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B LAKE T. OSTLER and D. Michael
Quinn have recently taken it upon
themselves to defend the Book of

Mormon’s antiquity in the face of DNA re-
search (SUNSTONE, December 2004, March
2005, May 2005). While I have issues with
their interpretations of the DNA science,
their work also makes it increasingly difficult
to distinguish the point where apologetics
ends and heterodoxy begins. The underlying
assumption of both writers—and they join a
growing chorus of apologists—seems to be
that for the last 175 years, LDS prophets have
erred in doctrine concerning who the
Lamanites are and where their descendants
currently live. Both writers argue that these
erroneous beliefs stem from an incomplete
understanding of the Book of Mormon,
handed down from previous generations of
members and prophets, which most Latter-
day Saints continue to assume as truth. As I
explain in what follows, I don’t believe their
approach is necessarily the best one for
others to follow.

I first encountered the DNA research in
question in July 1998 while serving as a
bishop in Brisbane, Australia. It didn’t take
long for me to be convinced that Native
Americans and Polynesians are descended
from Asians instead of Israelites, contrary to
what my study of the Book of Mormon and
the Doctrine and Covenants had formerly led
me to believe. Because of my training as a
molecular biologist, I was compelled to seri-
ously compare what I thought I knew by faith
with what I had just learned from science.

The DNA research on native populations
sent barely a ripple through the scientific
community because none of the findings se-
riously challenge major scientific theories
concerning the colonization of the Americas.
But the shock waves continue to move LDS
apologists to defend the Book of Mormon.

And, judging from the various defenses to
date, it is clear that these studies have ex-
posed a conspicuous rift between what most
Mormons believe and what apologists know
about New World pre-history and the pos-
sible scale of any Israelite impact. 

In this confusing time for Latter-day
Saints struggling over what to decide about
the DNA challenges, I believe some of the
apologetic writings, including those of Ostler
and Quinn, border on what I call über-apolo-
getics—a win-at-all-costs approach to de-
fending Book of Mormon historicity. That is,
in their urgency to defend the Book of
Mormon as a historical record, many apolo-
gists are not only misrepresenting the molec-
ular research but also creating a climate that
is forcing many Latter-day Saints out of the
Church. But even more staggering to me than
the smoke screens about the DNA research is
the über-apologists’ underappreciation of the
damage to Mormon foundations that arises
from their challenge to prophetic authority.
Astoundingly, Ostler, Quinn, and others
argue a heterodox position: that most
Church leaders, including Joseph Smith,
have misunderstood the scale of the Book of
Mormon account. In making this claim, they
are profoundly undermining one of
Mormonism’s core ideals. As I will argue
below, I believe there is a better alternative to
such extremism.

I N response to letters to the editor about
Part I of his essay, Ostler states that recent
DNA studies have “little or no bearing on

the question of Book of Mormon historicity”
(SUNSTONE, March 2005, 5). In taking this
stand, Ostler seems to have cast his lot with the
work of BYU anthropologist Michael Whiting
and others in claiming that various factors such
as genetic drift, founder effect, or bottleneck
events make it difficult to use DNA to link the

small prehistoric Book of Mormon groups with
living populations.1 Given these factors, Ostler
concludes: “Without knowing whether it is
probable or improbable that today we would
find Semitic genetic markers among DNA sam-
ples if there had been ancient Americans of
Semitic descent, we cannot know if we should
expect to find any” (SUNSTONE, December
2004, 71). I won’t address these matters in this
essay, but I deal directly with each of them in
my book, Losing a Lost Tribe: Native Americans,
DNA, and the Mormon Church, as well as in a
Q&A section of the Signature Books website.2

Suffice it to say here that Ostler and those
who believe these factors make DNA studies
irrelevant are mistaken. 

While Quinn also fails to see much rele-
vance in the DNA studies, he’s anxious to
employ it when he believes it supports the
possibility of Book of Mormon historicity. In
his short piece, “The Ancient Book of
Mormon as Tribal Narrative,” Quinn claims
that DNA evidence proves that “greater than
90 percent” of Amerindians descend exclu-
sively from people who lived anciently in
northeast Asia. But he also believes that re-
search on the X lineage “supports” the Book
of Mormon since the X lineage is present in
indigenous populations at a frequency of
about 7 percent and “matches DNA collected
from North Africa and the Middle East”
(SUNSTONE, May 2005, 67). 

Quinn’s portrayal of the DNA research is
grossly misleading. It is more accurate to
state that greater than 99 percent of
Amerindians descend from Asians.
Mitochondrial DNA lineages have been de-
termined for more than 7,200 Amerindians
from more than 180 tribes scattered across
the Americas. Roughly 99.6 percent of their
lineages fall into one of five lineage families:
A, B, C, D, or X (see Table 1). Several LDS
scholars now accept that this discovery is not
compatible with a notion that these tribes de-
rive from a relatively recent Middle Eastern
migration to the Americas.3 The sequence di-
versity within all five families suggests they
have been present in the Americas since the
earliest migrations across the Bering Strait,
which are known to have occurred more
than 14,000 years ago when an ice bridge ex-
tended from Siberia to North America. 

