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Mormon institutions and biographies of
increasingly minor figures.

Editor Thomas G. Alexander takes up
the cudgels against Peterson in his intro-
duction, as he does against no other con-
tributor, but it is difficult to avoid con-
cluding that Peterson has the best of the
debate. The narrow range of publishers
of the best recent Mormon monographs
cited in Alexander’s footnotes and the
limited circle of reviewers in Mormon peri-
odicals strongly indicate that Mormon

I Laugh, Therefore I Am

Only When I Laugh by Elouise Bell (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 1990), 136
pp- $9.95.

Reviewed by Miriam B. Murphy, asso-
ciate editor, Utah Historical Quarterly.

A STUDENT OF ZEN BupDHISM meditated
daily on koans assigned by the Zen
master. None of his insights impressed the
master until one day, after years of
thought about these puzzles, the student
timidly began his exposition of a koan and
then burst into uncontrollable laughter,
at which point the Zen master clapped
him on the back and shouted his congrat-
ulations.

Laughter is not necessarily the appro-
priate response to every koan or to all of
life’s mysteries and travails, but Elouise
Bell, like the Zen master, leads us to sus-
pect that laughter may be one of the great
liberating forces in the universe. Indeed,
I laugh, therefore I am (which Bell may
well have coined) is probably a more use-
ful precept than that originated by Réné
Descartes. From Descartes’ time to our
own, the world has been awash with the
weighty thoughts of competing philoso-
phies — many of them ridiculous and some
downright dangerous. Imagine, for exam-
ple, how different history might have been
had Elouise or an equally gifted wit cut
her teeth on a turgid copy of Das Kapital
when it first plopped off the press.

The thirty-six entries included in Only
When I Laugh cover a range of cultural
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scholars are generally writing for each
other.

If Peterson’s indictment of Mormon
scholarship is at all valid, then young
Mormon scholars could hardly do better
than to dust off their copies of Great Basin
Kingdom and try to fathom some of the
genius of that great book. Along the way,
they may find ways to connect Mormon
studies once again with the nourishing
bloodstream of American scholarship.

topics from Z (for zucchini) to G (for
Christmas). Many were originally pub-
lished in Bell's Network column. Their col-
lection in book form is a stroke of good
luck for those interested in literary his-
tory, because her work represents a rare
genre in Utah and Mormon letters. Utah
has poets aplenty, historians, writers of
song lyrics and fiction in its many forms,
and even playwrights and philosophers—
but where are the humorists (other than
cartoonists)? Possibly the late Pulitzer
Prize winner and one-time Utahn Phyllis
McGinley fits in this niche, as does the
late Salt Lake Tribune columnist Dan Val-
entine. Really, though, the field isn’t over-
populated.

Bell’s humor is disarming rather than
armor-piercing; moreover, it usually
directs the reader to a closer examination
of life and the cultural norms we live by.
“The Mug-wump” asks us to look again
at the extremist positions of the clenched-
fist feminist and the don’t-you-dare-call-
me-one-of-them camps. Bell engages the
reader in a dialogue that gently restores
equilibrium by dispelling the polarizing
notion that true-believer zeal is superior
to a more open, less vehement view. In
the context of Only When I Laugh, we could
call it the Elouisean mean.

“The Meeting” is classic satire. It de-
scribes a typical Sunday morning church
service in a familiar format of announce-
ments, music, and talks; but in this
instance all the key players are women —



not in a one-time role reversal—but as
the obvious norm. When these women
speak, pat and patronizing phrases about
the opposite sex tumble unawares from
their lips:

Next weekend is a big one for the
younger teens in our congregation: the Bee-
hive class is going to kayak down the Green
River, under the direction of Sister Lynn
Harrison. And as I understand it, the dea-
cons will be here at home, helping to fold
and stamp the ward newsletter.

In the Young Men’s meeting tonight,
the boys will have something special to look
forward to—a panel of Laurels from the
stake will discuss “What We Look for in
Boys We Date.” Here’s your big chance
boys! (p. 13)
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“Call Me Indian Summer” is a spoof
of the idea that each person’s coloring
relates to one of the four seasons and that
cosmetic and clothing colors should be
chosen with that in mind. Bell suggests
that four is not enough, recalling “an
aunt . . . who was clearly Ground Hog’s
Day” and “a friend in Logan [who] is the
Fourth of July” (p. 99).

Most readers will not be disciplined
enough to place Only When I Laugh on a
bedside table for thirty-six nights of bed-
time reading but will keep saying, as I
did —just one more chapter before I turn
out the light. So, we must nurture Elouise
as we would the rare sego lily (when was
the last time you saw one?); her insights
and humor are sorely needed.

The Survival of New Religious Movements

When Prophets Die: The Post Charismatic
Fate of New Religious Movements edited by
Timothy Miller (Albany: State Univer-
sity of New York Press, 1991), 241 pp.,
$14.95.

Reviewed by Michael W. Homer, an
attorney living in Salt Lake City.

THE UNIFYING THESIS of the twelve essays
contained in When Prophets Die: The Post
Charismatic Fate of New Religious Movements
is that most new religious movements,
though heavily dependent on a single
dominant personality, usually survive the
leader’s death. As J. Gordon Melton
points out in his introduction, “When a
new religion dies, it usually has nothing
to do with the demise of the founder; it is
from lack of response of the public to the
founder’s ideas or the incompetence of the
founder in organizing the followers into a
strong group. Most new religions will die
in the first decade, if they are going to
die” (p. 9).

The book’s editor, Timothy Miller,
admits that this is not a comprehensive
study of the fate of new religious move-
ments after the death of their founders,
but it does examine a number of exam-
ples with a range of responses. These

examples range from communal move-
ments (Shakers, the Amana Society, and
Hutterites), to nineteenth-century Amer-
ican religions (Latter-day Saints, Chris-
tian Science, and the Theosophical
Society), to movements of the twentieth
century (Krishna Consciousness, Siddha
Yoga, Unification Church, Rastafari, and
Spirit Fruit). Miller even includes a chap-
ter on American Indian prophets.

All of these movements are “new reli-
gious movements,”’ the term now
employed by social scientists who study
religious movements. As Eileen Barker
notes in her book New Religious Movements
(London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office,
1989), “Many scholars working in the field
prefer the term ‘new religious movements’
to ‘cult’ because, although ‘cult’ (like ‘sect’)
is sometimes used in a purely technical
sense, it has acquired negative connota-
tions in every day parlance.” In other
words, the new religious movements dis-
cussed are movements which many social
scientists have traditionally considered to
be out of the mainstream of traditional
Christianity. Indeed, many of the move-
ments are not “new” at all. For example,
the Hutterites go back 450 years, and the
group from which the founders of the



