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evelatory Events is a book that anyone studying new religious
movements is going to have to deal with for the foreseeable
future. In Revelatory Events, Ann Taves has followed her award-
winning Religious Experience Reconsidered (Princeton University Press,
2011) with a direct application of her theoretical framework to the
question of how the revelations that are foundational to three different
religious movements took shape in the minds of the founding visionaries
and their closest followers. She combines detailed historical research in
the book’s first part with a comparative theoretical analysis based in
cognitive science in the second section. Her comparative work and
sophisticated analysis gives us a model for how good scholarship should
be done. She also includes a helpful methodological appendix that
future scholars can use. Revelatory Events is original interdisciplinary
scholarship that will certainly inspire conversation among the scholars
of these different movements and within the community of theoretical
thinkers in the study of religion.
Taves’ goal is to explain how people come to think that a superhuman
presence is responsible for providing a new message to humanity by

Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, Volume 21, Issue 4, pages
96-104. ISSN 1092-6690 (print), 1541-8480. (electronic). © 2018 by The Regents of
the University of California. All rights reserved. Please direct all requests for permission
to photocopy or reproduce article content through the University of California Press’s
Reprints and Permissions web page, http://www.ucpress.edu/journals.php?p=reprints.
DO https://doi.org/10.1525/nr.2018.21.4.96.

96


http://www.ucpress.edu/journals.php?p=reprints
https://doi.org/10.1525/nr.2018.21.4.96

Feltmate: Experiencing New Religions

speaking through a specific individual. These revelations lead to that
entity providing a new set of complex religious texts, and Taves exam-
ines how people identify the presences and what motivates followers to
accept the being’s legitimacy (223). She defines these revelations as
events, which is a useful conceptualization because labeling something
an event speaks to its historical relevance as a discrete unit of analysis
(1). Methodologically, studying origin narratives as events enables Taves
to look at how the people who received revelations and their immediate
followers made the events collectively meaningful through prolonged
interactions. Instead of treating the narratives as precise, factual ac-
counts, she sees them as negotiations that occur between the person
who receives the revelation and their significant others as they jointly
determine the revelation’s meaning. Particularly important to her study
is the way that small groups of people eventually recognize the authority
of superhuman entities whose existence cannot otherwise be identified.
The end result is a comparison that enables us to see how the individual
identity of each person who receives a revelation and their social context
(especially power struggles over the direction that the group should take
with the new revelation) have institutional implications.

Taves studies three origin narratives: those of Joseph Smith, Jr.
(1805-1844) and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS
Church), Bill Wilson (known as Bill W., 1895-1971) and Alcoholics
Anonymous (AA), and Helen Schucman (1909-1981) and A Course in
Miracles (ACIM). She directs her attention to how these persons received
revelations (e.g., through seeing an angel or by listening to a voice), and
how they understood what those revelations meant by interacting with
a small group of close supporters and rivals.

In the first part of Revelatory Events, Taves engages in a detailed his-
torical study of the three movements’ origin stories. Historical specialists
in each tradition will find a lot on which to chew in Taves’ careful
reconstructions of how the official narratives of the revelatory events
came to be. For example, drawing upon numerous accounts and care-
fully piecing together the data, Taves shows us that the final versions of
the story of how Joseph Smith received The Book of Mormon were
achieved through complex interactions among believers. Eventually the
narrative solidified, but Smith emphasized different roles and statuses in
different contexts and for different audiences. While LDS historians and
theologians will likely engage Taves in robust debate about the specifics
of her arguments, in the broader field of new religions studies Taves has
given us an excellent example of how to piece together the ways the
narratives that are taken as central to each group’s authenticity and
validity change as time passes.

Paying careful attention to how origin stories are retold shows us that
accounts of religious experiences, as the public comes to know them, are
modified as their narrators receive audience feedback. Such careful
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analysis allows us to note how the revelations that give each leader a cer-
tain type of authority mutate over the course of group interactions. How
that authority is negotiated comes to shape both the leader’s religious
identity and the group’s structure. Joseph Smith’s authority, for exam-
ple, was consolidated in himself as the receiver of revelation, and this
recognition by followers and competition with adversaries led to the
development of his status as prophet at the top of the LDS Church
hierarchy. Meanwhile, in Alcoholics Anonymous, the insistence that
Alcoholics Anonymous: The Story of How One Hundred Men Have Recovered
Jrom Alcoholism (1939) be the voices of many alcoholics kept Bill Wilson’s
personal revelation from becoming a central defining feature of the
movement, and meant that he would not hold a similar organizational
stature as Smith. In Helen Schucman’s case we have somebody who
received a series of revelations, but who could not accept her status as
receiving these messages and would not use them in her personal life.

