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 “Knowing” Mormon Style

By: John D. Ferrer

“Read from the Book of Mormon, and pray to see if it is true,” the two Mormon
missionaries told me as they were wrapping up our meeting. I had heard this challenge before
and was not surprised to hear it again. It has come to be a standard for Mormon missionaries, at
least the ones I have run into. I would find out later that it is a standard part of the first lesson
Mormon missionaries are trained to give to all “prospects.”1 I thanked them for their time. We
prayed together and then closed out our session on cordial terms. They had been very friendly
and warm in their approach. And they obviously believed passionately the message they shared.
But as I thought to myself afterwards, I pondered that closing challenge and then a statement
they had made earlier about the “burning in the bosom.” They claimed to know that Mormonism
was true because of a feeling they had, a “burning in the bosom.” Had I not been familiar with
the King James terminology I might have had to ask if guys even have “bosoms,” but the
missionaries made their point loud and clear. Spiritual truth is realized entirely by faith.

Can we know Epistemology?
When a protestant Christian, such as myself, is witnessing to a member of the Latter Day

Saints Church, that is, a Mormon, there are several things to keep in mind. The obvious factors
are vigilant prayer, a ready knowledge of Scripture, a clean and fresh understanding of the
Christian faith, a gracious and respectful tone, and a genuine love for the person—whether or not
they become true believers. These are generally recognized as good practice and are extremely
important. But what I want to share with you is an important tactical key that everyone should
know in trying to share the true faith with a Mormon. If we miss this key we may find ourselves,
like many unknowing Christians in times past, getting lost in the deceptive shared territory
between Classical Christianity and Mormonism. Somewhere in the common terminology, the
compatible ethic systems, and the shared appearances there are major differences, beneath the
redefinitions of Jesus, God the Father and the Holy Spirit, beneath the radically different views
on apostles, prophets, and Joseph Smith there is a core issue which can be summed up in the
question of, “How do people know?” This is a question of epistemology, which can also be
defined as, the “study of the nature of the grounds of knowing.”2 Without necessarily knowing
ourselves to be philosophers we deal with epistemology all the time. It crops up whenever a
person says, “You can’t know that” or “Some day you’ll understand” or simply, “I know.”
Christianity has the luxury of dignified faith. That is, our Christian worldview and religion is
very much a faith system but that faith is bolstered by an agreement with reason. In other words,
in our “knowing,” we can employ not just faith but reason as well.3 The interrelationship of
reason and faith has been hotly debated for centuries, but for our purposes here we need to know
only that Christians are commanded by Scripture to employ both. Faith is informed by reason.
And reason is applied by faith. To this end, 1 Peter 3:15-16 says, “Sanctify Christ as Lord in
your hearts, always [being] ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account
for the hope that is in you.”4



Isaiah 1:18 shows God inviting the people of Israel, “Come now, and let us reason
together.” And in Isaiah 5:3, after giving Israel a parable about a vineyard he appeals to their
ability to reason by asking them to “judge between Me and My vineyard. What more was there
to do for My vineyard that I have not done in it? Why when I expected it to produce good grapes
did it produce worthless ones?”

And Paul, in the New Testament, would compliment the Bereans for testing his words
with Scripture (Acts 17: 10-11). And elsewhere he would invite the Corinthian church to “judge
what I [Paul] say” (1 Cor. 10:15). Furthermore, Paul’s sermon on Mars Hill in Athens, given to
an audience composed of Stoic and Epicurian philosophers, is a marvelous apologetic
demonstrating the reasonableness of the Christian faith (Acts 17:22-34). My point is simply this,

