that culminates in substituted judgment.

10. The Second Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption

The First Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption concerns how certainty is obtained. It teaches an investigator
to seek confirmation of a predetermined conclusion through a prescribed method of spiritual experience.

The Second Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption concerns something entirely different. It presumes that
religious certainty is itself a virtue, and therefore something every faithful person ought to obtain.

This second presumption is so deeply embedded within Mormon culture that it is seldom recognized or

questioned. Members are encouraged from childhood to "gain a testimony," "strengthen their testimony," "bear
their testimony," and "never lose their testimony." The possession of certainty gradually becomes associated with

faithfulness, spiritual maturity, worthiness, and even moral character.

Yet this assumption deserves careful examination. Why should certainty itself be regarded as a virtue?
Truthfulness is a virtue. Honesty is a virtue. Integrity is a virtue. Humility is a virtue. The willingness to follow
evidence wherever it leads is a virtue.

But certainty is something entirely different. Certainty is not a moral achievement. It is a claim about the state of
one's knowledge. The stronger the claim of certainty, the greater the responsibility to justify it.



This distinction changes the entire discussion. The issue is no longer whether members sincerely possess
testimonies. Most undoubtedly do. The issue is whether obtaining certainty should ever become a religious
obligation or a measure of spiritual worth. I believe it should not.

One may live a deeply moral life while acknowledging uncertainty. One may love one's neighbor, act honestly,
forgive generously, pursue justice, and seek truth without claiming certainty about matters that cannot honestly
be known.

Indeed, intellectual humility may itself be among the highest moral virtues. Once certainty becomes the expected
goal, however, an important cultural change begins to occur. Faith gradually gives way to certainty. Hope gives
way to certainty. Belief gives way to certainty.

The language of inquiry slowly disappears, replaced by the language of conclusion. Fast and Testimony Meeting
illustrates this transformation more clearly than perhaps any other practice within the Church. Members rarely
stand simply to describe their spiritual journey.

They seldom say:
"This is where my investigation has presently led me." or
"These are the questions with which I continue to struggle."”
Instead, the recurring pattern is the public declaration of certainty:
"I know the Church is true.”
"l know Joseph Smith was a prophet.”
"I know the Book of Mormon is true."”

The repeated public declaration of certainty is not incidental. It is the purpose toward which the culture has been
directing members from the beginning.

This is the second great presumption. It quietly assumes that possessing certainty is both possible and spiritually
desirable.

I challenge that assumption. I believe the genuine religious virtues are honesty, integrity, humility, moral courage,
and a willingness to revise one's conclusions whenever better evidence requires it. Those virtues require no
certainty whatsoever.

The Tell

This realization led me to ask a question that, in my judgment, is far more revealing than identifying a logical
fallacy. What Kkind of person constructs this kind of argument?

Logical fallacies are often dismissed as simple mistakes. Sometimes they are. But sometimes they are tells. A tell
is an unconscious revelation. It exposes habits of mind that the author himself may never recognize. It reveals not
merely what a person believes, but how he thinks.

The Great Mormon Fallacy of Presumption is such a tell. It reveals a mind that begins, not with open investigation,
but with the desired conclusion. It seeks confirmation rather than examination. Agreement rather than discovery.
Assent rather than independent judgment.

That observation is not limited to Moroni's promise. Once recognized, the same pattern begins to appear
repeatedly throughout Mormonism. It appears in testimony. It appears in prophetic authority. It appears in the
Temple. It appears in the Law of Obedience. It appears whenever members are encouraged to confirm conclusions
already supplied by authority rather than determine those conclusions through their own independent moral and
intellectual judgment.



The repeated appearance of the same pattern eventually persuaded me that I was not observing isolated examples
of defective reasoning. I was observing a consistent way of thinking. For this reason, I no longer regard the Great
Mormon Fallacy of Presumption as merely one logical error among many.

It is the DNA of the entire system.

Just as DNA contains the pattern from which a living organism develops, this single epistemological pattern
quietly reproduces itself throughout Mormon theology, practice, and culture.

e [t teaches members how to know.
e [t teaches them what to value.
e [t teaches them whom to trust.

From that foundation nearly everything else naturally follows. The Temple does not create this pattern. It
completes it. The Temple preserves, in covenantal form, the very hierarchy of values that the epistemology has
already established.

Once certainty has displaced inquiry, and authority has displaced independent judgment, obedience becomes not
merely expected but inevitable. The Temple therefore stands, not as the beginning of the process, but as its logical
culmination.

11. Whom Does Testimony Serve?

Once certainty is no longer presumed to be a virtue, a question arises that Mormon culture seldom asks. Why is
a testimony required at all?

Human beings do not require religious certainty in order to live moral lives. We require honesty, integrity,
empathy, courage, and sufficient humility to recognize when we may be mistaken. We can love, forgive, create,
sacrifice, and act responsibly while acknowledging profound uncertainty about God and ultimate reality.

Why, then, is the acquisition of a testimony treated as an essential religious achievement? The usual answer is
that testimony benefits the individual. It provides spiritual strength, direction, comfort, and protection against
doubt. I do not deny that many members experience these benefits. Deep conviction can provide emotional
stability and meaning.

