
  
    
      DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT

      Volume 58, Number 3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        FALL 2025

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought is an independent quarterly established to express Mormon culture and to examine the relevance of religion to secular life. It is edited by Latter-­day Saints who wish to bring their faith into dialogue with the larger stream of world religious thought and with human experience as a whole and to foster artistic and scholarly achievement based on their cultural heritage. The journal encourages a variety of viewpoints; although every effort is made to ensure accurate scholarship and responsible judgment, the views expressed are those of the individual authors and are not necessarily those of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints or of the editors.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought is published quarterly by the University of Illinois Press for the Dialogue Foundation. Dialogue has no official connection with The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-­day Saints. Contents copyrighted by the Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois. Print ISSN 0012-­2157; electronic ISSN 1554-­9399. Dialogue is available in full text in electronic form at www.dialoguejournal.com and JSTOR.org and is archived by the University of Utah Marriott Library Special Collections, available online at www.lib.utah.edu/portal/site/marriottlibrary. Dialogue is also available on microforms through University Microfilms International, www.umi.com.

      Dialogue welcomes articles, essays, poetry, notes, fiction, letters to the editor, and art. Submissions should follow the current Chicago Manual of Style, using footnotes for all citations. All submissions should be in Word and may be submitted electronically at https://dialoguejournal.com/submissions/. For submissions of visual art, please contact art@dialoguejournal.com.

      Submissions published in the journal, including letters to the editor, are covered by our publications policy, https://dialoguejournal.com/submissions/publication­policy/, under which the author retains the copyright of the work and grants Dialogue permission to publish. See www.dialoguejournal.com.

      

      editors emeriti

      Eugene England and G. Wesley Johnson

      Robert A. Rees

      Mary Lythgoe Bradford

      Linda King Newell and L. Jackson Newell

      F. Ross Peterson and Mary Kay Peterson

      Martha Sonntag Bradley and Allen D. Roberts

      Neal Chandler and Rebecca Worthen Chandler

      Karen Marguerite Moloney

      Levi S. Peterson

      Kristine Haglund

      Boyd J. Petersen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Articles

        

        
          
            Confronting Men’s Violence Against Women and Girls in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints

            Suzanne E. Greco

          

          
            “Saving the Constitution” with White Christian Nationalism

            Matthew L. Harris

          

          
            Lockdown

            Paola Bidinelli

          

          
            Secret Socities and the Political Context of Joseph Smith’s Rewritten Scripture

            Colby Townsend

          

        

      

      
        
          Personal Voices

        

        
          
            Mormon Tarbuti

            TL Cannon

          

          
            Tree of Life

            Paola Bidinelli

          

          
            Is Godly Love Enough?

            Name Withheld

          

          
            Mother’s Seasons

            Paola Bidinelli

          

        

      

      
        
          Fiction

        

        
          
            The First Letter She Found

            Charity Shumway

          

        

      

      
        
          Poetry

        

        
          
            Discretion

            Joseph Morgan

          

          
            (atonoment poem)

            Theric Jepson

          

          
            Birding at the Lake

            D. A. Cooper

          

          
            Hunger

            D. A. Cooper

          

          
            sackcloth

            Kyle Hunter

          

          
            Mute

            Paola Bidinelli

          

        

      

      
        
          Reviews

        

        
          
            Christian Laboratory

            Fernando Pinheiro

          

          
            Reviving the Book of Mormon’s Message for Modern Discipleship

            James C. Jones

          

          
            Groundwork for Future Study

            Rachel Meibos Helps

          

          
            Mormons in the French Mirror

            Haleigh Heaps Burgon

          

          
            Searching for a Lost Time

            Paola Bidinelli

          

        

      

      
        
          From the Pulpit

        

        
          
            Where Are We Standing?

            Margaret Olsen Hemming

          

          
            Seeds of Joy

            Paola Bidinelli

          

        

      

      
        
          Art Note

        

        
          
            Latter-day Saint Art

            Glen Nelson

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ARTICLES

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONFRONTING MEN’S VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS IN THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS

          

          SUZANNE E. GRECO

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      An undercurrent of violence against women and girls (VAWG) exists in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The Church professes commitment to support victims of sexual abuse and its declared policy of zero tolerance, which mirrors the position of numerous religious organizations. These sentiments, while suitable for formal declarations, websites, and public addresses, stand in contrast to the Church’s actions, which are not aligned with its professed Christian tenets.⁠1 The church in actuality fails to encourage members to report abuse to legal authorities and does not train its leaders in appropriate response protocols.⁠2 This article urges the Church to address the existing dissonance and align its actions with the policies it has formally established and its Christian doctrines and practices.⁠3 As bell hooks poignantly articulates, the impact of patriarchy—manifested as male domination over women and children—constitutes a considerable obstacle to the experience of love.”⁠4 Patriarchy does not align with Christ’s construct of divine love.

      Violence against women and girls stands as a pervasive violation of human rights on a global scale, unfolding relentlessly each day in myriad manifestations. Defined by the United Nations, VAWG is “any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or mental harm or suffering of women, including threats of such act, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life.”⁠5 The repercussions of such brutality are profound, casting shadows of short-term and enduring physical, financial, and emotional tolls upon women and girls. The enormity of its impact, in the lives of individuals, family units, and communities, defies quantification. In secular and religious contexts, women or girls seeking protection from such harms find themselves caught in a patriarchal vortex of androcentric laws and policies and male leaders.⁠6 I employ the term “vortex” to describe the victim’s experience ensnared in a system that not only gaslights them but also subjects them to a violent, chaotic, and perilous environment. Within this tumultuous swirl, individuals find themselves disoriented and powerless, struggling to navigate a reality fraught with fear and unpredictability, where their capacity to influence their circumstances is profoundly limited. Victims who dare to speak the reality of their situation will be sucked into the vortex, equivalent to an act of suicide, or a cutting off of social and familial ties.⁠7 Judith Herman, a leader in child sex abuse, asserts that the impact of the violence extends beyond the actions of perpetrators to bystanders and institutional enablers who perpetuate a social ecology of violence that is tolerated or rendered invisible.⁠8

      This article delineates three major areas for reform. First, it advocates for legal changes in clergy-penitent laws.⁠9 Second, it advocates for women’s ministry, that female leaders minister to women and girls who experience VAWG, not male ecclesiastical leaders. Empowering women and girls through female-to-female alliances overcomes patriarchal vortexes and redresses power differentials, thereby facilitating access to essential support mechanisms.⁠10 Third, it underscores the imperative for comprehensive education and training initiatives on ministerial and community levels. Specialized training is required for ministers to effectively provide counseling to both survivors and perpetrators.⁠11 Training is also essential to identifying victim-perpetrator dynamics and behaviors.⁠12 Community-level educational initiatives must encompass discussions on credibility issues and consent as a fundamental human right in intimate relationships. These measures are crucial in the efforts to prevent VAWG.

      UNVEILING MY JOURNEY: A PERSONAL TALE

      My journey to initiate structural and policy changes within the Church commenced as a response to having been caught in the system. My life began in toxic circumstances, subjected to child sex abuse by both my father (former bishop, stake presidency counselor, high counselor, and current active member of the church) and my grandfather at a very young age. Struggling to stay afloat in the face of the relentless abuse, and enduring deep physical and emotional wounds, I observed daily others gliding by seemingly untouched by my turmoil.

      After college and a mission, a friend of my father, nine years older than myself, was introduced and we married. We had three children, and when my parents moved a good distance away and I began to feel safe, the unconscious buried rubble surfaced. Child sex abuse amnesia, a common symptom, eventually fades away, only to be relived again until the toxic waste is integrated. As symptoms surfaced, and love and support were needed, my husband’s behaviors turned abusive, and a darker side revealed itself. The cycle of abuse continued. Amid the ensuing chaos, one of the children jumped ship, leading to the ultimate fracture of our family. I faced the daunting task of keeping my other two children afloat all the while my then-husband continued to abuse.

      In these circumstances, I was understandably desperate. I was joined in my fight to find a way out over a decade ago by my newly ordained stake president, David F. Holland. Many words of encouragement and blessings were offered, serving as beacons of hope amid the turmoil in my dire circumstances. Regrettably, President Holland’s hands were tied at times, bound by protocol that constrained his ability to intervene due to the system and policies in the Church. Amid the bustling activities and responsibilities that demand attention for those living in comfort, Church leaders often remain mere bystanders. The institution becomes an enabler.

      Despite Holland’s urgent pleas for my then-husband to cease his violence, he was indifferent to his entreaties. The realization sank in that no external intervention would come to my rescue. Overwhelmed by the physical and emotional toll of the ordeal, I wanted to just let go. My will to persevere waned in the wake of nursing deep wounds, trying to care for my children, and the continued abuse. Both body and spirit were shattered. The weight of the suffering was unbearable, overshadowed by a sense of hopelessness and helplessness.