Christians can rely on simple blind faith and get by on that, but,
while many Christians do just that, our faith also stands up to
right reason. We have the luxury and the responsibility of
“studying to show ourselves approved.” An unreasoned faith is
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An unreasoned faith
is a shallow and
vulnerable faith.
a shallow and vulnerable faith.
Mormonism, on the other hand, does not have such a luxury and has only faith to support

ts most outrageous claims. There are many Mormon apologists with strong minds and elaborate
hilosophical systems, but even among these, there is a still a certain lynch pin privilege given to
he prayer of faith. For example, Daniel C. Peterson, in an article called “Evidences of the Book
f Mormon” printed on the website for the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
tudies (FARMS),

I think the primary evidence for the Book of Mormon will always be what it always has
been, mainly the spiritual witness that people receive when they pray sincerely and in faith
about the Book of Mormon. 5

The “spiritual witness” therefore is recognized as having priority over any empirical,
rophetic, or historical tests. And Peterson sets this “spiritual witness” at the end of the prayer by
aith. The spiritual witness, therefore, is achieved entirely by un-testable subjective means and
nly after one has already accepted, by faith, the Book of Mormon. Blake T. Ostler, another
cholar within Mormonism would say, quite tellingly,

Any religious commitment based on scientific evidence is tenuous and likely to be upset by
new evidence. Because my commitment to Mormonism has greater prior epistemic
probability for me than any scientific theory, it is more reasonable for me to question the
acceptance of the scientific evidence as a basis of religious belief rather than reject my
religious beliefs.6

Notice here that Ostler has implied that his faith and the broad spectrum of science are at
dds. Also, note that his “commitment to Mormonism” is prior to his employing of science. He
as not, in this statement, allowed the possibility of a mutually extended and mutually dependent
ombination of faith and science. Faith, for Ostler, comes before science or it is doomed to
nstability. It is quite convenient, and highly suspicious, to use or discard science based entirely
pon whether it accommodates one’s prior faith commitment. And while I do not intent to launch
nto an extended discussion on the philosophy of science, I do want to point out however that
hatever truth may be perceivable through the practice of science, in Ostler’s system of



Faith is not its
own answer.

knowing, it will remain suspect and disposable unless it agrees with the presumed-true Mormon
faith. 

Fideism Alone
When a person holds to a religious belief entirely based upon faith it is called fideism

(fee-dē-ism). If Ostler and Peterson, capable scholars that they are, resort to fideism, how much
more necessary is it for the common laity within the Mormon Church to also resort to fideism?
To be sure, many Protestant Christians will say, “I don’t have to understand it all, I just believe.”
Or they will talk about Christianity as a “blind faith” or a “leap of faith.” And while it is true that
no Christian—Protestant or Catholic—has all the answers or a perfect knowledge, still we have a
responsibility to be prepared to answer for our faith (1 Pet. 3:15-16). That is to say, faith is not
it’s own answer. We Evangelical Christians have the privilege of
knowing that our God is the author of all truth so that any honest
pursuit of truth is a pursuit of God and can only benefit right belief
(John 14:6). Often, such claims of blind faith, for the Christian, are a
cop out given to keep from having to study or dig at the hard truths of Christianity. But for
Mormons, such “blind faith” is necessary since there has never been a single bit of archeology to
substantiate the uniquely Mormon account of the history of the Americas.7 Nor does their
physically material God stand up to thoroughgoing a philosophy or science.8 I do not intend to
discuss the lengths to which Mormon theology is illogical. Many other authors have done a
terrific job in pointing out such inconsistencies already.9 This study is moreso a look at one
aspect of how Mormonism is generally practiced. 