But this answer is incomplete. Testimony also performs an extraordinarily important institutional function. It
creates loyalty. Every enduring institution requires some degree of loyalty from those entrusted with its work. A
Church may reasonably expect a bishop to support the institution while serving as one of its officers. A missionary
publicly representing a religion may reasonably be expected to understand and support the message he has
volunteered to teach.

Institutional loyalty is not inherently unethical. The moral question is how that loyalty is obtained, what is
demanded in its name, and whether the individual remains free to exercise independent moral judgment.

Mormon testimony extends far beyond the reasonable loyalty expected of an institutional representative. The
ideal testimony does not merely say:

"I support the purposes of this Church.”
It says:
"l know this Church is true.”

It does not merely express confidence in a leader. It declares that the leader is a prophet of God. It does not merely
find wisdom in a book. It declares the book divinely true.



These are not ordinary statements of institutional loyalty. They transform loyalty into claims about objective
reality and divine authority.

The distinction matters because ordinary loyalty remains conditional. A person may support an institution while
retaining the right to criticize it. He may respect a leader while concluding that the leader is mistaken. He may
value a community while rejecting some of its teachings.

Certainty changes that relationship. If the Church is not merely valuable but true, disagreement acquires
theological significance. If its leaders are not merely respected but prophets of God, criticism becomes spiritually
dangerous. If their authority is divine, independent judgment can begin to appear presumptuous.

The member's relationship with the institution has therefore changed. Loyalty is no longer simply earned through
trustworthy conduct. It has been sanctified. This is where testimony becomes important to institutional power.

Power need not always be exercised through force. Indeed, the most durable forms of power often require very
little force because those subject to the authority have accepted the assumptions that justify it. A person who
believes an institution speaks for God does not need to be compelled at every decision. He anticipates what the
institution expects. He disciplines himself. He corrects his own doubts. He may even interpret his own moral
disagreement as evidence of personal spiritual deficiency.

The institution's judgment has begun to operate within the individual. Testimony is particularly effective because
the declaration of institutional truth appears to originate with the member himself. He says:

"I know."
The Church does not appear to be imposing the conclusion. The member is announcing it.

Yet the method by which he learned to obtain that certainty, the interpretation assigned to his feelings, the
vocabulary with which he expresses the conclusion, and the social setting in which the declaration is repeatedly
reinforced were all supplied by the religious culture.

The authority becomes the primary source of judgment. The individual becomes the confirmer. Fast and
Testimony Meeting makes this process visible.

Month after month, members publicly repeat the central claims upon which the authority of the institution
depends. Children listen. Parents model the expected language. Young children are sometimes assisted in
repeating words whose implications they cannot yet understand. Adults hear the certainty of trusted friends and
neighbors. Emotion strengthens conviction, and conviction is offered as evidence of truth.

Even expressions of gratitude commonly return to confirmation. A blessing, an answered prayer, a recovered
child, a meaningful coincidence, or a moment of peace becomes another reason to say:

"[ know the Church is true."”

The experience proves something. Or, more precisely, the experience is interpreted as proving something. The
Three Presumptions have returned. This is why testimony is not incidental to Mormonism. Moroni's promise
provides the method. The individual receives and interprets the experience. Testimony converts the resulting
conviction into a public declaration of certainty. The congregation hears and reinforces that certainty. The next
generation learns the method. The process begins again. No conspiracy is required.

No modern Church leader need consciously design the process for institutional control. Institutions preserve
practices for many reasons, including sincere belief, tradition, perceived spiritual benefit, and the simple fact that
the practices have become inseparable from institutional identity.



But good intentions do not relieve us of the obligation to examine effects. The effect of Mormon testimony is
unmistakable: it repeatedly strengthens confidence in the truth, authority, and legitimacy of the institution.

The principal beneficiary is not always easy to identify because members may receive genuine comfort and
community from the practice. Nevertheless, the ethical question remains:

Does the institutional elevation of certainty primarily cultivate the moral and intellectual
development of the individual, or does it primarily preserve confidence in the institution?

That question deserves an answer. For my part, I can find no moral obligation to possess religious certainty. I find
no virtue in claiming knowledge beyond what evidence can justify. I find no defect in saying, "I do not know."

The moral obligation is not to obtain a testimony. The moral obligation is to tell the truth—including the truth
about the limits of one's own knowledge. If Fast and Testimony Meeting encouraged that kind of candor, it might
become one of the most intellectually and morally valuable meetings in the Church.

As presently practiced, however, it too often rewards the very certainty this chapter has called into question. The
problem is not that members testify.

The problem is that they have been taught that certainty is the testimony they ought to possess.
12. The Objective Is Not Testimony

If the acquisition of religious certainty is not a moral obligation, then the objective of religious life must be
something else.

I believe it is. The objective should not be testimony. The objective should be the development of an honest,
morally responsible human being.

This distinction is fundamental. A testimony asks what a person believes. Moral development asks what kind of
person he is becoming.