Taves’ historical work in part one, even when she makes a hypothesis
that will upset some believers, is absolutely essential for her arguments
showing how the cognitive apparatuses that guide and shape revelatory
events are powerful forces in developing the final meaning for the
persons who receive the revelations and their initial followers. That
said, Taves’ examples move further away from organizations that are
built around the revelations of a specific individual, and more towards
loosely tied movements or readerships as she moves forward in history.
In the case of A Course in Miracles (1976), the only thing being provided
to ACIM students today is the revelation, as compared to the organi-
zational structure of the LDS Church or the Twelve Steps and tradi-
tions in AA. In the latter two cases organizational ties are weaker, but
the impact that this has on how revelatory events shape the lives of
people who come to believe them, beyond the innermost circles, is not
covered in the book.

In part two Taves takes a comparative approach to developing a the-
ory of how revelatory events occur and how they shape each group’s
dynamics. This section includes chapters on groups and their roles in
identifying the superhuman presences, individual states and how these
open the visionary to the message, and the stimuli that people have in
pursuing new paths and how those drives can spur them to acknowledge
the reality of a superhuman entity. Moving from the most complex level
(groups) to the most basic (individual motivations), this section guides
us through the intricate social and cognitive mechanisms that steer in-
dividuals to locate the superhuman presences either within themselves
or in other people. New religions scholars should pay careful attention
to this section because so much of our work addresses public concerns of
“how could somebody believe that?” Taves has provided answers to this
question, and now the question becomes how the subfield of new reli-
gions studies will respond to her arguments.
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The methodological appendix (297-310) summarizes Taves’ theo-
retical thinking and, as such, deserves some unpacking to show the
potential and controversy that this book will inspire. For Taves, every
one of these revelations and the types of actions they inspire—translat-
ing scriptures from golden plates that may not have existed; suddenly
stopping the drinking of alcohol; and articulating a course that Jesus is
providing—is a product of cognitive mechanisms. These mechanisms
are able to work with each other, producing increasingly complex cog-
nitive systems. These systems are analyzable by breaking down the com-
ponents into smaller pieces and seeing how they fit together. If Taves is
right, then religious actions are the product of multiple levels of com-
ponents acting as systems to produce results. Revelations are not an
individual’s behaviors since they are too complicated; but Taves uses her
theoretical grounding to argue that each revelation comes as a result of
the individual’s cognitive apparatus interacting with input from the
world around them. To do this, she breaks things down into the simplest
terms she can identify and then tries to build up to the revelatory event
(hence the importance of seeing revelations as events that are not
momentary occurrences—allowing more feedback and interaction
among participants). The exciting possibility in this model is that if we
can come to identify the different mechanisms and then piece them
together, then all of religious life might be explainable by the ways that
individual brains work. In light of questions as to whether the study of
religion is engaged in studying comparable phenomena or if the data of
religion is just a scholarly construct, Taves’ research is a bold commit-
ment to comparison as something that is achievable by a thoroughly
centered religious anthropology which focuses on our brains as the tools
that make the supernatural something real to be dealt with.

That underlying assumption about our brains is also the red flag that
will draw the most criticism and sustained argument. Without being able
to get inside the heads (literally and figuratively) of Joseph Smith, Bill
Wilson, and Helen Schucman, this evaluation of revelatory events is still
a product of Taves’ analysis. She decided on her topic. She decided
which paths were relevant. She decided which other cases in the cogni-
tive science literature were worth bringing in for use with her case stud-
ies to provide an additional explanatory framework. Some will find her
arguments to be an attempt at retroactive psychological analysis of key
figures in religious history without being able to gather data directly
from them in ways that contemporary psychologists would find valid.
There is also the question of how much of her research is reproducible
since the cases are built on hypotheses that are not directly testable.