Heart Versus Mind
Truth tests such as “Pray to see if it’s true” or the equally subjective “burning in the

Bosom” are troublesome particularly because they bypass the mind. It must be noted however
that both of these popular tests come with a reasoning facet. As has been said, the first challenge
usually comes only after the challenge to, “read in the Book of Mormon.” The burning in the
bosom likewise comes from Mormon scripture and is couched in a context of reason, but note
the fence put around that reasoning, 

But behold, I say unto you, that you must study it out in your mind; then you must ask me
if it be right, and if it is right I will cause that your bosom shall burn within you; therefore
you shall feel that it is right. But if it is not right you shall have no such feelings, but you
shall have a “stupor of thought” that will cause you to forget the thing which is wrong;
therefore, you cannot write that which is sacred save it be given from me” (D&C 9:8-9,
italic mine).10 

Mormons time and time again use the phrase “burning in the bosom” in reference to this
passage. And some of the more studied adherents will even point to the phrase in the first line,
“you must study it out in your mind.” I applaud such a suggestion. But that study is useless if it is
to be accepted or denied entirely because of a feeling. Whatever study a person may do, truth

here remains trapped beneath the impetuous and fitful fancy of the heart.
The heart has overridden the mind even though, as the prophet Jeremiah
would say, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure, who
can understand it?” (Jer. 17:9, NIV). Truth is not a feeling. It may inspire

Truth is not
a feeling.



feelings. It may quell feelings. But it stands outside of feelings and whether we like it or not,
love it or hate, feel it or forget it, truth is what it is regardless of our subjective experience.11

Truth tests, such as that of the “burning in the bosom,” are prone to error for the
following reasons. First, as already inferred, something can feel true and not be true. Second, it is
empirically obvious that emotions and sensations are fitful and thus misleading. The mother who
hates getting up at 3AM for early feedings has not ceased loving her child because she is feeling
hateful and grumpy, nor has the truth of her motherhood faded because she is not feeling very
motherly. And most any married couple who has stayed together for a long time can attest that
one does not have to feel love sensations to be in love. Third, feelings are, by nature, subjective
and thus unestable. Only objective realities can be shared because they are objectively true
between people. If the “burning” being spoken of were in a bush and this burning bush appeared
every time a true believer walked into the room, then the “burning” would be an objective truth.
But because this burning is internal, and contained entirely within the subject, it remains personal
and subjective. Fourth, this subjective experience is vulnerable to foreign intrusions. For
example, if I prayed to see that Mormonism was the true faith and I felt a throb in my kidney, is
that “bosom” enough to justify faith in Mormonism? What if my kneecap began to burn during
that prayer, because I was kneeling at the time? And we all should know that bad pizza from an
hour earlier does not make Mormonism true. Another Mormon might feel a warmth in their chest
like drinking warm milk, but does mine have to be like theirs for it to be true? Fifth, feelings are
also subject to psychological manipulations. Many people can attest to how they talked
themselves into or out of loving someone. I can make my stomach burn with hunger if I just
think about food long enough. It is quite possible to talk oneself into the “burning of the bosom”
by sheer will power and psychological effort. These may seem like absurd examples but it really
is important to recognize how subjective and manipulatable are our feelings.

If it Feels Good, Believe it.
With this said, if you find yourself in an extended discussion with a Mormon about their

faith, there will likely come a point, in which you will find yourself in the same position I was in
when I tried to “reason” with a Mormon friend. It was a coffee house environment and two
Mormon missionaries sat on the couch diagonal to me. I was trying to bridge the gap between
them and myself by establishing that we are all fellow truth seekers and if we are honest and
cordial we can all probably learn something from each other. They were perfectly willing to
accept this premise. But when I showed them evidence of error in Mormon doctrine it flew right
past them. As we journeyed deeper into the “why” questions of our beliefs, I was finding that
they had tested their own faith only slightly. And they had accepted Mormonism because of the
niceness of some Mormons they knew or because of their Mormon upbringing. In trying to refute
Mormon doctrine with sound reasoning I found myself trying to nail jello to the wall.12 My very

categories or thought were different from theirs. For them it
was “belief then reasoning” while for me it was “believe
while reasoning.” To put it another way, I was finding
myself trying to keep the discussion within the realm of
objectively testable and discernable truths while they were
trying to get the discussion into the realm of the un-testable
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For them it was “belief
then reasoning” while
for me it was “believe
while reasoning.”
and the subjective. As long as we stayed in the subjective
ealm of feelings, then my classical Christian faith was not distinguishable from their Mormon
aith. And Hinduism, Buddhism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, or “Trash Can-ism” are likewise just as



viable faiths. 13 I experienced powerful emotional feelings when I first made a profession of faith.
I have since wept and laughed and felt the gamut of feelings in response to Christian truth. But
none of those feelings ever made anything true. Rather I have the responsibility to conform my
emotions to the objective spiritual truth of Christianity. 