      When I initially made my disclosure to my priesthood leaders, I was met with unbelief because my abusers were respected men in the Church community. I was stigmatized and labeled mentally ill by my community and by both of my perpetrators, who painted a very different picture by manipulating and controlling the narrative. According to Sarah Ullman, victims experience harmful reactions from both social networks and formal support sources in patriarchal societies.⁠13 Due to all of this, I found it imperative to distance myself from my ward community to safeguard both my mental well-being and my spiritual convictions. It was only when another courageous victim disclosed that my experiences were acknowledged with the gravity they deserved. Holland took charge and assumed a proactive stance. He engaged a seasoned professional to conduct training for leaders, enlightening on the task of ministering to both victims and perpetrators and addressing the lacunae present in the Church instructional materials.

      In order to be taken seriously, I had to achieve incredible levels of credibility. It was not until my acceptance to Harvard and studying VAWG in a religious context; my involvement with the United Nations; and my audience with Pope Francis for the inaugural and subsequent events for the World Day for the Prevention of and Healing from Child Sexual Exploitation, Abuse, and Violence that my assertions were finally given serious consideration within my community. The fact that these credentials had made me more powerful, thus credible, speaks directly to the nature of the social dynamics and credibility issues. These prominent external affirmations served to dispel the unfounded notions of my supposed false allegations and “mental craziness,” instead illuminating the authenticity of my testimony regarding the harrowing reality of what had been done to me. Female voices are simply not believed when it comes to VAWG.⁠14 Any woman or girl who comes forward about VAWG puts their own life and reputation at risk, not the perpetrators.

      Throughout these advocacy endeavors and openness about my past, I have had many conversations with survivors of abuse and have come to more fully understand that the struggle for validation, and the desire to have their injuries ministered to, is a shared experience among women and girls who have endured similar trauma in our Church communities. Yet trauma is not only inflicted by the actual perpetrators, but also by ecclesiastical leaders, institutional enablers, and their respective Church communities, due to no educational training on VAWG.⁠15 Amos Guiora, an Israeli American professor of law specializing in institutional complicity, enabling culture, and sexual assault, refers to this phenomenon as the “armies of enablers.”⁠16 Jeffrey C. Alexander, a sociology scholar at Yale University, asserts that traumas are socially constructed through interactions, cultural norms, and beliefs.⁠17 This points to the fact that trauma extends beyond the individual experience and is deeply intertwined with the broader social environment.

      My experience reflected broader truths. Institutional religious organizations function in dual roles in relation to VAWG. They possess the capacity to serve as both a shield against and a conduit for the perpetuation of harm.⁠18 Religious convictions have the potential to foster psychological resilience and facilitate healing and have the capacity to promote programs and structures that combat VAWG. Conversely, patriarchal structures with power imbalances, sexism, androcentric ideologies, and theoretical constructs within religious institutions perpetuate VAWG.⁠19 While the beneficial aspects of religious affiliations are widely recognized, I aim to illuminate the less favorable realities inherent in the Church’s centralized, patriarchal, and hierarchical organizational structure and policies. In this sphere, the imperative emerges regarding the role the Church, its leaders, and its community have in addressing VAWG.

      Eventually, I made it out with my children. Now, here I am, advocating as a survivor, standing in solidarity with other survivors of domestic and child sex abuse, and with male allies, to initiate much-needed change.⁠20 My belief is that Christ supports women and girls. He has supported me, and He wants change.

      FAITH UNDER FIRE: CONFRONTING VAWG IN RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES

      These problems are not unique to Latter-day Saints but reflect a global issue. According to the United Nations, sexual and gender violence is a global problem and a “preventable pandemic.”⁠21 In a study encompassing 161 countries, UN Women found that “45% of women reported that they or a woman they know has experienced VAWG. Seven in ten women said that they think that verbal and physical abuse by partners has become more common. And six in ten felt that sexual harassment in public spaces has worsened.”⁠22 Additionally, UN Women found that “less than 40% of women who experience violence seek help of any kind. . . . [A]mong women who do seek help, most look to family and friends and very few look to formal institutes, such as police and health services. Fewer than 10% of those seeking help report to the police.”⁠23 According to the World Health Organization, one in three women have been subjected to some form of violence by an intimate partner or non-partner or both.”⁠24

      Most crucially, these forms of violence most commonly occur in the home. The World Health Organization has stated that women are at greater risk of harm in intimate relationships than elsewhere, “challenging the notion that home is a safe haven.”⁠25 Also, according to Childlight, a Global Child Safety Institute at the University of Edinburgh, “11% of men in the US, 7% of men in the UK and 7.5% of men in Australia report that they have engaged in online behaviors at some point in their lifetime that could be classed as online child sexual abuse offending.”⁠26 The culture of VAWG is a global pandemic.

      There are several challenges that we face when seeking to understand the extent of the problem as it affects Latter-day Saints. There are no actual statistics, task forces, or training about sex, consent, and gender-based violence within the Church.⁠27 What we find instead is a system constructed to protect the interests of the Church at the expense of victims due to existing policies, closed-door access, and lack of accountability mechanisms. The fact that we do not know how extensive VAWG actually is within the Church points directly to its doctrine, culture, and patriarchy. In other words, without proper oversight, there is no opportunity to shine light into these places and to expose root causality.

      To be clear, this is a structural and doctrinal problem, framed in patriarchy maintained by Church theological tenets, embedded in teachings, practices and rituals, which actively produce and negotiate inequitable power relations among men and women. According to Catherine Bell, “Systems such as ritual both realize and regulate the structure of social relations. Like forms of speech, forms of ritual are ‘transmitters of culture, which are generated in social relations and which, by their selections and emphasis, exercise a constraining effect on social behavior.”⁠28 Rituals should not be understood solely as mechanisms of social control: rather, they represent one of many strategies employed to reproduce and manipulate the foundational cultural structures of a community. These structures are not merely abstract concepts but are experienced, embodied, and perpetuated by individuals within the society. Theological tenets embedded in LDS Church rituals cultivate a distinctive dynamic in social relations, particularly in the inculcation of beliefs. According to Bell, such practices are intrinsic to the very production and negotiation of power relations within a society.⁠29 The androcentric, rather than Christocentric, positionality of the Church, coupled with its misogynistic policing of women, cultivates an unhealthy ecosystem for all members of the Church community—men, women, and children alike.

      There may be some sources that indicate the extent of the problems as they affect Latter-day Saints. They reveal significant risks to Latter-day Saint women and girls. In Utah, 61 percent of the population identify as members of the Church.⁠30 Utah statistics are rough estimates used to illuminate VAWG among Latter-day Saints, but they do not explicitly provide an inside view of what is actually happening in the LDS Church. That being acknowledged, the data provide a mere glimpse of the situation at hand. In Utah, sexual violence is being committed by male perpetrators whom the victim knows, and more horrifically, “many victims of sexual assault and sexual violence in Utah are children, and they are victimized by a family member.”⁠31 Statistics show that rape occurs in Utah at a rate higher than the national average.⁠32 In 2022, the reported rape rate in Utah was 59.5 per 100,000; the national average is 40.⁠33 Rape is the only violent crime for which Utah’s rate is higher than the national average, and this has been the case for the past twenty-five years.⁠34 For all other types of violent crimes, Utah’s rates are lower. Yet according to the Utah Commission on Criminal and Juvenile Justice, only 11.8 percent of women actually report crimes of sexual violence to law enforcement in Utah.⁠35 This means 88.2 percent are not being reported compared to the national average of 63 percent.⁠36 These findings indicated that acts of sexual violence are substantially underreported and that the investigation and prosecution of these crimes are not being pursued.

      While the Church contributes to the lack of clear information about the frequency of VAWG by not collecting or reporting data, there are other barriers as well. Part of the reason that women and girls do not often report their abuse is that they generally must report it to men. Female credibility issues are embedded in patriarchal ideologies and misogynistic policing. Male-to-male alliances appear to be at the heart of this underreporting, under-investigating, and under-prosecuting.⁠37 Moreover, ministers who lack training in the nuances of consent frequently misinterpret reports of sexual violence disclosed by women. They may mistakenly perceive these reports as violations of Church doctrine, leading to an inappropriate focus on punitive measures rather than understanding the situation’s complexities. Women and girls in the Church appear to be in graver danger due to a deeply ingrained and embedded sexist culture positioned within the patriarchal Church structures, culture, and doctrines.

