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Even though what I offer is a personal remembrance, I hope that 
what I have to say will in some measure speak both for and to 

others whose lives have or should have been influenced by him.1 
Obviously, others have their own stories of how and why they came 
to know (or know of) Nibley and thus how they were influenced 
by his example and scholarship. Even though they may never have 
known him directly, many came to appreciate him through what 
he wrote, the talks he gave, or the classes he taught. It may be that 
some who did not know him personally will discover that, without 
even being aware of what was happening, they were influenced by 
Hugh Nibley. I have discovered that each person who knew him, 
even through his talks or writings, found or fashioned a differ-
ent persona—one often suited to his or her own biases, needs, and 
longings.

My reflections will be intensely personal. I do not, however, 
want what I write to be platitudinous and generic such as might end 
up in a letter of recommendation for a student one hardly remem-
bers. And I will also strive to avoid, as Hugh would perhaps say, 
borrowing some syrupy lines from the writer's dreary “Handbook 
of Sentiments and Cliches.”

In 1949 some political scientists at the University of Utah in-
vited Hugh to read a paper on ancient statecraft. That essay could 
also be described as an account of the political dynamics of ancient 
nomadic and sedentary peoples and their related “religious” sym-
bols, rituals, and ideology.2 When his address was announced, I 
was intrigued. I was, as I will explain, looking for light. Here was 
someone I had never previously encountered—someone housed at 
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Brigham Young University in religious education but apparently 
working in ancient history—who would be lecturing Gentiles (as 
well as Latter-day Saints) on ancient politics and religion. From 
that moment on he had a profound and lasting impact on me.

On that occasion there opened for me two new and exciting 
worlds. One of these involved nomadic hunters in antiquity who 
were intent on conquering sedentary farmers and thereby setting 
up sometimes vast empires. The other world that came into view 
that evening was much less remote and, for me, more lasting. That 
first encounter with Hugh Nibley changed my life. On that fateful 
evening I was delighted to discover an obviously bright, impish, 
loyal Latter-day Saint with something new and interesting to say. 
He was also not a bit shy about his faith, which was not the case 
with most others back then. Instead, he stood his ground, and I 
have always tried to follow his example. In addition, it was a delight 
to witness Hugh's relaxed, witty repartee with the learned. I discov-
ered later that he enjoyed and perhaps even preferred conversations 
with skeptics and doubters, especially if they had thought seriously 
about what he later called the “terrible questions”3 or if they knew 
or cared about the past and were interested in a discussion consist-
ing of more than mere sentiments and slogan thinking.

Figure 1. Louis Midgley discusses an upcoming forum presentation 
they were planning for May 21, 1974.33
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It would not be an understatement to say that I was deeply 
impressed with his intelligence and the depth of his learning,4 as 
well as by the fact that he made no effort to disguise his faith. He 
could play the academic game as well as or even better than the 
most skeptical critic along the Wasatch Front. Though he was not a 
stereotypical Saint, at that moment he became for me a role model.

Now, over five decades later, it may be difficult to appreciate 
the profound impact Hugh had on young Latter-day Saints and 
even on some older ones.5 Most of those entering the university 
in those days were among the first, or even the first, to do so in 
their families. With little or no experience with universities, par-
ents tended to fear that their children would be charmed into shed-
ding their faith. These fears were not without foundation. Along 
the Wasatch Front, each university had its array of those eager to 
disabuse young Latter-day Saints of their parochial past, as well as 
their presumably crude, primitive faith. This was in addition to the 
dominant culture of unbelief then found in universities. Hugh was 
able in various ways to point a whole generation of young Latter-
day Saints in a different direction—one that stressed both learning 
and fidelity to God.

Figure 2. “I was deeply impressed with his intelligence and the depth of his learn-
ing, as well as by the fact that he made no effort to disguise his faith.” 34
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Hugh was certainly an eccentric with his own sometimes col-
orful idiosyncrasies. There was his hat. It was clearly part of his 
costume. It was visible in 1949 at that lecture on ancient state-
craft. With it, and with his Deseret Industries duds, he signaled 
not only a disinterest in the ways of this world but a distaste for 
its fads and fashions.6

It was only after my initial encounter with Hugh's “secular” 
scholarship that I started paying attention to his earlier efforts to 
explicate and defend the faith of the Saints. I soon tracked down 
the series of essays he had published on “Baptism for the Dead 
in Ancient Times,”7 and then I located his first essay on the Book 
of Mormon.8 My passion for and enthrallment with his scholar-
ship on the Book of Mormon, as well as my own fondness for that 
book, thus began before and continued through my first mission 
to New Zealand (1950–1952). As a missionary, I was busy trying 
to introduce the Maori Saints to his scholarship. When I returned 
some fifty years later, there were still Saints in New Zealand who 
could remember my spouting about both the Book of Mormon and 
Nibley. This fact did not at all displease me.

From the moment in 1949 when I heard Hugh read that paper, 
I began collecting his essays. I am confident that others did this as 
well. I was conscientious, even compulsive. The result of my efforts 
over the years was the annotated “Bibliography and Register” pub-
lished as a preface in the first volume of the Festschrift for Nibley.9 
My list served as the bibliographical foundation for subsequent vol-
umes in the Collected Works of Hugh Nibley. It pleases me to have 
had this tiny role in that enormous project.