Additionally, there is the question of how much of this process of
receiving revelation is best explained through cognitive mechanisms, or
if the phenomena in question are better explained by existing sociolog-
ical or historical paradigms. Especially important in this discussion are
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the individual and group dynamics that enable people to identify the
superhuman presences as real. While Taves does not definitively state
that these presences are objectively real, she gives us a model for ex-
plaining how things can be socially and mentally real without being
materially existent. Yet, that model relies heavily on people confirming
claims made by the person giving the revelations. Taves argues that
individual motivations are key to driving our decisions to affiliate with
a group or not. Revealed messages and the groups that coalesce around
them work for people, which is why they join—at least among first fol-
lowers. This leads to members legitimating the revealed events, and gives
those who reveal them time to interpret what the revelations mean along
with the people around them. But this argument is not particularly new.
We have known for a long time that people affiliate with new reli-
gious movements for a variety of reasons that work for them, and that
some highly committed individuals will dedicate a lot of their personal
energy into confirming the choices they have made. Does this require
a whole new theoretical approach to explain? Sociologically, I find that
Taves underplayed the importance of positive social feedback to the
person articulating the revelation, a phenomenon that was most obvious
in Schucman’s case when her close friend Bill Thetford (1923-1988)
started encouraging her to write down the course. Schucman needed
Thetford’s continuous encouragement to get to the point where she
could publish the course, otherwise she may have completely ignored the
Voice they both came to believe was talking to and through her. Similarly,
Bill Wilson’s revelatory event was important in helping him to stop drink-
ing, but the members of AA pressured him to move to more general
language about a “higher power” to appeal to alcoholics from different
religious backgrounds. As such, Wilson’s revelatory event plays a more
marginal role in the organization that he helped found. Sociologically,
the members minimized Wilson’s experience to fit other group needs,
which had a profound effect on the organization moving forward. The
question for us as scholars becomes which analytic tools do we favor, and
when? The extent to which cognitive science will help us to explain reli-
gious revelations and insights will be determined through further debate,
but Taves argues that much religious experience can be explained
through the cognitive systems working in our brains or, more to the point,
the brains of a few individuals with exceptional cognitive abilities.
Chapter eleven offers the opportunity to consider whether we should
consider revelatory events as the products of exceptional cognitive abil-
ities. This chapter, titled “Selves,” which Taves uses to refer to the spe-
cific characteristics and qualities that shaped the founders of each
movement as special people who could receive revelations, draws upon
literature about highly hypnotizable individuals to argue for special skills
that particularly Joseph Smith and Helen Schucman may have possessed
(254-69, especially 2564-61). Unlike the arguments in chapters ten (on
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the role of groups) and twelve (on the motivations people have when
determining if a presence is real), this section lacks the concrete histor-
ical data that Taves uses when constructing her other arguments. We do
not know what Smith, Wilson, and Schucman were thinking, we do not
have accounts of their actions that are reported in such a way as to draw
scientific conclusions, and the reports we do have are from biased ob-
servers (both pro and con) and, as such, are subject to the critical
evaluation of the reporters’ motives. To be fair, gathering data about
the mental states of the three visionaries is highly unlikely (if not impos-
sible), so some speculation is going to have to be required. It remains to
be argued, however, if utilizing the example of highly hypnotizable in-
dividuals is the best point of comparison.

There are other issues with Revelatory Events that are worth engaging.
One long-term question that this book raises is if a strictly materialist
interpretation of cognitive systems and mechanisms is sufficient for ex-
plaining the persistence of belief, especially in cases such as “material-
ization,” which Taves explains in chapter two. She argues that Smith did
not find golden plates, but that he was not delusional in claiming to
possess them. She theorizes instead that he might have created, “what
was in effect a representation of the plates, perhaps using sand and later
tin or lead, as detractors claimed, in the knowledge that they would
become the sacred reality the Smith family believed them to be only
insofar as the angel made them so” (59). She compares this process to
the view of Catholic and Orthodox Christians that the Eucharistic wafer
is the actual body of Jesus. Yet, materialization remains a problem for
people and their beliefs in the modern era; it is worth noting that nei-
ther Wilson nor Schucman made any materialization claims as did
Smith.

Furthermore, Taves’ argument here is based on supposed similarities
that are not supported by evidence. We cannot really know what Smith
was doing or thinking, and begs the question of whether this is an
acceptable scholarly way of dealing with the long-standing question of
the authenticity of the golden plates. Furthermore, there are plenty of
Catholic and Orthodox Christians who see transubstantiation as a mys-
tery, precisely because their taste buds tell them that it is unlikely they
are eating flesh at the moment they consume the host. Empirical evi-
dence and belief clash in that moment which needs a resolution. The
question is, how do they resolve these problems? More applied work on
how practicing and believing Catholics and Orthodox Christians treat
transubstantiation within the methodology Taves details is needed
before she can say that the model actually explains materialization.
What Taves presents is something that looks like an opportunity for
making connections, but more work needs to be done to understand
the phenomena to which we have access before trying to attribute the
same skills to someone who lived close to two hundred years ago.
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Yet, it is important to pursue such avenues of explanation because in
the wider discourse about new religions the question of the leader’s
sincerity and mental health is pervasive and sometimes the issue of fraud
is used as a justification to criticize the entire belief structure of an
institution. That is, the argument goes, if Smith was a fraud, the entire
LDS Church is fraudulent. Taves seems to be saying that Smith might
have been factually fraudulent without actually lying. I am not convinced
that the argument from materialization will resolve any issues for those
whose criticisms of Smith and the LDS Church lie in claims that Smith
was a charlatan. Thus, when it comes to explaining why the LDS Church
is a successful religious institution, I am not convinced that the cognitive
science framework laid out in Revelatory Events is the most useful explan-
atory framework. That said, Taves’ willingness to confront controversies,
such as Smith’s golden plates, with her theoretical insights derived from
cognitive science make this a book with which we should wrestle. At the
very least, this is a first attempt that will make people ask if cognitive
science’s insights will be useful for explaining what appear to be recur-
ring historical phenomena.