      One of the structural issues that contributes to the perpetuation of VAWG is the process by which victims seek help from the Church. Male ecclesiastical leaders currently are first responders for women and girls seeking to report and receive help in most religious institutions.⁠38 This is in line with standard Church procedures. Current guidelines specify that women or girls in abusive situations are directed to seek assistance from their bishop or stake president.⁠39 In many instances, the male ecclesiastical leader, as such, is in a position to act however he best sees fit. This usually is done through Church guidelines, inspiration, and the lens of his personal worldview.⁠40 In the current regulations, the male ecclesiastical leader is also instructed to call the Church’s helpline (established to guide and protect ecclesiastical leaders and the institution) to facilitate how the leader should proceed.⁠41 Furthermore, the Church’s call center primarily serves the institution itself as its primary client, rather than prioritizing the needs of victims.⁠42 If the call center were truly oriented toward the victims, individuals in need would have the ability to reach out directly for the assistance and legal counsel they require. Unfortunately, this is not the case.

      This realm of personal discretion for men leads to wide discrepancies. Church leaders may or may not communicate victims’ rights within the Church and legal or civil realm to the abused. How the leader shares knowledge received from the helpline with the victim is entirely at his discretion. Church leaders often do not communicate with the victims about Church sanctions against the abuser or their legal rights. Victims seeking care are then often placed in precarious situations, wherein their well-being is jeopardized.⁠43

      These current conditions are not necessarily surprising. Even though men see and hear injustices done against women, many avoid getting involved and confronting injustice. As James Newton Poling has observed, “silence shares complicity in acts of sexual violence.”⁠44 These acts of collusion are devastating to women and girl victims. Also, in discussions had with females seeking assistance, ecclesiastical leaders often protect one another by referring to “inspired counsel” or saying “I am sure the ecclesiastical leader did not mean that” or “the counsel was positioned on revelation received.” The female’s sanity, her own intuitions, her own received revelation is often questioned, juxtaposed against a prominent leader’s counsel. This institutional gaslighting further entrenches the victims in psychological darkness.⁠45

      There are no easy solutions to these problems, but there are some helpful directions available. Ullman’s recent book Talking About Sexual Assault: Society’s Response to Survivors emphasizes the significance of transforming societal attitudes through sexual assault education. Ullman asserts that while altering perceptions and attitudes is pivotal in the fight against VAWG, a more fundamental shift involves reforming the structures and conditions that foster the prevailing culture. It is imperative to not only educate but also challenge the social norms that perpetuate sexual violence against women and girls and unfairly assign blame to victims. Combating the entrenched culture of VAWG through structural reform and education in providing support to the victimized in everyday situations are essential components of this multifaceted approach.⁠46

      SOLUTION 1: LEGAL CHANGES

      An April 2022 general conference talk given by Elder Patrick Kearon addressed the Church and sexual abuse: “We must deploy everything we can to help those who have been mistreated in the most dreadful ways, heal.”⁠47 While the Church has not lived up to this promise, there are areas where it may improve. The first major area for reform that we might seek would address the way that clergy-penitent laws have contributed to VAWG by not involving secular legal authorities. The record books show that male ecclesiastical leaders and the Church have refrained from acting in the best interest of abuse victims.⁠48 One of the main reasons is that clergy-penitent law and other legal liabilities cause complications for the institution and those ministering in ordained leadership positions, and clergy-penitent privilege has the unintended consequence of enabling harm in cases of child sex abuse.⁠49

      Recent cases have revealed the significant problems that these laws have created. In the highly publicized August 2022 Associated Press report by Michael Rezendes, a bishop in the LDS Church did not report child sex abuse to secular authorities. He did this on the counsel of the Church’s hotline as advised by the Kirton McConkie law firm—the largest law firm in Utah, which has long served as the LDS Church’s external legal counsel. The sexual abuse continued for over seven years while Church leaders were fully aware that it was ongoing and no protections were put in place for the victim. All parties involved—the bishop, the Church helpline, and the Kirton McConkie law firm—enabled the perpetrator.⁠50

      This case exposed significant weaknesses in the Church’s approach to treating sexual violence in ways that extended beyond the individuals involved. The extensive investigative work conducted by Rezendes and Jason Dearen regarding the legal maneuvers reveal how the Church acted to stifle rather than support victims.⁠51 In December 2023, audio recordings captured Church leaders protecting the Church against a child sex abuse claim and discussing payments to silence the victim. These audio recordings from meetings held over four months, obtained by the Associated Press, shed light on the conduct of Paul Rytting, the director of risk management at the LDS Church. Despite expressing concern over child sex abuse that had occurred, Rytting deployed a risk management strategy that has enabled the Church to maintain secrecy concerning cases of child sex abuse. This included Church legal counsel advising against the bishop providing testimony in the victim’s case by invoking clergy-penitent laws. Consequently, in the absence of his testimony, prosecutors opted to dismiss the charges. More telling is that Rytting verbally conveyed he was authorized to pay out up to $300,000 to the victim and her mother for their silence, governed by a confidentiality agreement.⁠52

      Silencing victims is institutional betrayal and further traumatizes victims.⁠53 Confidentiality agreements have the potential to inflict additional harm by impeding the public disclosure and broader societal recognition of victims’ experiences, while also serving as a shield for wrongdoers. These protective measures create an environment conducive to perpetrators acting with impunity, secure in the knowledge that their actions will be safeguarded from scrutiny. By insulating wrong­doers from the repercussions of their actions, such agreements erode the efficacy of social mechanisms designed to enforce accountability and instigate behavioral change. By offering silencing agreements, religious organizations’ actions mirror the behavior of perpetrators, in silencing and shaming victims, thus obstructing the path to healing.⁠54

      While contemplating the unfathomable nature of these atrocities may be distressing, it is imperative to recognize that clergy-penitent privilege laws persist in jurisdictions worldwide. In a hopeful turn of events in February 2024, the legislative bodies of the Utah senate and house of representatives jointly approved a bill that bestows upon clergy members equivalent legal safeguards as other mandated reporters of child abuse. This legislation pertains specifically to situations where instances of abuse are disclosed during a religious confession by a perpetrator. Additionally, the bill seeks to educate clergy by delineating the distinctions between adherence to church policies and legal obligations. Proponents assert that the bill serves an instructive purpose, clarifying to clergy that they can safely report abuse from a confessional.⁠55 While this proposal seems promising, Guiora suggests more extensive legislation. He advocates for the removal of child sex abuse from the confines of clergy privilege, proposing that any confession made must be reported in all instances, regardless of circumstances.⁠56 Passing this bill and supporting others that are more aggressive will help change the legal landscape for victims and end the ecclesiastical shield for perpetrators.

      SOLUTION 2: WOMEN’S MINISTRY

      As noted above, the current procedure of the Church is that victims of violence speak to their male bishop or stake president. Church leaders play a vital role in this process. Ally Kern, a survivor of domestic abuse, stated in an article in Reflections, a Yale Divinity School journal, that “survivors most often reveal their experience of abuse first—and often only—to their pastor. This puts pastors in the place of first responders.”⁠57 Kern’s statement is affirmed by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops and religious scholars, such as Nancy Nason-Clark and Janet Heimlich.⁠58 Yet ministers, for the most part, are not trained to understand how to shape their pastoral care to respond effectively to VAWG.⁠59

      As men are more likely to be ministers, women reaching out to men for help and protection against other men is precarious and is known as the “male protection racket.” Women are promised protection from men though none is actually provided, as men are often predisposed to protect their peers. Women then find themselves entrenched in the patriarchal vortex and the cycles of subjugation and harm continue.⁠60 Compounding these problems is a culture of doubt about women’s claims of abuse.⁠61 When the abused can vocalize the reality of an abusive situation, her testimony will often be incredulous because she is a female.⁠62

      I propose shifting the responsibility to women Church leaders to overcome such barriers. Male-to-male alliances would no longer stand in the way as a barricade to credibility issues and to seeking needed assistance from men when being abused by a man. Granting women this authority should also improve a victim’s access to much-needed help and resources, not only for herself but also any children involved.⁠63 Additionally, alliances forged among females may offer more protection and support to women, given that the majority of violence against women and girls is committed by men. This has been exemplified in the work of Diane Rosenfeld, the founding director of the Gender Violence Program and a lecturer on law at Harvard Law School. Without systemic change, the prevailing social environment and entrenched rape culture will persist unabated.⁠64

      SOLUTION 3: TRAINING, MINISTERING, AND RAISING AWARENESS

      Finally, comprehensive education and training initiatives on ministerial and community levels are vital. Specialized training is required for ministers to effectively provide counseling to both survivors and perpetrators. Training is also essential to identifying victim-perpetrator dynamics and behaviors. Community-level educational initiatives must encompass discussions on credibility issues, and consent as a fundamental human right in intimate relationships. These measures are crucial in the efforts to prevent VAWG.