I have discovered that for those in thrall to his writings, there 
are quite distinct Nibleys. Some, like me, have been drawn to his 
defense of the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon or to 
his speculation about institutions and practices in antiquity. Others 
have seen something liberating in his scathing social criticism, in 
his fondness for the natural environment, or in his trenchant criti-
cism of the rationalizations we tend to provide for worldly ambi-
tions and endeavors. Still others have been attracted to his anti-war 
sentiments.

If one is inclined to employ the mushy, imprecise language of 
journalists who are busy oversimplifying things, then these apparent 
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anomalies can be reduced to a vulgar slogan. In this instance, al-
most against my better judgment, I yield to the temptation. Much 
like Reinhold Niebuhr (the famous American Protestant theolo-
gian and social critic, 1892–1971), Nibley turned to the “right”—
became a religious “conservative”—by passionately adopting and 
defending a Latter-day Saint “orthodoxy” (or neo-orthodoxy), in-
cluding the Book of Mormon and hence Joseph Smith's prophetic 
charisms, in contrast to a “liberal” cultural Mormonism prevalent 
after World War II among some nominally Latter-day Saint “in-
tellectuals.” But, again somewhat like Niebuhr, Nibley also turned 
to the “left” and hence was “liberal” in his various political and 
social concerns. This fact was not always clear to either his friends 
or critics. When Hugh's political opinions became clear, it was dis-
concerting to some of his admirers, just as his persistent, passion-
ate defense of the faith was troublesome to dissident and cultural 
Latter-day Saints, some of whom were inclined to agree with his 
social criticism.

One especially delightful yet disconcerting aspect of Hugh's 
career flowed from his genuine passion for understanding an enor-
mous range of questions about the past, present, and future. He had 
a great breadth of knowledge that rested on his remarkable mastery 
of a host of ancient and modern languages. This led some to claim 
that he was a mere dilettante since he did not focus on any one 
people or topic or time period, nor was he enslaved by some narrow 
scholarly school. Other than a capacity born of his considerable er-
udition that made it possible for him to attempt comparisons over 
time and between cultures, he was not at all beholden to any one 
narrow scholarly methodology. Unlike many other high-powered 
academics who are often locked into their narrow specialties, be-
holden to a currently popular academic method of dealing with 
issues, or who speak for some school of thought, one could never 
quite anticipate what new question, topic, approach, or literature 
Hugh would find interesting and consequently worthy of his efforts.

There were some exceptions, a few of which are worth men-
tioning. Hugh quite properly always detested theology, much to 
my delight and to the consternation of a few of his readers. This 
can be seen in various essays—for example, in the series of radio 
addresses he gave on the regular Sunday evening program of The 
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Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints at 9:00 p.m., broadcast 
by KSL between March 7 and October 17, 1954. That series was 
entitled Time Vindicates the Prophets, and it initially circulated as 
thirty-one separate pamphlets. The material was again published 
as The World and the Prophets, one of Hugh's most popular and 
significant books.10 In those talks, in addition to discounting what 
theologians have fashioned, Nibley sought to identify the predica-
ment that some of them found themselves in with the heavens ef-
fectively shut.11 In addition, he also made an effort to sort out the 
troublesome relationship between pagan philosophy and Christian 
faith.12 He did not, however, see philosophy as the source of the 
apostasy but merely as an element in what turns up when some-
thing has already gone drastically wrong.

Hugh's disdain for theology—what might be called classical 
theism or the traditional so-called Christian worldview, elements 
of which, he believed, were borrowed from pagan philosophy—did 
not make of him an enemy of rational discourse. He did not abjure 
intellectual effort, wide and deep learning, or genuine academic 
accomplishment, as even a glance at the form or the contents of 
his writing should indicate. He did, however, have harsh things to 
say about sloppy sentimentality or silly slogan thinking. He loathed 
sophistry. He also detested rhetoric, which he understood as the 
despicable art of selling what amounts to sentimental sweets to the 
sick (for a stipend, of course) when what they really need is a dose of 
real medicine—a turn or return to God and hence also a turn away 
from the fads and fashions of this world.

Though he was much more conversant with historians and lit-
erary figures, including poets, Hugh occasionally consulted writ-
ings of or about ancient philosophers. He drew upon this literature 
when he found it useful. He certainly did so in three lectures he 
gave in May 1963 at Yale University.13 In these essays, as well as else-
where, he described the old and still unresolved conflict between 
radically different efforts to understand the world: one longing for 
and perhaps willing to accept divine revelation and another that 
depends exclusively on unaided human reason. He also identified 
a third mode, which he described as a “sophistic junkyard,” which 
garbles, muddles, and corrupts both the prophetic (mantic) and the 
philosophic (sophic) ways of understanding the human situation. 
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He was, I believe, unable to figure out where some philosophers fit 
into his own schema.14 The way he set out the opposition between 
what others have called the wisdom of Jerusalem and the wisdom 
of Athens is still remarkably insightful.

