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Steven C. Harper's bookFirst Vision: Memory and Mormon Origins is, if nothing else, perfectly titled. The book is like none other of the dozens written over the years about what Latter-day Saints call “the first vision.” To this point, authors interested enough to take up the subject have done so out of a variety of motives, which in turn have predictably produced an equally various collection of writings. The most common motives, of course, were, and remain, the apologetic and critical (what used to be known as the “anti-Mormon”). Harper demonstrates, with admirable lightness of touch, the fundamental, categorical mistake shared by both of these approaches: their entire conceits are tied to old ideas of logical positivism. Stated plainly, logical positivism is the idea that a reconstructable past exists, and if historians search long enough, with sufficient diligence, they will be able to put the past back together. Such...
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