      Lack of educational training represents a broad cultural shortcoming. Formal training of ministers in addressing VAWG is notably absent, not only in higher education institutions such as divinity schools that offer formation programs for chaplains globally, but also within religious organizations. The LDS Church is no exception. It is imperative that training and education on this matter address victim-perpetrator dynamics, which are tied to credibility issues foremost. In many cultural contexts, disbelief and skepticism are deep-seated biases against female survivors who courageously share their stories with male ministers. Abusers exploit these biases. For example, a perpetrator will frequently seek to manipulate both private and public accusations against them by casting aspersions on the mental health of the woman or girl.⁠65 This is known as coercive control or DARVO. Jennifer Freyd, professor emeritus of psychology and founder and president of the Center for Institutional Courage, describes DARVO as “a reaction of perpetrators of wrongdoing, particularly sexual offenders, may display in response to being held accountable for their behavior. DARVO stands for “Deny, Attack, or Reverse Victim and Offender.” The perpetrator or offender may deny the behavior, attack the individual doing the confronting, and reverse the roles of victim and offender such that the perpetrator assumes the victim role and turns the true victim—or the whistle-blower—into an alleged offender.⁠66 An initial stride toward countering DARVO involves education. Merely acquiring knowledge about DARVO can serve to diminish its potency. In instances where perpetrators employ DARVO, individuals well versed in these tactics are inclined to lend credence to victims while harboring skepticism toward perpetrators. This knowledge also proves efficacious for victims themselves, being less prone to internalize self-doubt. The act of identifying and labeling DARVO can wield significant influence as a potent antidote.⁠67

      There is also a great deal of inconsistency in the way that Church leaders may handle these cases. Seeking help from ecclesiastical leaders may be compared to purchasing a lottery ticket. An ecclesiastical leader usually provides counsel and will act based on the Church’s position as well as his personal worldview.⁠68 Preconditioned perspectives are often positioned in lived experience, in which the leader will, in turn, position their prescribed counsel. Such counsel is often centered on androcentric perspectives and Church ideologies that are not easily broken free from and can often impede validation and credibility, the procurement of safety for the female, and the female’s ability to acquire the information and knowledge regarding her rights, hindering her ability to make best judgments and decisions.

      When sexual abuse is such a ubiquitous and ever-present problem and leaves not only physical and psychological injuries but deeply spiritual and moral wounds, why then, we must ask, are ecclesiastical ministers not being trained in how to minister to victims and perpetrators? How can untrained ministers act effectively without perpetuating additional harm when dealing with such difficult complex issues?⁠69

      Abuse survivors are confronted with the spiritual and psychological issues of dealing with their relationships with Christ and God, as both are males, and the two faces of the Church. For example, perpetrators are often upheld in callings and leadership positions despite testimonials provided against them. Perpetrators freely move from one ward to another and across stake boundaries without their histories being passed on, and women and girls are often left wondering how God’s Church allows such injustices. This is a systemic institutional problem that facilitates moral injuries. Moral injury is the damage done to one’s conscience when experiencing an act that transgresses one’s moral beliefs, values, or ethical codes of conduct.⁠70

      Other churches have begun to address these issues by recognizing the problems. In 2023, the University of Notre Dame’s McGrath Institute produced a white paper initiating a formation program in pastoral ministering to victim-survivors of sexual abuse: “Today as a Church we are called to minister to a world in which sexual trauma of one sort or another is commonplace. Formation programs must reflect this reality.”⁠71 In other words, this is a call for a sea change. Might we consider strongly gleaning from those who have walked through the fire?

      As imperative as it is for the institutional Church to train ecclesiastical leaders in how to minister to moral injuries and identify victim-perpetrator behaviors in VAWG, drastic changes are also needed to bring conscious awareness at the community level as well. The lack of institutional involvement to enable more conscious social awareness on these issues perpetuates stigmatization and biases and keeps the reality of our collective and individual lived experiences in darkness.⁠72 Both victims and those encircling them in shared communitas must embrace our lived realities of harm being done in our very own homes by the men in our own Church communities as the initial step toward preventing the further demise of women and girls.

      Listening to the stories of abuse can itself have a transformative effect. Conscious awareness raising can expedite healing and reorient flawed worldviews of stigmatization. In the words of Howard Zehr, an American criminologist and pioneer of the modern concept of restorative justice:

      
        
        In addition to restitution and answers, victims need opportunities to express and validate their emotions: their anger, their fear, their pain. Even though such feelings may be hard for us to hear and may not square with what we would wish them to feel, these feelings are natural human responses to a violation of crime. Anger, in fact, needs to be recognized as a common stage of suffering, and one that cannot simply be short-circuited. The suffering and pain are part of the offense and need to be expressed and to be heard. They need to have their “truth” heard and validated by others.⁠73

      

      

      Here Zehr speaks clearly to both parties bearing the pain of the sexual crime committed, both parties in a posture of vulnerability. Conscious awareness can only be rendered in the open daylight, not behind closed doors. According to A. W. Sipes, a psychotherapist and expert in clerical sexual abuse, “Power depends on keeping certain realities private. The thrust of spirituality propels itself in exactly the opposite direction—toward exposure of truth and complete self-revelation and total accountability.”⁠74 Consciousness is pivotal to healing. If we as survivors are heroic to share, why is it, then, that others are not heroic enough to bear the burdens of the crimes forced upon us by the very institution and men whom women and girls have supported? How long will our own families, communities, and society allow, foster, enable, and promote such acts of sexual violence?

      Additionally, consent in any intimate partner relationship is both a human right and not fully understood. Just because one may be married does not mean they have the right to demand or coerce sex from their partner. Human rights treaties such as the European Convention on Human Rights and the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women include the guarantee of freedom from sexual violence, coercion, and discrimination as well as control over one’s own body and over the involvement in sexual interactions with an intimate partner.⁠75 Education on consent is essential in the Church’s patriarchal context.

      I close on a hopeful note. In working with Teddy Hickman-Maynard, associate dean of ministry studies at Harvard Divinity School, he has committed to integrating mandatory education on sexual abuse into the curriculum beginning in fall 2024, and to pursue curriculum development for a course focused solely on this pressing issue. Dean Teddy is leading out, working to reimagine a formation curriculum that will include VAWG training. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints needs to do the same.

      CONCLUSION

      VAWG is a plague that is actively alive, harming our own women and girls, families, and communities. There exists a patriarchal vortex that facilitates VAWG both structurally in the institution and in Church ideologies, enabling pernicious harms to perpetuate. Religion plays a two-fold role in both facilitating healing and perpetuating harm. Legal issues (clergy-penitent laws), credibility issues, and male-to-male alliances are key components of the patriarchal vortex in which abused women and girls find themselves trapped. Shifting the role of ministering to women and girls who experience VAWG to women leaders is one means of addressing such hurdles. Additionally, ministers and communities are uneducated and untrained in VAWG. This must change. Conscious awareness bringing to light the reality of VAWG in our higher education institutions, religious organizations, and our own communities must be openly addressed. It is essential to adopt a multifaceted approach that encompasses not only the provision of education but also the reformation of the systems and policies that perpetuate VAWG within the patriarchal vortex.
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      When Mormon apostle Ezra Taft Benson moved to the nation’s capital in 1953 to begin his duties as the Secretary of Agriculture, he had a secret to keep. The president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, David O. McKay, who called communism the “anti-Christ,” had given him a special blessing before he departed. He blessed Benson that he “might see . . . the enemies who would thwart the freedoms of the individual as vouchsafed by the Constitution” and instructed him to “be fearless in the condemnation of these subversive influences.”⁠1 McKay uttered these powerful words during the turbulent Cold War, and Benson interpreted them as “a call from God.”⁠2

      Benson was not the first person the president asked to help preserve American freedom. Benson’s close friend, W. Cleon Skousen, received a similar call and during his sixteen-year employment at the FBI (1935–1951) he sought to capitalize in that position as he gained valuable insights into the “threatening clouds of communism.”⁠3 In subsequent years, Skousen and Benson would combine their energies and efforts to warn Americans that democracy and capitalism were under siege—and could only flourish if they followed the teachings in holy scripture, which they insisted the nation had strayed from. Citing a ubiquitous Mormon prophecy, they proclaimed that “Mormon elders”—a majority white male patriarchy bearing the priesthood—would “save the Constitution” as it “hung by a thread.”⁠4