When I encountered Hugh, much of what went on in the uni-
versity seemed to me stale and boring—mere textbook stuff. And 
yet it still ground away at the faith of young Saints. Why? Then, as 
now, disciplined conformity rather than intellectual independence 
was the norm. Genuine learning, while celebrated, was still down-
played and replaced by the received ideologies of the day. In addi-
tion, our teachers, if they were nominally Latter-day Saints, tended 
to be part of what has come to be known as the “Lost Generation”—
that is, those first ones who ventured out into the glamorous world 
of universities and then came back with degrees but without much, 
if any, faith, or with a studied skepticism about divine things. This 
was especially true of those who went into the humanities or social 
sciences. Some may have taken skepticism with them, but others 
clearly had their faith frayed by the profoundly secular instruction 
they received. Some saw this indoctrination as a liberation from the 
confining faith of a parochial community, but those who took this 
route did not seem to notice that they had merely moved from one 
religion to another. They neglected to see that their teachers were 
really preachers of a fashionable new “faith” from which God was 
excluded.

Twenty years after the end of World War II, Richard Bushman, 
commenting on what was still taking place, asked why “we have 
lost so many of our young people in eastern schools, or at the 
University of Utah for that matter.” His answer was that “they are 
overpowered by a secular culture that dazzles them with its splen-
dors and seemingly puts Mormon parochialism in the shade.”15 In 
addition, it must be remembered that even after World War II, the 
University of Utah was the center—to the degree that there was 
such a thing—of what should be called Latter-day Saint intellec-
tual life. BYU had not yet emerged from obscurity. When I entered 
the university in 1948, there was little or no nondevotional, intel-
lectually challenging Latter-day Saint literature.16 There was then 
essentially no genuinely professional Latter-day Saint history other 
than a few items like some rather pedantic Utah history texts.17 I 
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found this disconcerting. There was virtually no literature that gave 
even a hint that the faith of the Saints was intellectually viable. I 
needed or desired, as did other Latter-day Saints, some literature 
that at least offered a faint assurance that my faith could withstand 
the best that the culture of unbelief dominating universities at that 
time could offer.

The Mormon History Association was launched nearly two de-
cades after I entered the university. For me, the promise of a com-
petent, professional history of the Latter-day Saint past was attrac-
tive, even though I did not plan on contributing to it. I also very 
much liked the idea behind the founding of Dialogue: A Journal of 
Mormon Thought. Later I had to admit that both were mixed bags. 
From 1966 to the present, an internal struggle has taken place in 
both venues. There are, I grant, those who strive to tell the story 
of the Latter-day Saint past from within the categories of faith, but 
there are also those in thrall in one way or another to the corrosive 
secularizing influences that are more or less borrowed from or de-
pendent upon the culture of unbelief that still dominates academic 
circles, the media, and popular culture.

I witnessed an early version of this struggle that took place at 
the University of Utah after 1952. And in various ways it involved 
Hugh Nibley. Coming immediately after my first mission to New 
Zealand (1950–1952), this intellectual struggle was for me tantaliz-
ing, provocative, and challenging. I listened and observed. I sensed 
that it was wise to keep one's opinions to oneself, which I more or 
less did. Unlike some who blasted away at the parochial Saints and 
loved to berate the Brethren, the best of the lot, Sterling McMurrin 
(1914–1996), then teaching in philosophy but later in history, mani-
fested a measure of moderation and was a model of civility. I even-
tually came to see that his neat and orderly sorting of ideas and 
isms, while formidable on the surface and helpful for a preliminary 
understanding, also obscured the vast richness and complexity 
hidden away in the enormous literature of historical, theological, 
and philosophical speculation. His mode of doing intellectual his-
tory also tended to obscure the fact that it was itself part of and 
situated within a conversation in which the current dominant bi-
ases were inexorably being ground down and replaced. I also dis-
covered that there is much more going on in both current and past 
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conversations that is not accessible with labels, brand names, or ap-
peals to one's own superior rationality.

While I was working on a master's degree, Hugh brought to my 
attention Rudolf Bultmann (1892–1976), a German New Testament 
scholar who was attempting to demythologize what he considered 
the primitive mythology he found in the New Testament.18 I pro-
posed to McMurrin that I examine everything I could find by (and 
about) Bultmann and that we meet each week to discuss what I had 
discovered. Though he was unfamiliar with Bultmann, McMurrin 
accepted my proposal. My encounter with Bultmann was enlight-
ening19 and eventually led me to the writings of Martin Heidegger 
(1889–1971) since Bultmann seems to have fallen under his spell. 
When I mentioned this to McMurrin, he labeled Bultmann a 
theistic existentialist and placed him in the same category as 
Paul Tillich (1886–1965), a then influential German-American 
Protestant theologian.

Reading Bultmann also led me to the literature on the inter-
pretation of texts—that is, to what is often called hermeneutics. 
I came to see that the way we tell stories about the past depends 
upon how we read texts. I discovered that how we read (and hence 
understand or explain the meaning of what we find in texts), what 
we select in the texts we consult or for which we search, and also 
what we will allow within what we consider the realm of reality 
depend upon the assumptions and the interpretation we bring to 
that task or somehow eventually adopt. The historian provides the 
plot, and so the story always necessarily has a political motivation 
and setting. I also began to see that the categories and distinctions 
we frequently take for granted have their own often convoluted his-
tory. From that point on, all talk of balanced, neutral, detached, 
disinterested, objective historians and their vaunted histories be-
came for me problematic.

