
LETTERS

A Call for Compassion
I was raised in Logan, Salt Lake
City, and Ogden, Utah, as an ac-
tive member of the LDS Church.
I gained so much of great value
from all the years in Primary, Mu-
tual, and the priesthood quo-
rums. From that association, as
well as the great example of my
parents and wonderful teachers
along the way, I learned many
positive lessons that have formed
the foundation of my life.

I learned that we should all
love and care for each other—
that we are all brothers and sis-
ters and should treat each other
accordingly. I learned that per-
haps our highest calling is to help
those who are in need and to be
compassionate and kind toward
those who are faced with difficult
challenges. I learned, generally,
that hatred, prejudice, and mean-
ness toward others should be re-
jected in favor of love, inclusive-
ness, and kindness. Those seem-
ed to be the fundamental moral
messages from my church.

However, I learned other, very
different, lessons as a young Mor-
mon boy. I learned that discrimi-
nation against African Ameri-
cans, including their exclusion

from the priesthood and their
exclusion from worshipping in
LDS temples, was compelled by
God because their skin color
was the mark of Cain as a result
of their wrongdoing in an ear-
lier life. I even learned that
Brigham Young maintained that
slavery was an institution or-
dained by God, that a white per-
son who "mixed his seed" with a
"Negro" should be killed, and
that African Americans were
not to be treated as brute ani-
mals, but were to be treated as
the servants of servants.

I learned that we were not to
question religious or civil au-
thority. I recall once hearing
someone say from the lectern in
my ward that, according to the
Twelfth Article of Faith, we are
to unquestioningly follow the di-
rectives of leaders, including
military commanders, and that
if the directives are immoral,
those giving them, not those
who follow them, will be held re-
sponsible on judgment day.
Even as a young boy, I recall be-
ing appalled at that call for indi-
vidual moral abrogation. The
idea that we are all to fall in line
when ordered, even when doing
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so harms others, is abhorrent, dangerous, and
contrary to the most fundamental lessons
taught by Jesus and other major religious lead-
ers.

Until 1967, antimiscegena-
tion laws in many states prohib-
ited interracial marriages. An Af-
rican American and a white, like
Barack Obama's parents, could
not marry each other under
those laws. Society advanced, and
the laws caught up with those ad-
vances. In 1978, the president of
the LDS Church said he had a
revelation from God that the ex-
clusion of black men from the
LDS priesthood was to be lifted.

I learned another thing as a
young boy: I was taught that gays
and lesbians—they were called
"homosexuals" in those days-
were inferior people engaged in
perverse wrongdoing. It was
common for many people to use
derogatory terms like "homo,"
"queer," or "faggot."

Since then, I have learned to
liberate myself from those bigot-
ries. I have learned that I can
grow—and that, as I do, not only
do I treat others better but I also
become a better person myself.
My life is enriched as I learn
about others who are different
from me and as I learn to value,
not just tolerate, those differ-
ences.

I know many gay and lesbian
people who have married. In
fact, I recently attended a wed-

ding reception for two men,
Idaho farmers, who were mar-
ried in California. They have
been together, committed to
each other, loving each other,
for thirty years. So many of the
gay and lesbian couples I have
known are loving and commit-
ted, and have demonstrated a re-
markable stability in their rela-
tionships—a stability that has so
far eluded me in my relation-
ships. These good people, and
those who love them, are hurt
every day of their lives when
they are treated under the law as
second-class citizens and as they
face the sort of prejudice, dis-
crimination, and hatred gener-
ated by such measures as Utah's
Amendment 3 and California's
Proposition 8.

The LDS Church is repeating
a tragic and deplorable history
through its vast involvement in
the passage of Proposition 8—
except that the bigotry and dis-
crimination are now being di-
rected not at African Americans
but toward gays and lesbians. It
is an outrage—and it is an occa-
sion of great sadness for the
LDS Church, for its members
who are once again being, and
allowing themselves to be, led
astray, and for those who are vic-
tims of the hurtful judgments of
those who think they are some-
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how superior to their gay broth-
ers and lesbian sisters.

Let us all call for greater love,
better understanding, and dig-
nity and respect toward all, re-
gardless of race, regardless of
faith or lack of faith, and regard-
less of sexual orientation. Let us
all follow, rather than just talk
about, the Golden Rule. Let us
move beyond the false and hol-
low judgments that result in such
pain, even to the point of suicide,
for many LDS youth. And let us
embrace each other as brothers
and sisters and rid ourselves of
the pernicious distinctions on
the basis of sexual orientation
that, with tragic consequences,
have been drawn in the law and
in so many hearts.

Just as racial discrimination is
now forbidden in the United
States, and just as antimiscegen-
ation laws are now nothing more
than a shameful part of our na-
tion's history, we will celebrate
full marriage equality some day.
We have come so far in just a few
years, particularly because most
young people do not carry with
them the burden of bigotry as I
did, and as did so many of my
generation. There will be obsta-
cles, but reason, fairness, and a
higher morality will prevail—if we
join together in demanding it.