Scientific investigations of the X lineage
continue but are unlikely to reveal anything
specific to the Book of Mormon period.4 In
order for the X lineage to be relevant, apolo-
gists need to explain these facts.

1. Amerindian DNA lineages
belonging to the X family are at
least as diverse as the lineages be-
longing to the A, B, C, and D lin-
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historical setting of the Book of Mormon are
wrong. Both authors claim that through their
own careful study long ago—as early as their
late teens—each concluded, independently,
that the Book of Mormon implies the exis-
tence of large populations with which the
small Hebrew groups interacted, intermar-
ried, and became assimilated. In coming to
this conclusion, they are not alone. Various
RLDS (now Community of Christ) and LDS
scholars have been reading the text in this
way for nearly a century. But far more boldly
than others before them, Ostler and Quinn
have begun to advance this view in conjunc-
tion with a bald challenge to prophetic au-
thority. They contend that the DNA research
is causing problems for many only because
members and leaders have not carefully read
what the book itself says and instead accept
what they have been taught the Book of
Mormon says. This results in what Ostler
calls “doctrinal overbeliefs”—a euphemism
for belief in things that are not true. 

I believe über-apologists chart precarious
terrain when they lay much of the blame for
today’s crises of faith on well-meaning but
under-informed prophets. Latter-day Saints
place great faith in the ability of their leaders
to interpret scripture—indeed, it is an im-
portant function of the prophetic calling.
Traditionally members have not relied on the
interpretations of apologists, and Church
leaders even today are reluctant to bestow
their official endorsement upon anything the
apologists write.9 Furthermore, many Latter-
day Saints have had what they consider very
specific and clear confirmations about no-
tions Ostler labels “overbeliefs.”

Not all LDS apologists are following the
über-apologist path. They are now inter-
preting the Book of Mormon in a way that is

because the purported counter evidence has
not withstood open scientific scrutiny. The
molecular research reinforces theories devel-
oped earlier on the basis of research in ge-
netics, anthropology, archaeology, and
linguistics, all of which overwhelmingly sub-
stantiate a link with Asia. When evidence
from multiple scientific disciplines points to
one conclusion, it would be dramatic evi-
dence indeed that would cause scientists to
reverse their interpretation of the facts they
now see. 

The only DNA lineages present among
Amerindians that probably did not arrive via
an ancient migration from Asia are European
and African lineages, which together occur at
a frequency of about 0.4 percent in New
World groups. These are the only candidates
for lineages that conceivably could be con-
nected to Book of Mormon peoples.8 A smat-
tering of these lineages occurs throughout
the Americas in tribes that interacted with
post-Columbian colonists. Scientists assume
these lineages arrived after 1492 because
when investigators exclude people with
known mixed ancestry, they typically do not
encounter these other lineages. 

To be fair, Ostler does not appear to be
wedded to an American setting for the Book
of Mormon narrative, suggesting instead an
“islands” setting for the book (SUNSTONE,
May 2005, 64–65). Such a view may not re-
quire the same sort of accommodation many
apologists have undertaken in recent years. 

M AKING mistakes regarding DNA
science is only one aspect of
Ostler’s and Quinn’s Book of

Mormon über-apologetics. In their desire to
defend historicity at all costs, they also assert
that common LDS beliefs about the scale and

eage families, meaning that they
have been present in the New
World for just as long. 

2. The X lineage is rare, occur-
ring at a frequency of about 1.6
percent accross the New World
(not 7 percent as stated by Quinn).
It occurs at a frequency of 8 percent
in Canadian tribes and 3 percent in
tribes from the United States. The
vast majority of apologists consider
Mesoamerica to be the only plau-
sible setting for the Book of
Mormon narrative because of the
Book of Mormon’s description of
major populations living in com-
plex and literate cultures. To date,
the X lineage has not been found in
Central or South America, where
the three major New World civi-
lizations are located.5

3. There is evidence that X lin-
eage DNA has been isolated from
ancient remains that pre-date the
Jaredite and Lehite time period by
thousands of years.6

4. Amerindian X lineages are
only distantly related to X lineages
found in Europe, North Africa, the
Middle East, and Asia; they are esti-
mated to have separated from these
populations more than 30,000
years ago—no later than 17,600
years ago.7 The fact that directly
ancestral Asian X lineages have not
been found is not evidence that
they were brought into the
Americas by non-Asian people.
Deeper sampling of Siberian popu-
lations is likely to shed more light
on this lineage’s Asian ancestry. 