I could see that the intellectual history with which I was being 
indoctrinated was itself dependent upon assumptions that were 
often poorly grounded, if not entirely groundless, or at least un-
examined. I began to see that my teachers' background assump-
tions and beliefs also had their own precarious history. I was then 
able to see how and why bright, articulate people could understand 
and explain the same things differently, read texts differently, and 
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hence also fashion quite different stories; they did so on the basis 
of different and conflicting categories and assumptions or beliefs, 
part of which they bring to the task at hand. It became clear to me 
that the historian provides the plot and selects what will count as 
evidence.

Subsequently, I could begin to sort out exactly what divided 
Nibley from McMurrin. One who begins with the secular credo 
that angels cannot possibly make books available to human beings, 
since there are no angels, will have no reason even to read the Book 
of Mormon. With an agnostic dogma in place, nothing will ever 
be allowed to count in favor of the Book of Mormon. It became 
obvious why one so disposed would insist that efforts to stress the 
importance of the Book of Mormon were signs of an irrational “de-
parture from the authentic spirit of Mormon religion.” I came to see 
Nibley's way of doing intellectual history as superior to McMurrin's 
neat sorting of ideas and writers, which seemed formidable on the 
surface and was helpful for a preliminary understanding but which 
obscured the enormous complexity, ambiguity, and richness hid-
den in a vast literature. In addition, I was troubled by the fact that 
the use of ontological categories seemed to compromise needlessly 
the links between the content and ground of faith and historical 
matters.

In 1953, after having studied under Tillich for a year at Union 
Theological Seminary, McMurrin assigned his students a book by 
Tillich that was larded with talk about Being-Itself—that is, the 
God of classical theism.20 In that book, Tillich flatly denied that 
God can properly be said to exist. He talked, instead, of a God 
somehow beyond the God of traditional Christian theology. For 
Tillich, God simply could not exist since only finite things exist, 
and he conceived of God as the unconditional, infinite, absolute 
ground or power of being in everything that exists. Finite existing 
things, in Tillich's system, are thus real only to the extent that they 
participate in their essence or nature. Existing things are merely 
actual—that is, only to some degree real. They are real to the extent 
that they stand out of Non-Being by participating in Being-Itself, 
which he thought constituted the power or ground of being in ev-
erything that exists but which is not another existing thing along-
side other things. Tillich insisted that this is where sophisticated 
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theology has been heading since Christians started drawing upon 
pagan categories and explanations. All of this seemed to me to give 
priority to categories borrowed from pagan sources, none of which 
are found in the Bible.

In 1963, while I was working at Brown University on my disser-
tation on Paul Tillich, Hugh delivered those three lectures at Yale. 
I was confident that I had collected everything Tillich had pub-
lished.21 But I was wrong; Hugh had discovered something written 
by Tillich that I had missed. And he made some polemical use of 
what he had found. Nibley wrote:

Protestants and Catholics alike would now have us believe 
that the old prophetic tradition was never completely lost. But 
Professor Tillich knows better: “This discourse,” he writes at 
the introduction to a recent study, “is based on the proposition 
that the prophetic tradition of the Church was lost. It is one of 
the great tragedies in the History of the Christian Church, that 
this tradition actually and virtually completely perished. .  .  . 
For St. Augustine the millennium is here, everything essential 
has been achieved .  .  . in the hierarchy of the Church. With 
this theory the spirit of Prophecy was expelled from the official 
Church.”22

I was surprised that Tillich had called this development a trag-
edy since he was bent on taking it to its logical conclusion. The 
historical ground and content of faith is radically compromised 
when the prophetic gift is suppressed and theology takes the place 
of divine revelations. When one reduces God to Being-Itself—the 
ground or power of being—what becomes of crucial matters like 
the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth? Or of Stephen's or Joseph 
Smith's theophanies? What happens to the account of the recovery 
of the Book of Mormon or the theophanies described in it, or to 
the core of its prophetic message? Speculation about divine things 
moves away from the historical, the mundane, the concrete. My en-
counters with Nibley, then McMurrin, and eventually with Tillich 
taught me that it is a grand mistake to turn the Christian story into 
theology set out in abstract categories. My own efforts to defend 
the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon and hence also 
Joseph Smith's prophetic truth claims flow directly from these early 
insights.
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McMurrin was fond of Paul Tillich and contemptuous of Hugh 
Nibley, C. S. Lewis (1898–1963), and Karl Barth (1886–1968),23 all 
of whom he dismissed as spouting sheer irrationalism. Why? Lewis 
clearly saw the necessity of Christian faith having historical con-
tents and grounding. This is at least part of what has made him 
attractive to Latter-day Saints. Nibley's treatment of the Book of 
Mormon, while not aimed at proving it true (something he thought 
both unnecessary and impossible),24 began by accepting it for what 
it claims to be. And, in his own way, something like this was also 
true for Barth.