Let us all keep up the proud
fight—the fight for fundamental

fairness, the fight for compas-
sion, the fight for love.

Ross C. "Rocky " Anderson
Salt Lake City, Utah

Clarifying My Own Stance
I deeply regret that Thomas Al-
exander understood my recent
article ("Can Deconstruction
Save the Day? 'Faithful Scholar-
ship' and the Uses of Postmod-
ernism," 41, no. 1 [Spring 2008]:
1-33) as attacking him and
Leonard Arrington. This was
not my intention. I'm sorry that
I may have given that impression
by not clarifying my stance on
the issues raised in the article.

My aim in that piece was to
offer historical perspective on
orthodox LDS scholars' uses of
postmodernism and to assess
the likelihood that those appeals
could win greater status for or-
thodox scholarship within the
larger academy. Apart from that
assessment, however, I was not
trying to weigh in on the debates
that have played out around or-
thodox scholarship. While I
have strong opinions regarding
those debates, I wanted to be as
impartial as I could manage in
my discussion of them for the
purposes of this article.

As it happens, my sympathies
lie with those, like Alexander
and Arrington, who argued for
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alternatives to the more restric-
tive, militant conceptions of or-
thodox scholarship advocated by
antipositivist critics like Louis
Midgley and David Bohn. In fact,
Midgley has complained that my
essay casts him as the villain in a
"morality play" that pits a "heroic
New Mormon History" against a
"deplorable Faithful History"
(comment posted in response to
Kaimi Wenger, "Moderation in
All Things," By Common Consent,
August 2, 2008, http://www.
bycommonconsentcom/2008/07/
moderation-in-all-things, com-
ment 34). While I hope I man-
aged to give a more balanced and
nuanced account in the article
than Midgley's complaint im-
plies, his perception of my com-
mitments around these issues is
not so far off.

One source of confusion, per-
haps, was my use of the term
"antipositivist" to describe Alex-
ander's and Arrington's critics. I
used that term merely to reflect
the language of the debates. I my-
self do not believe Alexander and
Arrington were posi- tivists; in-
deed, I find the accusation of
positivism absurd. That accusa-
tion made sense to critics only
because they (the critics) held a
stark, fundamentalistic world-
view that dismissed everything to
the left of their own brand of or-
thodoxy as irreligion.

Given my lack of sympathy
for the agendas that were pur-
sued under the rubric of "faith-
ful history," I feel little enthusi-
asm about the efforts some LDS
scholars are now making to en-
hance orthodox scholarship's
status within academia. Having
watched "faithful scholarship"
achieve its current position of
privilege within Church institu-
tions as a result of campaigns to
enforce orthodoxy, I find it hard
to be moved when orthodox
scholars now bid for the acad-
emy's sympathy by invoking
postmodern appeals on behalf
of marginalized and depriv-
ileged voices.

Again, I regret that my article
may have given a mistaken im-
pression of my intentions to Pro-
fessor Alexander, whom I re-
gard as someone who tried to
fight the good fight.

John-Charles Duffy
Chapel Hill, North Carolina

Asherah Alert
For some time I have been

hearing about and greatly antici-
pating the appearance of Kevin
L. Barney's scholarly compari-
son of the Mormon Mother in
Heaven with the female deity
Asherah. I have long admired
Kevin Barney's research, writ-
ing, and opinions. So it is with



Letters IX

some regret that I feel compelled
to point out some dangers and
flaws in his "How to Worship
Our Mother in Heaven (Without
Getting Excommunicated)" (41,
no. 4 [Winter 2008]: 121-47).

I agree with Barney's assess-
ment (and the starting point for
my examination of this topic)
that Daniel C. Peterson's article
"Nephi and His Asherah" is
"surely one of the most remark-
able articles ever published in
Mormon studies." Here Peter-
son introduces Mormon readers
to Asherah, chief goddess of the
early Canaanites, who was also
worshipped by at least some of
the ancient Hebrews. Although
the Old Testament is rife with
condemnation of this idolatrous
practice, Peterson, for the first
time in Mormon writings, gives
credence to the position that
worship of the Asherah may have
been legitimate.

In his article, Barney follows
up on the link that Peterson pro-
posed between Asherah, the tree
goddess, with Nephi's vision of
the mother of the Son of God
and the Tree of Life. As much as I
admire such an exegesis, I must
point out that a more conserva-
tive reading of 1 Nephi 11 sug-
gests that Nephi is shown Mary
and her child to connect Jesus
with the tree, not Mary with the
tree. Among Mormon script-

uralists who accept this reading
is Elder Jeffrey R. Holland: "The
images of Christ and the tree
[are] inextricably linked. . . . At
the very outset of the Book of
Mormon, Christ is portrayed as
the source of eternal life and joy,
the living evidence of divine
love, and the means whereby
God will fulfill his covenant with
the house of Israel and indeed
the entire family of man, return-
ing them all to their eternal
promises."