      When Benson and Skousen advanced this exceptionalist narrative—a narrative that would intertwine free market economics with Mormon theology; and one that deemed liberal president Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal programs a precursor to communism and socialism that presaged the End Times (some Christians called him “the anti-Christ”)—they realized they needed more.⁠5 Given what was at stake, Benson and Skousen turned to the director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, in their ambitious effort to save the Constitution. Enamored with Hoover’s bold vision of a white Christian patriarchy at the vanguard of communist resistance, the Mormon duo sought to share this timely message with anyone who would listen, especially members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Benson’s and Skousen’s FBI files, now declassified, reveal their relentless efforts to enlist Hoover’s help. They also reveal that, because of Benson and Skousen’s affiliation with the John Birch Society, an anticommunist fringe group, the director shunned them.⁠6
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        * * *

      

      When J. Edgar Hoover became the nation’s sixth FBI director in 1924, the world was mired in political and social upheaval. Only a few years earlier the Bolsheviks had established a communist state in the wake of a bloody civil war.⁠7 Subsequent efforts to establish communism in other European and Asian countries floundered. By 1921, only two states—Russia and Mongolia—were ruled by communist parties. But by 1954, three decades into Hoover’s tenure as director, communist regimes had been established in most of Eastern Europe, all of the Soviet republics, as well as China, Mongolia, North Korea, and North Vietnam. There was even fear that communism would take hold in the United States, but this was met with stiff resistance from right-wing groups and the federal government.⁠8

      Hoover’s tenure as FBI director paralleled the rapidly growing struggle between Washington and Moscow in which competing visions of capitalism and communism dominated global politics, creating a bipolar international system that triggered a global Cold War.⁠9 Hoover, like all Americans, was affected profoundly by the Cold War’s potent reach, which, in turn, shaped everything he did leading the agency. Indeed, over the course of his directorship until he died in 1972, Hoover argued vigorously that Americans could only defeat communism by living Christian teachings and by recognizing that the nation’s laws were biblically based. Raised in a devout Presbyterian household, he proclaimed the “United States a Christian nation” founded by “Christian men.”⁠10 For Hoover, this meant that the country’s natural order was biblical, meaning that it was white, Christian, patriarchal, heteronormative, and authoritarian—the essence of what scholars would call white Christian nationalism.⁠11

      In subscribing to this political and cultural framework, Hoover “viewed segregation as part of God’s law and order.”⁠12 This explains why he refused to crack down on violent protestors who rejected the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education or why he failed to dispatch federal agents to protect embattled Freedom Riders in the South. It also explains why he was reluctant to investigate the Ku Klux Klan and other white supremacy groups unless the president ordered it. All of this clashed with his perceived natural order.⁠13

      To this end, Hoover ensured that the FBI remained both “lily white” and male dominated. Of the eight thousand agents on the FBI payroll, wrote Bill Sullivan, Hoover’s assistant director, only seventy of them were African Americans while 99.4 percent of the bureau was white and male.⁠14 Sullivan further acknowledged that Hoover “hated liberalism, blacks and Jews,” adding that “he had a great long list of hates.”⁠15 Hoover’s racism was most evident toward Martin Luther King, whom he personally loathed and whose influence he sought to curb. The director ordered wiretaps on King’s home and office in a devious attempt link him with communism. Historian Paul Harvey perceptively writes, “Hoover’s prurient style of Presbyterianism, his self-image as an upright defender of ‘Christian Renewal’ against ‘Soviet Rule’ turned him from a spiritual Cold Warrior to a domestic stalker.”⁠16

      But it was not just King that Hoover loathed. He held condescending views toward Black people in general, fueled by an unshakable conviction that they were uninformed and uneducated and could be easily duped by propagandists within the Communist Party. Hoover therefore saw civil rights organizations as targets for communist subversion and as a danger to national security. In short, he warned that communists used racial discontent to advance their agenda.⁠17

      These themes converged acutely in Hoover’s 1958 book Masters of Deceit, the most popular anticommunist book ever published in the post-World War II era. Four years later Hoover capitalized on the publicity by publishing A Study of Communism, which he wrote for high school students as part of their “patriotic curriculum.”⁠18 In both books, Hoover declared that Americans of all ages needed the tools to recognize communist tactics and methods and he intended to provide them. He said that communists had infiltrated the nation’s churches, schools, businesses, and governments and then identified several “communist front groups” that masqueraded as friendly institutions.⁠19

      Hoover’s most provocative section in Masters of Deceit is when he contrasted Christianity with communism. He not only called communism a “false religion,” but he avowed that Marxists could not coexist with Christians because they wanted the “utter elimination of all religion.”⁠20 From that logic, Hoover claimed that communism posed a full-throttled attack on all traditional values, which included not only religion and capitalism, but also the nuclear family. In contrast, Hoover said that liberals were lukewarm in fighting communism. Whereas religious conservatives like Hoover emphasized Bible study, church attendance, and prayer as an antidote to communism, liberals promoted art, poetry, and cinematic innovation to educate Americans on how communism threatened cultural freedom. Liberals believed that communism was best fought by promoting artistic expression.⁠21

      Hoover, of course, rejected such ideas and believed that Hollywood producers, liberal academics, and civil rights groups were part of the problem. Indeed, they were among the “communist front groups” he had warned about in Masters of Deceit and A Study of Communism.⁠22 And yet, despite these purported threats, Hoover predicted that Americans would emerge triumphant through their faith and devotion to scripture. “With God’s help,” he averred, “America will remain a land where people still know how to be free and brave.”⁠23

      Hoover had been touting white Christian nationalist tropes for years before he met W. Cleon Skousen, a devout Latter-day Saint who would become one of Mormonism’s most popular writers and professors at Mormon-owned Brigham Young University (BYU).⁠24 It was a quirk of history that brought the two together. Skousen applied to the FBI on a whim, encouraged by a roommate who already worked at the bureau.⁠25 Skousen quickly garnered the notice of the director and other upper-level administrators, who praised his energy and efficiency. After a sixteen-year tenure, Skousen left in 1951 to take an administrative position at BYU, and Hoover promised he would always have a job at the FBI if he wanted to return.⁠26 Skousen’s fondness for the director, nourished by years of close contact with him, was reciprocal. Skousen called Hoover “a great friend and one of the truly superior human beings I have known in my life.” Nowhere was this affection revealed more vividly or powerfully than when Skousen expressed “warm admiration” for the director in a book he dedicated to him.⁠27

      Their close ties led Skousen to invite Hoover to deliver the commencement address at BYU in 1955. The director carefully considered it because he liked the Mormons. Four years earlier he had attended a concert by BYU singers in the nation’s capital, and before that he allowed the Mormons to publish one of his speeches in a church periodical. Hoover also recruited Mormons. He liked their clean-cut, wholesome image—and their courage. He said that the most courageous agent he ever hired was Mormon Samuel Cowley, the son of LDS apostle Matthias F. Cowley, who was killed in a shootout with the notorious bank robber George “Baby Face” Nelson.⁠28 But Hoover declined the invitation; he said he was about to retire. Whether this was true or not is difficult to say. Nevertheless, the invitation flattered Hoover, and he told Skousen and the LDS church president, David O. McKay, who supported it, how much he appreciated them taking a “personal interest” in his work. Hoover even sent McKay an autographed copy of Masters of Deceit.⁠29

      In the midst of trying to get Hoover to Utah, Skousen was busy writing his own book on white Christian nationalism. He had flirted with these ideas since at least 1939 when he published a book entitled Prophecy and Modern Times. In it, Skousen told fellow Mormons that the United States had a special destiny. The country’s place in world history had been prophesied in Mormon scripture, for the United States was where, in Skousen’s words, “the gospel” would be “restored” and where Jesus Christ would return to usher in the End Times.⁠30 He called the United States an exceptional nation, with an exceptional Constitution, and an exceptional destiny. Moreover, having come of age in a culture that treated the Constitution as “a fetich,” to borrow the words of historian Michael Kammen, Skousen believed that it was his divinely ordained mission as a Mormon elder to save the Constitution from “secret combinations”—the name of a stealthy group of modern-day communists and socialists prophesied about in the Book of Mormon. Thus, influenced by sacred scripture, Skousen grimly warned that “secret combinations were seeking to overthrow the freedom of all lands, nations and countries.” By this, Skousen claimed that Franklin D. Roosevelt and other big-government liberals were destroying the country with their corrosive policies, government welfare programs, and conniving schemes to lift up the poor—all of which risked turning the federal government into a leviathan state.⁠31

      Skousen expanded on these themes with greater urgency in The Naked Communist, published two decades after Prophecy and Modern Times. With the Cold War rapidly escalating, Skousen sought to expose the “secret combinations” that he claimed had infiltrated the federal government. He covered much of the same ground as Masters of Deceit, published a few weeks earlier in 1958, and arrived at many of the same stark conclusions. Skousen drew on FBI Reports and Hoover’s public addresses to support his bold claims. The two books were so closely aligned in both tone and temperament that Americans praised them for going “hand in hand.” Even national magazines and conservative outlets recognized their similarities and promoted them together. Soon, both books became bestsellers and Skousen was suddenly thrust into the national spotlight.⁠32