In his famous criticism of religion, which parallels and perhaps 
surpasses what can be found in the writings of Karl Marx, Barth 
argued that in religion human beings did the talking. In divine 
revelation—though not necessarily in the scriptures but always 
when guided by the Holy Spirit—it was God doing the talking, not 
just in previous times but even now. Barth thus distinguished re-
ligion, which is a human manufacture, from divine revelation and 
the Word of God, which is not to be confused with or reduced to 
the Bible. Unlike at least some conservative Christians, Barth was 
not advancing a bibliolatry. McMurrin saw all this as irrational, not 
because it avoided bibliolatry, but because it did not focus on the 
words of human beings about divine and human things—that is, 
on theology—but rather on the Word of God, a witness of which is 
available here and now through the Holy Spirit.25

Where Bultmann insisted that the Bible was larded with, 
among other things, quaint legends and bizarre myths, which he 
insisted must now be demythologized and thereby transformed 
into a message of some significance to German skeptics, Karl Barth 
was simply appalled by such audacity. Barth argued that

we need to take with literal seriousness the message of the 
bodily resurrected Jesus Christ if we are to find ourselves in a 
new life, in a new world. If Rudolf Bultmann were surrounded 
by a church which in its preaching and order, in its politics and 
relation to state and society, in its whole way of dealing with 
modern problems, were to put into practice even a little of its 
belief in the Risen Lord, then not only would it be practically 
immune against the heresies of the Bultmannian conclusions 
and theses but it would also have in reply to Bultmann the one 
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argument which could perhaps cause him to abandon his basic 
position, with its tying of the gospel to a pagan ontology, and 
make him a free expositor of the NT freely speaking for itself.26

Seventy years ago as a young missionary in New Zealand I was 
concerned to show the links between the faith of the Saints and 
events in the past, and hence to defend both the prophetic mes-
sage and gift, as well as the historical authenticity of the Book of 
Mormon. In this I have followed Nibley and not McMurrin. When 
I first arrived at BYU, I doubted that any Latter-day Saint would 
be tempted to attempt to sever the link between faith and history 
by tying “the gospel to a pagan ontology,” to use Karl Barth's pithy 
formulation. I was naive. I had no idea what would eventually be 
promulgated by Signature Books, preached at Sunstone symposia, 
and published in Dialogue.

At least until the 1980s, Hugh was the one who stood in the 
way of such radically revisionist accounts of the Latter-day Saint 
past, even though he was not directly involved in writing accounts 
of the Restoration. He concerned himself from time to time with a 
few troublesome complaints. Where the Latter-day Saints involved 
in the fledgling profession of Mormon history were anxious to se-
cure a place in the history of the American West for the Latter-day 
Saints, Hugh's essays always stood as a witness to the truth of the 
Restoration (and in that sense he was a martyr) and also made him 
a defender of the faith (or apologist).

He always avoided the Mormon History Association. He was 
not a joiner but a loner. His understanding of the faith of the Saints 
went far beyond the narrow confines of our pioneer past and the 
story of the Great Basin. He clearly did not fit neatly within the 
new profession of Mormon history. Though he had a high regard 
for learning and serious scholarship, he refused to play the games 
academics typically play. He was contemptuous of titles, rank, 
reputation—all worldly adornments hardly worthy of a Saint. He 
avoided scholarly meetings where the bulk of what takes place is 
socializing and networking. Instead, he gave hundreds of talks to 
groups of ordinary Latter-day Saints, without ever talking down 
to his audience. He was not a snob. Some may have thought it was 
not appropriate for him to publish in the old Improvement Era or 
the Ensign or to have given talks on the radio or in stake centers. 
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However, he saw these as opportunities for setting out some chal-
lenging ideas for the Saints and for opening a window on worlds 
they may not have encountered. Giving a talk was his way of having 
a conversation.

When someone with a scholarly reputation visited BYU, Hugh 
sought him out and engaged him in conversation. I witnessed a 
number of these remarkable exchanges, one of which involved 
David Riesman (1909–2002), the Harvard professor whose book 
The Lonely Crowd was by far the most-read essay in sociology at 
the time. Riesman told me that Hugh had to be for Mormonism the 
equivalent of St. Augustine for Latin Christianity. Then there were 
conversations I witnessed with William Barrett (1915–1992), whose 
book entitled Irrational Man: A Study in Existentialist Philosophy 
was then very popular, and Jacob Neusner (1932–2016), the most 
widely published Jewish scholar. He was not interested in conver-
sations with Protestant preachers over the question of faith and 
works or with American historians bent on seeing Joseph Smith in 
the most narrow possible light.

Since Hugh was an inveterate reviser of manuscripts, he needed 
a deadline. The necessity of having a manuscript ready for thirty 
consecutive weeks to be read on the radio within the prescribed 
time limits eventually yielded The World and the Prophets, one of 
his most impressive books. And the requirement that he produce a 
manuscript ready to be published each month, when he was gen-
erating those series that appeared in the Improvement Era, forced 
him to control his otherwise powerful urge to revise, refine, adjust, 
embellish, or extend. Without a deadline or a very demanding edi-
tor of an academic journal, he had difficulty finishing a project.

Without Hugh's far-reaching scholarship, there would be no 
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies or Maxwell 
Institute and therefore also no defense of the faith and the Saints. It 
was his work with which others could begin FARMS, and it was be-
cause of his profound and lasting influence on hundreds of scholars 
that the FARMS Review has been possible.27

I have had the experience of thinking that I had found a new 
way of looking at some passage in the Book of Mormon, only to find 
that what I thought I had discovered had already been almost casu-
ally mentioned by Hugh in something written long before. Others 
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have had exactly that experience in their own scholarly endeavors. 
Hugh was not stuck on what he had previously written or said. If 
one could demonstrate—really show and not merely assert—a flaw 
in something he had written, he would be grateful. This is a virtue 
not many academics have. He was, in fact, pleased to see others cor-
recting and fleshing out his own work.