This view fits better with the
chapter as a whole, the conde-
scension of God being the dem-
onstration by the Father of His
love for the world by sending
His "only begotten Son," Jesus
Christ (John 3:16).

Those who have some experi-
ence in women's studies of the
Old Testament will readily rec-
ognize Barney's recapitulation
of the "Sophia as Heavenly
Mother" theme. I agree with his
assessment that Sophia (Latin
for Wisdom) "was present at the
creation and assisted in its work"
(134) as a divine female force. It
is quite possible that the Wis-
dom figure can tell us a great
deal about the Goddess Asherah
and even our Heavenly Mother
herself.

But when it comes to pegging
Asherah as our Heavenly
Mother, there are many prob-
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lems which must be overcome,
and Kevin Barney falls short of
doing so. Barney's proposition is
that the early worship form of
venerating Asherah is more
valid than the later, more
evolved form of monotheism. If
we accept this view, then we
must acknowledge the entire
pantheon of gods worshipped by
the early Canaanites and He-
brews, which entails rejecting the
prophetic authority of the re-
form period. I am willing to con-
sider that worship of a Holy
Mother figure may have been a
part of the primordial religion.
But by the time we come to know
the Asherah figure in the Old
Testament, she has been per-
verted into a licentious, dissi-
pated, corrupt figure whom
God's prophets denounced. Bar-
ney mentions, but downplays,
the very severe rejection of
Asherah by the prophets and by
Josiah, a king whom the Deuter-
onomist considers to be a di-
vinely inspired national hero.
The frequent association be-
tween Asherah and the Can-
aanite fertility cults shows that,
at least by the time of the major
prophets, she had become a sign
of idolatry and was henceforth
rejected. In fact, Asherah may
bear little or no resemblance to
the Mormon Heavenly Mother.
How do we know, I wonder,

which of her attributes are di-
vine and which are not? Can we
accept her association with
trees, groves, or poles while re-
jecting, for example, the cult of
prostitution accompanying her
worship?

Kevin Barney concludes his
article by suggesting some of
the ways this conception of
Heavenly Mother might be wor-
shipped that are consistent with
an orthodox LDS position. The
best of these, which quite cap-
tured my imagination, was that
we "reconceptualize" our
Christmas tree traditions as
symbols of the Christchild's
mother. Says Barney, "Since the
practice of putting up Christ-
mas trees originated from a pa-
gan fertility symbol that had to
be reconceptualized in the first
place to give it a Christian
meaning, giving the tree our
own reconceptualization would
not be treading on inviolable
ground. And, of course, put-
ting a Christmas tree up each
December is entirely unobjec-
tionable in our culture, a prac-
tice at which no one would bat
an eye. But seeing the tree as a
symbol of our Mother may be a
source of satisfaction to those
who long to acknowledge Her
in some way" (136).

This description in Barney's
article had my head spinning as
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I immediately began to imagine
many different ways of decorat-
ing a Christmas tree. But Lat-
ter-day Saints might be better
served by imagining ways to ex-
clude paganism than from
reconceptualizing it. After all,

Thus saith the Lord,
Learn not the way of the
heathen, and be not dis-
mayed at the signs of
heaven; for the heathen are
dismayed at them.

For the customs of the
people are vain: for one
cutteth a tree out of the for-
est, the work of the hands of
the workman, with the axe.

They deck it with silver
and with gold; they fasten it
with nails and with ham-
mers, that it move not. . . .

Every man is brutish in
his knowledge: every
founder is confounded by
the graven image: for his
molten image is falsehood,
and there is no breath in
them.

They are vanity, and the
work of errors: in the time
of their visitation they shall
perish. (Jer. 10:2-4, 14-15;
emphasis mine)

After spending many words
advising his reader that the cur-
rent policy of the Church is not
to pray publicly to Heavenly
Mother, Barney "suggestfs] a
partial, small exception" (133).

Apparently Barney finds it ac-
ceptable for infertile women to
pray to Asherah. I believe that
Barney is treading on thin ice
with this suggestion. Although I
will admit to praying to a Heav-
enly Mother in private under
certain circumstances, it is
nonetheless a practice which
might lead to the wrong side of
the stake president's desk.
Church President Gordon B.
Hinckley, in issuing his instruc-
tions, first to the Regional Rep-
resentatives and then to the
women's general meeting, did
not limit the restriction on
prayer to a Mother in Heaven:
"Logic and reason would cer-
tainly suggest that if we have a
Father in Heaven, we have a
Mother in Heaven. That doc-
trine rests well with me. How-
ever, in light of the instruction
we have received from the Lord
Himself, I regard it as inappro-
priate for anyone in the Church
to pray to our Mother in
Heaven." I read Barney's para-
graph on prayer to the Mother
as a dance of fancy footwork
where he trips in and out of rec-
ommending these types of sup-
plications but simultaneously
absolves himself of responsibil-
ity for counseling that anyone
actually do so.

The last area where I strongly
feel that Kevin Barney has