      Skousen was pleased to ride the director’s coattails. Having his book linked with Hoover’s not only bolstered sales but also his reputation. In the mid-twentieth century, Hoover was one of the most popular public officials in the United States. His popularity soared during two menacing Red Scares when he ordered his agents to arrest anarchists, communists, and immigrants, feeding off of a wave of American xenophobia.⁠33 In 1949, his reputation soared even further when Time magazine featured him on their cover and when Hollywood producers made a film about him called Walk East on Beacon, which offered a flattering depiction of the director and his so-called “G-Men.” A 1954 survey indicated that 78 percent of Americans viewed him favorably.⁠34

      Skousen shared Hoover’s concern that the country was “in serious trouble.”⁠35 The rise of global communism, along with the perceived threat of communist subversion at home, troubled him. He accepted Hoover’s remedy that only by following biblical precepts and protecting nuclear families could Americans find sanctuary. He also accepted Hoover’s belief that Black people were inferior to people of other races. Skousen was reared in a majority white Christian church, run by a majority white male priesthood that privileged a majority white theology, which aligned with Hoover’s Christian nationalism. During Skousen’s coming-of-age in the church, his Mormon leaders spoke frequently of “inferior races” and “favored lineages,” which consigned Black people to the margins in a clearly defined racial hierarchy. Mormon apostle Bruce R. McConkie bluntly noted that “negroes are not equal with other races,” echoing a well-entrenched Christian view that Black people bore a biblical curse. Labeling Black people this way led Mormon leaders in 1852 to deny them the priesthood and access to the faith’s temples—restrictions that were both important cornerstones and defining markers in the faith’s racial theology.⁠36 Significantly, these white-centered theologies were so tightly ensconced in Mormon culture that some LDS leaders proclaimed that Black people would have to shed their “curse” and revert to their primitive state of whiteness before they could qualify for the “Celestial Kingdom”—the highest degree of salvation in the Mormon afterlife.⁠37

      Skousen accepted these teachings uncritically and eagerly promoted them. His writings are studded with biblical references in which he referred to Black people as “the seed of Cain.”⁠38 He also asserted that when dark-skinned people converted to Mormonism they would “no longer be backward, mischievous, and unattractive,” but “white and delightsome,” by which he meant they would gradually lose their curse, thereby triggering a literal change in their appearance. Skousen’s white supremacy was not just confined to theology. He called Martin Luther King “a top Kremlin agent” and accepted Hoover’s shocking claim that the civil rights leader was a major cog in a vast international communist conspiracy.⁠39

      Recognizing that his views would be controversial, Skousen carefully avoided discussing race and civil rights in The Naked Communist, though both hovered over the book like a thundercloud. Infused with white Christian nationalist themes, Skousen implored Americans to save the Constitution from communism by reading the Bible daily and keeping the Sabbath day holy. Honoring the “Judaic-Christian code” would “frighten a Communist,” he asserted, and reaffirm the United States as a “god-fearing” Christian nation. Skousen, moreover, implored “strong family solidarity,” for that was the best antidote to fight communists who sought to destroy traditional American values. And lastly, echoing Hoover, he reaffirmed that Christianity was the source of America’s strength: “As parents and teachers, we need to recognize that if this pillar of our culture collapses our own children will be the casualties. This disintegration must stop. George Washington knew what makes us strong; Jefferson knew: ‘This nation, under God, cannot fail!’”⁠40

      Skousen’s most outrageous claim occurred when he asserted that Harry Hopkins, a close adviser to Franklin D. Roosevelt and one of the chief architects of the New Deal, had sold the nation’s nuclear secrets to the Russians. Skousen also said that KGB agents had infiltrated the US government, posing an existential threat to American institutions. Another bold claim had the Russians stealing the designs of the Sputnik by pilfering top-secret documents from the United States.⁠41 Years later Skousen would expand on these themes in an equally controversial sequel called The Naked Capitalist. There, he drew on longstanding anti-Semitic tropes to posit that a cabal of international bankers had advanced communism to create a “one-world government.”⁠42

      Skousen failed to provide a shred of evidence, or at least credible evidence, for any of these astonishing claims. To those who knew him, this was not surprising. He always “had a flare for entertaining teaching,” recalled David Kennedy, a friend. Another friend, Mormon apostle J. Reuben Clark, called The Naked Communist “very entertainingly written.”⁠43 Like Hoover, Skousen had mastered the fine art of popularizing anticommunism and was so proud of his work that he sent Hoover a personalized copy. He told the director that he felt “honored to have his work come out about the same time as yours.”⁠44 Hoover promptly responded, thanking him for sending the “handsomely bound copy” and told Skousen he was “grateful” for his “favorable statements concerning the FBI” and the “Bureau’s role in the fight against communism.”⁠45

      Hoover’s praise aside, not everyone thought highly of The Naked Communist. Some of Skousen’s harshest critics came from within the Mormon community itself. BYU history professor Richard Poll condemned it for its “extreme partisanship” and “inaccurate historical narrative.”⁠46 Another critic assailed Skousen for “taking some small fact, blowing it up out of proportion, and presenting it as a fact.” Some resorted to ad hominem attacks: They called him a “nut” and a “charlatan.” Still others found Skousen’s claims fantastical to the point that they were “almost unbelievable.”⁠47 Skousen countered his critics by trying to enlist the director’s help. He told Hoover that by attacking him critics were also attacking the director since their books were so closely aligned. The director, however, saw through this ruse and refused to be used this way. Hoover was also irritated when he learned that Skousen told his critics that he was once Hoover’s “top aide,” in what was a clumsy attempt to give his imaginative claims credibility. When word got back to Hoover what Skousen was doing, he instructed his staff to inform his former agent not “to inject the FBI” into political matters. The director testily noted that Skousen had taken advantage “of his former Bureau connection,” which undermined the positive, non-partisan image he sought for the agency.⁠48

      For their part, Latter-day Saints received The Naked Communist with an uneasy mix of excitement and caution, Poll’s critique notwithstanding. The senior Church leadership urged members to read it, touting it as a useful encapsulation of the dangers the US faced. Skousen’s biggest supporters included President McKay and apostle Ezra Taft Benson. McKay’s support was expected; after all, he asked Skousen to write it and promoted the book in the Church’s general conference. A Cold Warrior himself, McKay had warned repeatedly of communism’s menacing effects claiming that it clashed with both scripture and Mormon conceptions of “free agency.”⁠49 Benson’s endorsement was expected too. Not only was he Skousen’s close friend, confidante, and collaborator, but he praised him for invoking Hoover—a tactic Benson would later emulate in his own book. Calling Hoover “the best-informed man in the United States on the growing Communist conspiracy,” Benson instinctively recognized how the director could benefit Latter-day Saints. In sermons and civic addresses, the apostle implored Latter-day Saints to read Masters of Deceit, A Study in Communism, and The Naked Communist in tandem. In Benson’s judgment, these books would help them understand why they had to save the Constitution before it was too late.⁠50
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        * * *

      

      In the fall of 1952, Benson requested a background check from Hoover before he embarked on his government service as the secretary of agriculture. This was not required at the time, but Benson wanted to prove his loyalty.⁠51 Over the next eight years, the two men would grow close, as both recognized they shared similar values in confronting communism. The apostle was an avid reader of the “FBI Crime Reports”—the special report the Bureau published providing statistics on violent crimes—and he shared the director’s emphasis on “law and order.” Benson, in fact, frequently quoted from the crime reports in his sermons and recommended them to friends.⁠52 Most important, he found the director’s warnings that subversives had infiltrated the federal government deeply troubling. “For thirty years,” Benson wrote, “we have aided the cause of atheistic, socialistic communism by permitting communists in high places in government.” He lamented that high-ranking government officials had knowingly “permitted the insidious infiltration of communist agents and sympathizers into almost every segment of American life.”⁠53

      To be sure, these were explosive allegations. Benson claimed that Alger Hiss, Harry Dexter White, Wolf Ladejinsky, and Klaus Fuchs, all one-time federal employees, were subversive, and he even accused one of the men under his employ, Ladejinsky, of being a communist spy. These allegations—some of which proved to be true (Fuchs and Hiss were actual Soviet spies)—led Benson to conclude that other communist conspirators lurked within the government, including the agriculture department, where Hiss and Ladejinsky had once worked.⁠54 Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy also stoked fear. The tendentious senator claimed that the communist conspiracy was better planned, better organized, and further along than most observers had recognized. Communists and communist sympathizers, he boldly charged, had infiltrated the US State Department, the Hollywood motion picture industry, universities, businesses, and places of worship. His allegations created a whipsaw of suspicion in the nation’s capital about who might lean Red. While Eisenhower and Hoover both believed that McCarthy’s claims were specious and opportunistic, Benson found the senator credible. McCarthy saw things, Benson later insisted, that no other government official saw.⁠55