Some have complained about all those footnotes.28 There were, 
they moan, far too many. Or they propagate the myth that his cita-
tions were phony. This nonsense has apparently come from some-
one who found a flaw in some citations. But this is not likely to be 
the case with those essays published by FARMS in his Collected 
Works, where a sustained effort was made to check everything and, 
if necessary, to make needed corrections. I edited two of his es-
says.29 I checked every quotation and citation. I spent hundreds of 
hours tracking down his citations and making them consistent and 
getting them into the proper format. With much searching and a 
bit of ingenuity, I was able to locate every item. Of course, at times 
he read things into some of the literature he cited, where others 
might have read that literature differently. But this is exactly the 
case with all intellectual history.

Early on in his career, when Fawn Brodie (1915–1981) pub-
lished her attack on Joseph Smith, Nibley stepped forward to do 
a bit of counterpunching. What Brodie wrote could easily be dealt 
with today by professional Latter-day Saint historians who are now 
intimately familiar with The Joseph Smith Papers. But in 1946, there 
were no such historians. Hugh, whose interests and training were 
in ancient history, took on the task of buying some time while oth-
ers got up to speed.30 Then the Brethren requested that he deal with 
other anti-Mormon literature. I heard him complain of having to 
do this. He resented having to take time away from other interests 
to deal with it.31 But there came a time after 1980 that Hugh no lon-
ger gave any attention to this dismal literature. He remained on the 
sidelines while Mark Hofmann was doing and generating mischief. 
He let others take over his previous role.

Though he went through, I believe, a period during which he 
wondered if his work would have a lasting impact on Latter-day 
Saint scholarship, he was much reassured by the outpouring of 
scholarship published by FARMS and especially by what he found
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Figure 3. “When a giant Kauri falls, its influence does not soon disappear. 
Its seeds still germinate and its many seedlings continue to grow. 

Thus it is and should be with Hugh Nibley.” 35
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in the FARMS Review. The last time I saw him, he complained that 
those at FARMS were treating him as if he had already passed away. 
The reason he gave was that he had not been sent a copy of the 
most recent number of the Review. At that very moment the door-
bell rang, and the postman delivered his copy. Hugh was delighted. 
And his wife, Phyllis, then had the task of reading over four hun-
dred pages aloud to him, something which she had become accus-
tomed to doing during his declining years.

I am constantly reminded that, like so many others, I owe 
much to Hugh Nibley. When he heard that Hugh had passed away, 
a friend from New Zealand, Elder Ian S. Ardern of the Seventy 
(currently President of the Pacific Area), wrote to me and described 
Hugh's insights, appropriately I believe, as “veil parting.” Hugh, he 
said, put his many gifts—his academic abilities—“to noble use—to 
give light to spiritual issues so that those that were comparatively 
blind could see a little further.” We can all be grateful for his val-
iant service in this regard. Whatever his quirks, his service to the 
kingdom was immense. 

As my Maori friends might say, a giant Kauri has now fallen; 
the nurture it once offered for God's creatures in the human “for-
est” has been significantly reduced. But it is also true that when a 
giant Kauri falls, its influence does not soon disappear. Its seeds 
still germinate and its many seedlings continue to grow. Thus it is 
and should be with Hugh Nibley.

Addendum: A Visit to Hugh Nibley During His Last Weeks
Phyllis called me and urged me to visit her husband. I did. And 
we talked. Hugh was in a hospital bed. He could hardly speak. 
He’d mumble and we’d talk back and forth. We talked a bit about 
New Zealand and the Maori. Since he had heard that I had been to 
Normandy, he wanted to know if I had visited what is called Exit 
Five, on Utah Beach, and what I thought of the whole miserable 
mess. . . . 

Soon, two Relief Society sisters knocked on the door. They had 
brought him dinner. They rushed over and hugged him and kissed 
him. And he just wept. When they left, Phyllis asked me, “Did you 
notice that?”

I said, “Yes, I did.”
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“Have you ever seen my husband show emotion?”
I answered, “No, never.”
Phyllis said that “he couldn’t” show emotion. But when he was 

reduced to lying there, hardly able to talk, he would say to her, 
“Phyllis, I have been kept after school by the Lord so I could learn a 
lesson that I needed to learn before I pass away.”

I found this very interesting. I saw my dear friend in a different 
light. What seemed like self-depreciation was his sense of inade-
quacy, despite—or because of the fact—that he was extraordinarily 
bright, learned a dozen languages, and so forth. But he couldn’t 
learn how to use a computer. I realize that things that are very easy 
when one is young are much more difficult as we near the end.32
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at Brigham Young University before retiring in 1996. Dr. Midgley has 
had an abiding interest in the history of Christian theology. He wrote his 
doctoral dissertation on Paul Tillich, the famous German-American 
Protestant theologian and political theorist/religious-socialist activist. 
Midgley was a frequent defender of Hugh Nibley and published a 
bibliography of Nibley's complete works. In 2001–2011 Midgley 
served as associate editor of the FARMS Review, a publication of the 
Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship. He continues to 
contribute to the endeavors of the Interpreter Foundation.
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Notes

1.	 The Kauri tree (Agathis australis) was once common in New Zealand 
forests (in the Northland, Coromandel, and Auckland) until European 
greed removed all but 4 percent of them. The Maori even give the an-
cient ones names and mourn when one of those giants falls. The largest 
one ever measured was estimated, after it succumbed to a fire, to have 
lived for thousands of years and to have been, in sheer bulk, the largest 
tree in the world.