Ostler believes “science will change dras-
tically over the years and that what we take
as established by the evidence and explained
by adequate theories will be rejected and
viewed as vastly inadequate in the not-too-
distant-future” (SUNSTONE, March 2005, 6).
This is a familiar argument but also a tired
one. Such a hasty and broad application car-
ries no force beyond a cry that no one should
rush to judgment about any new evidence—
something with which I wholeheartedly
agree. But that said, on the topic of New
World colonization, it is LDS scholars, not
scientists, who have changed their views dra-
matically. For most of the past century, there
has been a virtual consensus among scientists
that the ancestors of the Amerindians mi-
grated out of Asia more than 14,000 years
ago. Claims that other ancient groups mi-
grated to the Americas have come and gone
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Table 1. Maternal DNA Lineages in the New World. This table summarizes the data contained in
my book, Losing a Lost Tribe, 213–222, where readers will find a comprehensive list of primary
source references. 

POPULATIONS

Alaskan
Greenland
Canadian
United States
Central American
South American
Total

PERCENTAGE

Maternal Lineage (number of individuals)

288 4 13 379 0 0 684
82 0 0 0 0 0 82
443 42 82 29 55 3 654
554 633 379 185 61 16 1,828
291 117 77 22 0 4 511
676 1,175 914 683 0 9 3,457
2,334 1,971 1,465 1,298 116 32 7,216

32.3 27.3 20.3 18.0 1.6 0.4 100

A B C D X Eur/Afr Total
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compatible with what we know from science,
in particular the obvious fact that the New
World was widely populated prior to and
during the Lehite and Jaredite periods. Yet
they are avoiding making such direct assaults
on prophetic authority or showing what
seems to me an arrogant disregard for mem-
bers’ faith and spiritual experiences. 

Before I outline my proposal for a way
forward that might avoid such extremism,
both Ostler and Quinn have made dubious
claims about the Book of Mormon that de-
serve attention. 

A CCORDING to Ostler, it is clear that
the Lehites mixed with indigenous
people soon after their arrival, and

he believes the appearance of dark skin
among the Lamanites is evidence of inter-
marriage. He also suggests that the Nephites
took wives and concubines from among the
indigenous women with whom they inter-
acted. Since, according to the Book of
Mormon text, the Nephites didn’t inherit the
dark skin, would Ostler have us believe that
there were white-skinned indigenous
people? Did the Nephites mix only with
white others? The Book of Mormon doesn’t
offer any explicit support for such a claim.10

In an effort to find support for the idea
that one could reasonably expect the pres-
ence of Asian ancestry among Amerindians,
Ostler cites Hugh Nibley’s The World of the
Jaredites, in which Nibley speculates that the
Jaredites migrated across the steppes of Asia,
mixing with Asian populations along the way
(SUNSTONE, May 2005, 66). Nibley claims a
Jaredite migration in an easterly direction is
plausible because the steppes were a land “in
which there never had man been” (Ether 2:5)
and because of cultural resemblance between
the surviving nomads of the steppes region
and the Jaredites. Nibley believes Asia fits the
description of a place of many waters and
that the strong winds that drove their boats
to the New World are reminiscent of the pre-
vailing westerlies that cross the northern
Pacific. Based on Nibley’s speculations about
the Jaredites, Ostler believes that one might
“expect to find Asian DNA” in today’s
Amerindians (SUNSTONE, May 2005, 66). 

For this idea to have any real force, Ostler
needs to show us where the Book of Mormon
says the Jaredites carried out such an as-
tounding transcontinental trek (at least 5,000
miles). The book of Ether gives no details of
this lengthy migration, and most Mormons
are unaware that some are advancing this sce-
nario. In addition, there is now abundant ev-
idence that Nibley’s claim about the steppes
of Asia being a place largely uninhabited by

man prior to the Jaredite migration is wrong:
humans have inhabited large portions of cen-
tral Asia for more than 20,000 years.11 It has
been found that Amerindians share common
ancestral DNA lineages with Asian groups
that derive from that time period.12

The Book of Mormon text says nothing
explicit about peoples in the New World who
already lived there before the Jaredite and
Lehite/Mulekite periods. Quinn’s explanation
for this difficulty is that the Book of Mormon
is a “tribal narrative,” and the authors were
not interested in people who were not di-
rectly relevant to the tribe’s experience.
According to Quinn, the Book of Mormon is
similar to the Hebrew Bible, which he sees as
a limited tribal narrative. However, the Bible
is not silent about other groups who lived
nearby. It mentions Arabs, Assyrians,
Babylonians, Egyptians, Greeks, Midianites,
Philistines, Phoenicians, Romans,
Samaritans, and Syrians, and it mentions nu-
merous cities outside Palestine. A substantial
portion of the New Testament contains Paul’s
epistles to non-Israelite saints who lived con-
siderable distances from Palestine. Is it rea-
sonable to believe that during the
thousand-year history of the Lehites, when
they supposedly interacted with and inter-
married into the indigenous populations sur-
rounding them, the Nephite writers didn’t
have a single occasion to mention the Native
Americans who surrounded them? 