The discussion ended in a stalemate between us, one saying, “come let us reason
together” and the other saying “look for the burning in the bosom.”

Application
What do we do then if we know that Mormonism generally puts faith before and above

reason? Well there are several things to note in answering this question. 
1) We must first look at our own Christian faith and ask to what extent have we been

loving the Lord our God with all our minds (Matt. 22:37). Fideism is not common just among
Mormons. With all the scientific, philosophical and
theological evidence on our side, still countless
Evangelical Christians still practice their faith with
little to no brain power, and could not tell Abraham
from a ham sandwich. 

2) We should put ourselves in their shoes. Imagine how you would think and respond if
your whole worldview were being challenged by some witness from another church. Such
sympathy can really help to motivate our own patience, sensitivity, and tact.

3) Soften your jab but sharpen your sword. In other words, refine and develop the content
of your message, but approach them with the most genuine and loving manner. I try to establish
common ground—interests, religious pursuits, goals, etc—and use those as bridges to earn their
trust. I use humor to lighten the mood so that incisive questions do not come off as attacks but as
questions from a friend. And that is my first goal, to be their friend. Even if they never convert, I
will have succeeded on a lesser level by loving them, plain and simple. My second goal is to earn
their permission to extend challenges to their beliefs or give expressions of my own belief. You
will probably have to soften your language so as not to sound too philosophical, theological or
preachy. If you can put scholarly thoughts into laymen’s terms you will be much more fit to
share the true Gospel. 

4) Appeal to their subjective experience. As you approach them with gentleness and love
appeal to their feelings. One former Mormon, Derwin Gray, advises that Christians bring their
Mormon friends to an Evangelical Worship service, especially one with some stirring worship
music. That Mormon may very well feel a “burning in their bosom” and start to lose their
Mormon faith right there. Another tactic is to appeal to emotional issues like, “How does a
Mormon know that they have worked hard enough to reach the highest level of exaltation?”
After all, a common expression in Mormonism is that after you work your hardest God’s grace
covers the rest. But the question remains, how does a person knows that they have worked their
hardest? 14  Be careful though. In employing subjective emotional tactics you are plucking their
heart strings. You do not want to pluck too hard and make an enemy. Nor do you want to win
them based entirely upon a song. If they come to the true Christ entirely by emotionalism, then
they can just as easily turn away from him in the same manner.

The Moral of the Story…
I hope that you can see that Mormonism has fideism at its practical core and this issue

deserves to be addressed. This issue must first be attacked where it exists within the true Church.

Fideism is not common just
among Mormons.



But it also must be identified and understood as it applies in Mormonism if we are to have the
most effective and sensitive evangelism to Mormons. We as Evangelical Christians have a God
who has shown himself through history, theology philosophy, and science. We therefore can
worship him even as we are studying to better demonstrate the reasonableness and wisdom of the
Christian faith. Why accept a system that appeals to the heart at the exclusion of the mind? Our
God bids us to, “’love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your
mind.' This is [the] first and great commandment” (Matt. 22:37-38). Why love him with only our
hearts when we have the rest of ourselves to give in loving sacrifice to Him? And why not extend
faith and reason together letting them inform each other and together fuel a holistic worship, a
sacrificial service, and a generous sharing of the one God of Truth?

John D. Ferrer 
Student at Southern Evangelical Seminary Charlotte, NC. 
And associate pastor at North Rock Hill Church in Rock Hill, SC. 
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