2.	 Hugh W. Nibley, “The Arrow, the Hunter, and the State,” Western 
Political Quarterly 2, no. 3 (1949): 328–44. This remarkable essay was 
soon followed by two others entitled “The Hierocentric State,” Western 
Political Quarterly 4, no. 2 (1951): 226–53; and “The Unsolved Loyalty 
Problem: Our Western Heritage,” Western Political Quarterly 6, no. 4 
(1953): 631–57. Eventually another essay, entitled “Tenting, Toll, and 
Taxing,” Western Political Quarterly 19, no. 4 (1966): 599–630, took up 
the same complex of ideas. These essays have been republished in Hugh 
Nibley, The Ancient State: The Rulers and the Ruled (Salt Lake City: 
Deseret Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 1991), 1–147, 195–242.

3.	 Hugh Nibley, “The Terrible Questions,” in Temple and Cosmos: Beyond 
This Ignorant Present (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 
1992), 336–78.

4.	 Years later I was invited to write something for Latter-day Saints cele-
brating Nibley's remarkable lust for learning. See Louis Midgley, “Hugh 
Nibley: Portrait of a Leader,” Improvement Era, May 1970, 79–81. I sus-
pect that someone had seen my essay entitled “The Secular Relevance 
of the Gospel,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 4, no. 4 (1969): 
76–85, in which I tried to describe something of his role in the intel-
lectual life of the Saints.

5.	 My father “borrowed” from me Hugh's books and essays. He would 
then write his name in them and refuse to return them. He claimed 
that he needed them. I would, he also explained, get them back when he 
passed on. This explains the duplicate copies I have of many of Hugh's 
books and essays.

6.	 At least back then it was not clear why he followed a different drum-
mer, only that he did. For some of the details, see Boyd Jay Petersen's 
remarkable biography entitled Hugh Nibley: A Consecrated Life (Salt 
Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2002).

7.	 This series of essays can be found in the Improvement Era, December 
1948–April 1949; reprinted in Hugh Nibley, Mormonism and Early 
Christianity (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 1987), 
100–67.

8.	 See Hugh Nibley, “The Book of Mormon as a Mirror of the East,” Im-
provement Era, April 1948, 202–4, 249–51; this was essentially included 
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in Nibley, Lehi in the Desert, The World of the Jaredites, There Were 
Jaredites (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 1988), 
25–42.

9.	 See Louis Midgley, “Hugh Winder Nibley: Bibliography and Register,” 
in By Study and Also by Faith, ed. John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. 
Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 1990), 1:xv–
lxxxvii. I began with “Hugh Nibley: A Short Bibliographical Note,” 
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 2, no. 1 (1967): 119–21, and 
then followed with a “Bibliography” in Nibley on the Timely and the 
Timeless: Classic Essays of Hugh W. Nibley, ed. Hugh W. Nibley and 
Truman G. Madsen (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham 
Young University, 1978), 307–23. A 2010 update to the bibliography by 
myself and Shirley S. Ricks can be found at https://interpreterfounda-
tion.org/reprints/nibley-resources/nibley-2010Bib.pdf. An ongoing ef-
fort to extend this bibliography online can be found at https://interpret-
erfoundation.org/bibliographies/nibley/.

10.	 For the most recent edition, see Hugh Nibley, The World and the 
Prophets (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1987).

11.	 See Hugh Nibley, “How Will It Be When None More Saith 'I Saw'?,” 
in World and the Prophets, 1–8, and elsewhere in those essays. In “St. 
Augustine and the Great Tradition” (World and the Prophets, 80–88), 
Hugh describes the importance of the bishop of Hippo for both Roman 
Catholic and Protestant theology and also how and why he went wrong. 
But he also describes him as a “great and good man” doing as well as he 
could by living on tradition and without divine revelation.

12.	 See World and the Prophets, 33–43, 53–62, 71–116, 249–51.
13.	 These lectures carried the general title “Three Shrines: Mantic, Sophic, 

and Sophistic” and were eventually published in Ancient State, 311–79. 
For a similar and related essay, written at about the same time, see 
“Paths That Stray: Some Notes on Sophic and Mantic,” in Ancient State, 
380–478.

14.	 For a description of Nibley's account of what others have tended to 
see as a struggle between faith and reason and also for comments on 
what I consider his failure to sort the philosophers correctly into his 
own insightful categories, see Louis Midgley, “Directions That Diverge: 
'Jerusalem and Athens' Revisited,” FARMS Review of Books 11, no. 1 
(1999): 27–87.

15.	 Richard L. Bushman, letter to the editor, Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon 
Thought 1, no. 1 (1966): 12.