There is also the problem of how these movements increase in scale
and survive, and what role revelatory events play in this process. While
Taves makes a case in chapter ten that the revelatory events were essen-
tial for the ability of Joseph Smith, Bill Wilson, and Helen Schucman to
convince others that they were receiving revelations (rather than just
being crazy), there are still the questions of how these revelatory events
function in establishing groups and keeping them running, and how
they are used in later stages of outreach and why. It is difficult for
Taves to address these concerns, because the book is narrowly focused
on the examples of selected founders and a few key early followers.
Furthermore, they prompt one to wonder what Taves might see as the
limitations to the cognitive science methods she champions. While there
is a lot of academic interest in cognitive science today, we need to ask
what are the strengths and weaknesses of this specialization we are being
asked to consider. More work on what makes the people who do not
receive revelations more likely to accept that the person next to them is
a visionary—rather than somebody who is mentally unstable—is an
important, but missing, component of Revelatory Events.

In light of these questions, AA provides the most interesting case in the
book, as Bill W.’s spiritual experience was not used as a prototype for
other AA participants. Taves makes this fact explicit in chapter five.
While Wilson’s experience might have been an important motivator for
himself and Dr. Bob Smith (known as Dr. Bob, 1879-1950), the fight to
establish the language of the Twelve Steps shows that other AA partici-
pants wanted none of the God-speak that inspired Wilson included in the
book Alcoholics Anonymous. Indeed, Wilson’s spiritual pursuits were kept at
arm’s length from AA in order to create a more open and accepting
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organizational structure that could encompass everyone, from the most
devout Catholic to the most strident atheist. Therefore, Wilson’s revela-
tion remains questionable as an event that is foundational to the AA
movement. His authority is neither Smith’s nor Schucman’s, the former
being a prophet who founded a new church and the latter being recog-
nized as the person who received the dictation of a course. There is also
the question of the ACIM movement even being considered an organi-
zation. Aside from Schucman and the four closest insiders who helped
make the course public, Taves does not give any suggestion that there is
a movement around the course.

All of this raises questions about the usefulness of the cognitive sci-
ence approach, which tries to explain where revelations come from, for
explaining the rise of new religious movements based on revelations.
Revelations might be important for establishing an early group of parti-
cipants, but what is it about revelations that make them necessary or
valuable for people as the organization expands? Especially important
here is the issue of how revelatory events are important for those who
never knew the person who received the original revelations. This is an
entirely separate set of sociological and cognitive issues that Taves could
have noted, but does not. The problem of subsequent generations of
those who belong to groups or participate in creating traditions of inter-
pretation around revelations is left to other scholars.

Fundamentally, Revelatory Events and this review ought to prompt
debate over theoretical relevance. Scholars study groups they find
appropriate for research purposes. Can the cognitive science methods
Taves advances in her latest book help us get to the heart of how groups
grow to the point at which they become germane to the scholar’s in-
vestigations such that we can justify spending our limited time, energy,
and funding studying these groups and not others? I am not certain that
Revelatory Events answers this question satisfactorily since it is so focused
on the micro-interactions of a handful of early adherents and not on the
groups as they grew to be more widespread organizations or movements.
I will be interested in seeing if people can make the argument that
cognitive mechanisms are viable as explanatory systems at higher levels
of group complexity, and that they are better explanations than our
existing theoretical frameworks. If we can get to how revelatory events
become key in inspiring further adherence and creativity among people,
then the importance of Taves’ framework with her examples becomes
even more apparent.

Revelatory Events is a major contribution to the debate about whether
insights from cognitive science that are developed in contemporary
research settings are applicable to historical phenomena. Its reception
will go a long way to determine if the book becomes an interdisciplinary
classic that launches further research, or if it is ultimately viewed as an
ambitious book that did not meet its mark. Like Religious Experience
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Reconsidered, it is a major scholarly achievement from one of our fore-
most scholars of religion.

This is an important theoretical work in the study of religion that
draws on data from the study of new religions. The challenge going
forward will be to determine the extent to which individual scholars
absorb, combine, and emphasize the theoretical tools Taves takes from
cognitive science over other theoretical approaches in their own
research and analysis. I will not be surprised if at least a small school
of scholars gathers around Taves’ model and takes it in new and original
directions.
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