      With the nation ensnared in anticommunist hysteria, Benson’s time in Washington had convinced him that the country was imploding from within. One of the culprits destabilizing the country, he asserted, was Martin Luther King, the upstart Baptist minister whom Benson alleged was a pawn of the Kremlin. There is no evidence that Benson’s fellow apostles shared this sinister view, but Benson tried repeatedly to win them over to his position. He told them, though he never offered any evidence, that King was the leader of several “communist front groups”—a dubious claim he gleaned from Hoover. Benson called this a “carefully documented fact.”⁠56

      Benson opposed the larger civil rights movement as well, claiming that it was riddled with communist sympathizers. That belief led him to oppose Eisenhower’s 1957 civil rights bill and the president’s enforcement of the Brown decision. Likewise, years after he left the cabinet, Benson revealed his opposition to civil rights in even more stark terms when he accepted an invitation to run on a third-party presidential ticket with Strom Thurmond, one of the nation’s most prominent segregationists. When that failed, he asked permission to join a presidential ticket with George Wallace, another strident segregationist, but President McKay told him no. Just as significant, Benson wrote the foreword for a book in which the authors placed a decapitated head of an African American on the front cover. Engraved on the image was a hammer and sickle—the communist symbols representing solidarity between workers and peasants. The book’s main message matched Benson’s foreword, conveying that communists had infiltrated the civil rights movement.⁠57

      Like Skousen, Benson’s white supremacy flowed from LDS teachings and right-wing politics, which shaped his views on racial equality and the larger civil rights movement. This was never more realized than when white Mormon women complained about sitting next to Black Mormon women at church and Benson retorted that the Black women would need to segregate themselves from the white women.⁠58 This segregationist impulse, and his larger views about white supremacy, naturally aligned with Hoover’s, and the apostle sought to do all that he could to nurture the relationship. When the popular Mormon Tabernacle Choir, for example, came to Washington, Benson asked Hoover to join his wife at the event (Benson was out of town). On another occasion, he asked the director to hire his son Reed for a position within the bureau. Of course, Hoover appreciated the friendly gestures. He called Benson a “good friend” and kept in regular contact with him during his government service.⁠59 When Benson fell ill and was admitted to the hospital to recover from surgery, the director asked Benson “if there was anything we can do to help you.” Hoover was equally thoughtful when Benson’s stepmother died. “All of us in the FBI are thinking of you in your loss,” he assured him. And most telling, when Benson left his cabinet post in 1961, the director sent him a warm note praising him for “years of devoted service.”⁠60

      If white Christian nationalism shaped their response to the Cold War, Hoover’s uncanny ability to promote its principles is what most impressed Benson. It helped, of course, that he was already well versed in its language. Ever since he was a young man, Benson quoted liberally from Mormon scripture affirming the Constitution was divinely sanctioned. His favorite verse derived from the Doctrine and Covenants—one of four books of Mormon scripture—which publicized the fact that the Constitution “was established under the inspiration of heaven by wise men whom the Lord raised up.”⁠61 In later writings, Benson called the United States “a choice land” founded “on the truth of Christian principles” and extolled the nation’s Christian roots in even more direct terms to Ronald Reagan: “This nation is the Lord’s base of operations in these latter days. It is where the gospel of Jesus Christ was restored.”⁠62

      In the 1950s, as the Montgomery bus boycotts, the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board decision, and the Little Rock high school integration crisis convulsed the nation, Benson became singularly focused in promoting white Christian nationalism. The “Mormon elders,” which included himself and Skousen, had to save the Constitution from liberals demanding racial equality. This is precisely the moment when he sought Hoover’s help. After reading Masters of Deceit, the apostle became riveted by the book’s core message, which prompted him to invite Hoover to Utah to speak to Latter-day Saints. An FBI memo captured the substance of the request: “Benson is a Mormon, and he has asked the Director to speak on a number of occasions and has invited him to programs presented by different organizations in that church.”⁠63 Benson also invited the director to speak to the “All American Society”—an anticommunist organization in Salt Lake City that Skousen founded. Hoover turned both requests down; he was busy.⁠64

      When Benson failed to get Hoover to Salt Lake City, he decided to write his own book popularizing anticommunism, doing essentially what Skousen had done in The Naked Communist. In 1962, a year after his government service ended, Benson published The Red Carpet. Included in its pages were a dizzying array of quotes from Masters of Deceit that nearly overwhelmed the text. Calling Hoover “fearless and distinguished,” he wanted Mormons to know that Jesus Christ was the only way to save the nation from “godless communism.” Quoting Hoover repeatedly, Benson wrote that “our faith in democracy and our fellow man is rooted in a belief in a Supreme Being,” declaring that “Christian principles . . . made this nation great.” From that reasoning, he proclaimed that American democracy and capitalism was rooted in “a belief in a Supreme Being.” Americans, he said, had to “serve the God of this land, who is Jesus Christ. There is no other course of safety.”⁠65

      In this lively book, Benson kept the focus squarely on the welfare state, claiming that the nation’s fiscal policies were slowly plunging the country into economic ruin. Not only were welfare programs unconstitutional, he reasoned, but they led to a dangerous concentration of power that put the United States on the “‘royal road’ to communism.”⁠66 The worried apostle implored Americans to understand that this was un-American and that basic political and economic rights in the United States were rooted in a “fundamental belief in God.” The last page of the book tied in neatly all the themes that he had articulated in The Red Carpet. He quoted from a creed utilized by former presidents Dwight Eisenhower and Herbert Hoover entitled “The American Way of Life.” It listed over a dozen political and economic rights for Americans, but it read more like a religious manifesto linking free market capitalism with the divine. What is striking is how Benson equated American rights with Jesus Christ, whom he averred was central to “The American Way of Life.”⁠67

      Invoking Jesus Christ, of course, was not unusual in the Cold War years. Scores of conservative businessmen, clergy, and politicians promoted a white Christian nationalist culture that fused free market economics with a biblicist worldview. Here they wanted to assure a secular world of America’s fidelity to Christianity, capitalism, and democracy. Their biggest accomplishment was putting “In God We Trust” on the nation’s currency and formally codifying “One Nation Under God” into the Pledge of Allegiance. With the nation’s capital awash in religious symbolism, Benson had simply capitalized on this by linking anticommunism to Christianity and laissez-fare capitalism. Proud of his work, he sent Hoover a copy of The Red Carpet with an inscription that read: “To J. Edgar Hoover—Distinguished American patriot and courageous defender of our freedom.”⁠68 It must have pleased the director when his agents reviewed the book and wrote: “Benson . . . makes numerous favorable references to the Director and quotes extensively from Masters of Deceit, as well as from articles and speeches by the Director.”⁠69

      A few years later Benson touted these themes again, in what was his most forceful address to date on white Christian nationalism. He titled it “The Christ and the Constitution” and urged “Christian Constitutionalists” to save American democracy from communism. He offered five suggestions to preserve the nation’s “Christian Constitutional legacy.” The first was “spirituality.” Americans could only “remain free” as long as they worshipped “the God of the land—Jesus Christ.” Second, they needed “balance.” “A man has duties to his church, home, country, and profession.” Third, they needed “courageous action”—that is, they needed to join “those valiant patriots of the John Birch Society” to pool their efforts to fight the enemy. Fourth, they needed to be educated. This meant studying the Bible and patriotic literature like American Opinion magazine—an official Birch publication—that would amplify “crucial concerns to free men.” And lastly, they had to “be prepared.” “A man should not only be prepared to protect himself physically, but he should have on hand sufficient supplies to sustain himself and his family in an emergency.” In the closing pages, Benson called on every American citizen to be a “Christian Constitutionalist.” They had to look to “Christ and the Constitution” to save them.⁠70

      By the mid-1960s, as Black Power militants, a burgeoning feminist movement, and a vibrant anti–Vietnam War counterculture roiled the nation, Benson felt that the nation needed Hoover’s message more than ever. He would start with his own church. First, Benson tried to get Hoover’s writings into the Church’s adult priesthood manual that Skousen had written. He wanted the Church’s white patriarchy to be educated on communist tactics and methods. But some apostles opposed it. They feared that criticizing communism and socialism would stymie the Church’s missionary efforts, especially as Church leaders tried to proselytize behind the Iron Curtain.⁠71 Second, Benson tried to get Hoover to speak in the LDS Church general conference, but he declined. Third, Benson requested permission from Hoover for Deseret Book, the Church’s publishing house, to publish his speeches. Hoover declined again.⁠72