16.	 I was like someone in the heat of the desert in need of cool living wa-
ter who found only warm brackish stuff. For basic information, I read 
John Henry Evans, Joseph Smith, An American Prophet (New York: 
Macmillan, 1940), and some later edition, probably 1930, of Joseph 
Fielding Smith's Essentials in Church History (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
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News, 1922), as well as several items by B. H. Roberts, who provided 
some polemical fireworks. I longed to see the Restoration of the gos-
pel considered in a larger framework. I discovered a few titles, includ-
ing Lowell L. Bennion's The Religion of the Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake 
City: Latter-day Saint Department of Education, 1940). I was, however, 
disappointed in much of this literature.

17.	 For some basic information, I read Leland H. Creer's The Founding of 
an Empire: The Exploration and Colonization of Utah, 1776–1856 (Salt 
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1947) and Andrew L. Neff's History of Utah, 
1847–1869, ed. Leland H. Creer (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1940).

18.	 See Nibley, “The Way of the Church,” Improvement Era, January–
December 1955; reprinted in Nibley, Mormonism and Early Christianity, 
209–322.

19.	 I read Rudolf Bultmann's The Presence of Eternity: History and Es-
chatology (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1957); Primitive Chris-
tianity and Its Contemporary Setting, trans. R. H. Fuller (New York: 
Meridian Books, 1956); Theology of the New Testament, trans. 
Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols. (New York: Scribner, 1952 and 1955); and also 
his Essays Philosophical and Theological, trans. J. C. G. Greig (London: 
SCM Press, 1955); Jesus and the Word (New York: Scribner, 1958); and 
any of the secondary literature I could locate, all of which was new to 
both McMurrin and me.

20.	 See Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1952).

21.	 I had access to the library resources at Brown and the libraries at 
Harvard, as well as some access to Tillich's unpublished manuscripts.

22.	 Nibley, “Three Shrines: Mantic, Sophic, and Sophistic,” 357–58. 
Nibley was quoting Paul Tillich, “Die Wiederentdeckung der pro-
phetischen Tradition in der Reformation,” Neue Zeitschrift für sys-
tematishe Theologie 3 (1961): 237. I worked on Tillich day and night 
for a full year, and yet Hugh could waltz into New Haven and quote 
something from Tillich I had never seen.

23.	 We read C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (London: Geoffrey Bles, 
1942), which he mocked. He did not assign anything by Karl Barth.

24.	 See, for example, Hugh Nibley, Since Cumorah (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 1988), xiv.

25.	 Barth was, therefore, not what might be called a fundamentalist.
26.	 Karl Barth–Rudolf Bultmann: Letters, 1922–1966, ed. Bernd Jaspert, 

trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 146; em-
phasis added.

27.	 Neither Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The American 
Scripture That Launched a New World Religion (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), nor Noel B. Reynolds, ed., Book of Mormon 
Authorship Revisited: The Evidence for Ancient Origins (Provo, UT: 
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FARMS, 1997), nor a host of other similar and related works, would 
have been possible without the earlier efforts of Nibley.

28.	 For a thorough discussion of Nibley's footnotes, see S. S. Ricks, “Editing 
Hugh Nibley,” 451–96 (this volume).

29.	 See Hugh Nibley, “Beyond Politics,” BYU Studies 9, no. 1 (1974): 3–28; 
reprinted in Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless, 2nd ed. (Provo, UT: 
Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2004), 301–28; 
corrected and reprinted in Hugh Nibley, “Beyond politics,” Review of 
Books on the Book of Mormon 23, no. 1 (2011): 133-51. https://scholar-
sarchive.byu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1841&context=msr; and 
“Treasures in the Heavens,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 8, 
nos. 3–4 (1973): 76–98; reprinted in Nibley, Old Testament and Related 
Studies (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 1986), 
171–214.

30.	 See Hugh Nibley, No, Ma'am, That's Not History: A Brief Review of 
Mrs. Brodie's Reluctant Vindication of a Prophet She Seeks to Expose; 
reprinted in Nibley, Tinkling Cymbals and Sounding Brass (Salt Lake 
City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: FARMS, 1991), 3–45.

31.	 See Nibley, The Myth Makers and Sounding Brass, both reprinted in 
Nibley, Tinkling Cymbals and Sounding Brass, 105–727.

32.	 10 Questions with Louis Midgley (January 18, 2021). From the Desk 
of Kurt Manwaring. https://www.fromthedesk.org/10-questions-louis 
-midgley/.

33.	 Petersen Collection, box 10, folder 4. See Petersen, Hugh Nibley, 343. 
Photo ID: HBLL-BoydP-_STW8674-EC-Box10Folder4.jpeg.

34.	 Petersen Collection, box 10, folder 4. Photo ID: HBLL-BoydP-_
STW8676-EC-Box10Folder4.jpeg.

35.	 Wikimedia Commons, Kauri Tree “Tāne Mahuta” in the Waipoua 
Forest. The tree has a total height of over 50 meters with a trunk circum-
ference of 14 meters. Photograph by W. Bulach, 29 March 2009. https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:00_29_0496_Waipoua_Forest_
NZ_-_Kauri_Baum_Tane_Mahuta.jpg. Photo ID: 00_29_0496_Wai 
poua_Forest_NZ_-_Kauri_Baum_Tane_Mahuta.jpeg.