A testimony may declare certainty about Joseph Smith, the Book of Mormon, or the authority of the Church.
None of those declarations necessarily tells us whether the speaker has become more compassionate, more
courageous, more intellectually honest, or more willing to defend another person's freedom of conscience.

Certainty and moral character are not the same achievement. A person may possess absolute religious certainty
and behave cruelly. Another may remain uncertain about God while living with extraordinary integrity,
generosity, and love. If religion exists to assist human moral development, the second person's uncertainty cannot
reasonably be regarded as a spiritual defect.

The proper question is not:
"Does he have a testimony?"
The proper question is:
"What kind of human being is he becoming?"

That question changes the purpose of religion. It places character above conformity. Integrity above certainty.
Conscience above obedience. Truth above institutional loyalty.

The Church reverses this proper moral hierarchy when it places obedience above conscience, certainty above
honesty, authority above truth, and institutional loyalty above authentic moral judgment. The consequences of
that reversal extend far beyond testimony meeting.

A member who has learned that certainty is virtuous may feel morally obligated to defend conclusions he has
never independently examined. Doubt becomes something to overcome rather than something to understand.



Contrary evidence becomes a test of faith. Disagreement with authority becomes a defect in the individual rather
than a possible defect in the authority. The mind gradually learns to protect belief instead of examine it.

That is not the objective I would choose for religion. I would choose intellectual honesty. I would teach children
that saying "I do not know" is honorable when they do not know. I would teach missionaries to distinguish
carefully between what they have experienced and what they can establish as fact. I would teach adults that
changing one's mind in response to better evidence is not weakness but integrity. I would teach leaders that truthful
criticism is not the enemy of legitimate authority; it is one of its safeguards. And I would teach every member
that conscience remains his own moral responsibility and cannot be transferred to another human being, however
revered that person may be.

This would not destroy faith. It would make faith honest. Faith does not become more virtuous by presenting
itself as knowledge. It possesses greater intellectual and spiritual integrity to avoid that exaggeration by saying:

"] live as if I know."

Those five words preserve nearly everything of value in faith. They permit commitment. They permit hope. They
permit trust. They permit a person to organize his life around convictions he regards as deeply meaningful. But
they also preserve intellectual humility.

"I live as if I know" acknowledges that I may be mistaken. It leaves the door open to evidence. It respects the
conscience of those who reach different conclusions. Most importantly, it does not claim knowledge I do not
possess.

This is not faith diminished. It is faith made honest. I therefore propose a different objective for religious life. Do
not seek to manufacture certainty. Seek understanding. Do not teach children what they are expected to know.
Teach them how to investigate.

Do not reward declarations of certainty. Reward honesty, courage, compassion, intellectual humility, and moral
independence. Do not ask whether a person has obtained a testimony. Ask whether he is becoming capable of
responsible moral judgment.

Religion at its best should assist that development. It should help the individual become more fully human, more
capable of love, more sensitive to suffering, more courageous in defending the freedom of others, and more
willing to examine his own beliefs. That is a religious objective worthy of a moral adult. Testimony is not the
objective.

The development of an authentic human being capable of responsible moral judgment is the objective.
13. My Testimony

After everything I have written, it may seem strange for me to offer a testimony of my own. Yet I have one. |
believe:

e God is within us. The search for God is the search to discover what is Good.

e Jesus likely was a revolutionary glorified as did the Saints to Joseph Smith.

e [ doubt there is life after death but am in favor of it.

e [ doubt the universe possesses a purpose, but I believe we should give it a good one.

e [ have lived long enough to become suspicious of people who claim certainty about questions this large.
e But uncertainty has not left me without convictions.

e [ believe truth matters.

e [ believe honesty matters.



I believe the method by which we arrive at our beliefs matters.

I believe human conscience should be granted important meaning. The idea is imperfect. We can be
misinformed. But we must be educated, challenged, and corrected. It is the individual’s responsibility to
exercise it.

I believe no institution is superior to the individual. It has no moral right to ask a person to surrender one’s
lived life to it.

I believe authority should be earned.

I believe truthful criticism is a safeguard of legitimate authority.

I believe a conscience that may not speak is no longer fully free.

I believe following conscience has moral meaning only when the individual remains free to disagree with
authority.

I believe obedience is ethically compromised when it displaces conscience.

These are not revelations. I do not claim that God whispered them to me. They are conclusions formed through a

lifetime of experience, reading, argument, error, reconsideration, and the sometimes painful recognition that I had

been wrong.

I'may still be wrong. That admission does not frighten me as it once might have. The possibility that I am mistaken

is not a reason to stop thinking. It is the reason I must continue.

Ilive as if I know.

I live as if love is better than cruelty.

I live as if truth is better than deception.

I live as if freedom is better than domination.

I live as if conscience deserves protection.

I live as if every human being possesses a moral claim to the authorship of his or her own life.
I cannot prove all of these things with certainty.

But I can choose them.

And perhaps that is where morality actually begins.
Not with certainty.

Not with obedience.

Not with the surrender of judgment to another person.

But with a free human being, confronting uncertainty, accepting responsibility, and choosing as sincerely and

carefully as he can what he believes to be good. That is my testimony.