Furthermore, the widespread LDS belief
that essentially all Native Americans (and
Polynesians, for that matter) are direct de-
scendants of the Lamanites cannot be as
easily dismissed as Ostler would have us be-
lieve simply by labeling them the personal
opinions of prophets. Much more is at play
here than prophets admitting they may have
read more into the Book of Mormon than
the text supports. This “overbelief” has had
a profound impact on LDS interactions with
native peoples in the Americas and the
Pacific for well over a century. For most of
the last 175 years, the Book of Mormon has
been presented to native people as a history
of their ancestors and, as such, has fre-
quently played a major role in their conver-
sion. For many decades, members have
been reassured by successive prophets and
apostles that they are the children of Lehi.
Frequently, these reminders are delivered
during regional, area, and stake conferences
and during the dedicatory prayers at tem-
ples in areas with predominant indigenous
American and Pacific cultures. The Church
has invested heavily in schools in what have
been thought of as Lamanite regions, partic-
ularly in Polynesia. Many Native American

and Polynesian members of the Church
have received patriarchal blessings in which
they have been told they belong to the tribe
of Manasseh, the same tribe as Lehi. Perhaps
most important of all, many Latter-day
Saints have feelings attached to these beliefs
that are difficult to distinguish from what
they understand to be revelation received
from the Holy Ghost. As a consequence,
these beliefs are deeply entrenched in the
Church and, at this writing, show no sign of
slowing, given that all prophets, including
the recent leadership, have endorsed them.
Hence, I believe Ostler grossly understates
the impact of his kind of open challenge to
prophetic authority.

T HE Church is clearly on the horns of
a major dilemma, and whatever
course it takes will be a painful one.

Prophetic authority will certainly be under-
mined if leaders pull back from traditional
claims about the geographical setting and
Amerindian and Polynesian ancestry while
still claiming the Book of Mormon is histor-
ical. It will hurt the Church if the leaders ac-
cept apologetic discourse that dismisses 175
years of prophetic utterances in favor of
strained interpretations of scripture. The
claim that the difficulties stem from innocent
“overbeliefs” glosses over what is clearly a
major contradiction between Mormon doc-
trine and scientific finding. If this route is
taken, the contradiction with science will re-
main and the battleground will just shift to
some obscure geographical region, who
knows where. 

There is no denying that it would also
hurt the Church if its prophets were to con-
cede that the book might not be historical
and that past interpretations are now open to
revision. But wouldn’t it temper the damage
to prophetic authority if today’s prophets
were to act boldly in reiterating strong faith
in a miraculous Book of Mormon without
forcing a particular interpretation of what
that might mean?

Though not in exactly this way, this is a
path that has been trodden before.
Community of Christ scholars were the first
to posit a limited geography, and now many
in that denomination openly view the Book
of Mormon as an inspired but non-historical
book.13 But some Community of Christ
members still hold to the historical claims of
the Book of Mormon—and perhaps herein
lies the solution. The Community of Christ
accepts diversity of opinion about claims to
historicity while the LDS Church does not.
Currently, Latter-day Saints who do not ac-
cept the historical claims of the Book of
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Mormon cannot honestly and openly express
their thoughts in Church settings and conse-
quently feel alienated by the community that
nourished them and that they love (or once
loved). Until these people—many of whom
are faithful and upright members—find ac-
ceptance, they will either lose their faith or
choose to exercise it in other churches that
do not require a belief that runs counter to
well-established scientific truths. 

Clearly there is no one-size-fits-all for a
matter as complex as this. Perhaps choosing
to defend the authority of the text over 175
years of prophetic statements and wide-
spread spiritual convictions based on these
statements is ultimately a course that would
prove least damaging to faith in the Church
and its foundations. Nevertheless, I’m not
convinced that the momentum in this direc-
tion, being fed by arguments like Ostler’s and
Quinn’s, is based on weighing the evidence
as much as on weighing the consequences.14

Hence, what I am arguing for is an honest
acceptance that no one holds all the cards re-
garding this matter. LDS apologists and
leaders ought to stop trying to force everyone
to accept the false dilemma of a “historical-or-
bust” view of the Book of Mormon and re-
spect the right of Latter-day Saints to hold
differing views—without condemnation. I
believe the Community of Christ is well on its
way towards achieving this healthy balance. I
would hazard to guess that if the LDS Church
and its defenders continue to assert his-
toricity as the only possible view even in the
face of compelling scientific findings, many
who objectively follow the evidence will con-
tinue to find the case against historicity just
too strong to ignore and will find it too un-
comfortable to remain in the fold.
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