      Benson did have luck, however, convincing Hoover to allow the Church to publish two of his speeches.⁠73 Hoover’s 1947 article “God and Country or Communism” was republished in a 1966 Church periodical, which presented Mormons with a stark option: They could either embrace “Communism—the scourge of our generation,” along with its militant “atheism,” or they could embrace “a theistic philosophy which holds sacred the dignity of each human being.” Sprinkled throughout the text were quotes from the Bible leaving readers with an unambiguous conclusion as to which religion he was referring. Benson followed up this article with another one of Hoover’s. In 1968, with Hoover’s consent, the Church published “The Evils of Obscene Materials,” which attacked pornography as one of the nation’s scourges.⁠74

      Meanwhile, in 1967 and 1968, as race riots erupted in dozens of American cities, Benson and Skousen alleged that “Black Marxists” had planned them. The riots were, in their judgment, the fulfillment of prophecy in Mormon scripture—the result of “secret combinations” colluding with civil rights groups to thwart freedom. The vigilant apostle called this ruse a “tool of communist deception” and vowed to expose their tactics and methods. With the country mired in racial discontent, Benson and Skousen turned again to Hoover.⁠75 Hoover’s teachings, they reasoned, would benefit college students, especially at BYU, a majority white institution, where they feared that Mormon students might align with civil rights groups. In 1971, the anxious duo made a final appeal to get the director to Utah. Benson read one of Hoover’s recent addresses and hoped that “it might appear in every magazine in America and every newspaper.” He used the address as a pretext to invite Hoover to give it at BYU. The director declined.⁠76

      Hoover never told Benson and Skousen why he kept rebuffing them, but when Benson’s and Skousen’s FBI files became available to researchers in 2010, his reasons were clear. In 1961, only months after Benson’s government service ended, he and Skousen began to affiliate with the John Birch Society—an anticommunist advocacy group that peddled far-out conspiracy theories. The Birchers shot to prominence in the 1960s when they claimed that communists had infiltrated the United Nations, that Black and Jewish leaders were communist sympathizers, that the space program was funded and orchestrated by communists, and that communists had assassinated John F. Kennedy because he was not aggressive enough in pursuing civil rights. None of these allegations, however, rose to the level of audaciousness as when Birch founder Robert Welch branded American statesman George C. Marshall a communist, along with Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren and President Eisenhower and his inner circle of advisers, which included the secretary of state, the CIA director, and other notable figures. Distraught over Eisenhower’s failure to curtail Franklin Roosevelt’s liberal New Deal programs, Welch took to the pages of The Politician, his signature book, to attack him. He called the president and his inner circle “conscious, dedicated agent[s] of the communist conspiracy.”⁠77 As one might expect, these extraordinary claims were met with extraordinary resistance, not least from Hoover himself, who hotly noted, “Anybody who will allege that General Eisenhower was a Communist agent has something seriously wrong with him.”⁠78

      Hoover was not alone in finding Welch unhinged. A 1963 poll revealed that only 5 percent of the 1,250 adults surveyed held a favorable view of the Birch Society. Even the conservative senator Barry Goldwater, the GOP’s 1964 presidential nominee, influential right-wing pundit William F. Buckley, and other prominent conservatives condemned the Birch founder, dismissing him as a “credible observer of political reality.”⁠79 For them, Welch’s conspiracy theories had no place in the Republican Party. There was nothing to be gained by vilifying an American hero like Eisenhower or his cabinet, or casting aspersions on elected officials with whom they disagreed. The Birchers’ conspiracy theories, they argued, would not neutralize communism or curtail big government or return the nation to God. They were distractions at best, at worst a launching pad for anti-Semitism and anti-Black vitriol. Thus, mainstream conservatives did not want to be aligned with the Birchers, even though they shared a common concern about the expanding welfare state, labor unions, communism, and civil rights. (They opposed the latter for federal reasons—not because of communist subversion.)⁠80

      Most mainstream conservatives, rather, leaned into Hoover’s white Christian nationalism to oppose communism, which consisted of Bible literacy, staunch church attendance, and reaffirmation of the nation’s Christian roots. They viewed Welch and other far-right ideologues as “fright peddlers,” “apostles of hate and fear” and part of a “paranoid style in American politics.” Buckley called them “the Loonies,” and mainstream news outlets deliberately avoided giving them air time.⁠81 And while their conspiracy theories failed to gain acceptance among mainstream conservatives at the time—a fact that would dramatically change by the early twenty-first century—Benson and Skousen eagerly defended the society.⁠82 When, for instance, criticism of the society soared in the mid-1960s, they doubled down to defend it. During a national swell against the conspiracy organization, Benson sent Hoover a copy of The Politician, declaring that he would “never know in this life why [Eisenhower] gave help to the conspiracy.” He also sent letters to scores of elected officials—and to Eisenhower himself—defending the Birch Society as a patriotic organization. Skousen, equally outspoken, stoutly defended the Birch leader in a widely circulated pamphlet, downplaying Welch’s conspiracy theories as just an “opinion” that was “never part of the Society’s policies or principles.”⁠83

      Declassified FBI memos reveal that, even though the director “had very cordial relations” with Benson and Skousen in the past, their allegiance to the John Birch Society had shattered their relationship.⁠84 When they spoke at Birch rallies in the early 1960s touting Welch’s conspiracy theories, it infuriated Hoover. And when Skousen tried to cash in on his fame by representing himself as Hoover’s “top aide” during his bureau employment, it sparked a blizzard of letters to FBI headquarters from skeptical Americans demanding to know if it was true. Some of these skeptics had clout. Admiral Chester Ward, a US Navy judge advocate, asked Hoover about his former agent even though he had already formed his own opinion. After hearing Skousen speak, Ward called him an “unprincipled racketeer in anticommunism,” “money mad,” and one “who is doing anything and everything to exploit the subject.”⁠85 Skousen’s antics also angered Hoover, and he told inquisitors that his former agent was not a top aide but a low level “clerical employee” he barely knew. Benson fared just as poorly. Hoover hid in his office anytime the former secretary or his son Reed visited Washington seeking a meeting. His aides counseled Hoover to avoid his old friend: “It is not believed that the Director should take time to schedule to meet with Mr. Benson.”⁠86

      Despite shunning them, though, Benson and Skousen remained unremittingly loyal to Hoover. In 1971, when he came under heavy scrutiny for his involvement in COINTELPRO—a controversial FBI counterintelligence program that targeted civil rights activists—the pair blithely defended him despite newspapers publishing hard evidence that Hoover had violated the Constitution by illegally wiretapping civil rights leaders.⁠87 Characteristically, Benson and Skousen rushed to Hoover’s defense, impervious to the new facts that just came to light. To President Nixon, Benson wrote: “I have noted with deep concern the reoccurring attacks on that truly great American, J. Edgar Hoover. . . . I know of no finer example of patriotism, devoted public service, and far-seeing imaginative management of our most vital agency, the FBI, than he has given. To me, he is a symbol of the best there is in America.” Benson echoed the same sentiments to BYU students and at the faith’s general conference. He even titled one of his books God, Family, and Country after one of Hoover’s addresses. Skousen, likewise, defended the director. He told Latter-day Saints that Hoover was “the most outstanding public official that we’ve had in the United States Government in our time.” He was “a great man.”⁠88

      Their blinkered allegiance to Hoover led them to overlook his faults. When Benson was ordained LDS Church president in 1985, for instance, he was still praising Hoover, even though the director had been dead for nearly thirteen years.⁠89 In fact, during his presidency, Benson delivered a steady stream of sermons touting white Christian nationalism, much of which echoed Hoover. With the Cold War still raging, Benson seized on the Constitution’s bicentennial in 1987 to remind Latter-day Saints that God had sanctioned the Constitution as a precondition for the Mormon gospel to flourish. In a well-publicized address, he called the Constitution a “sacred document” and avowed that “its words were akin to the revelations of God.” Notably, Benson implored Latter-day Saints to fight government programs that were sapping Americans of their “constitutional freedoms.” Benson, as with other illiberals and conservatives, became alarmed when President Reagan failed to eradicate Franklin Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson’s welfare programs, fearing that these programs were hastening the country’s descent into communism. Of even greater consequence, Benson alleged that “the number of agencies” who run these programs were growing at a staggering rate under Reagan’s watch. “What many fail to realize is that most of these federal agencies are unconstitutional,” he complained. For Benson, the remedy was simple: Mormons had to “save the Constitution” by electing conservatives to public office who would end the welfare state.⁠90

      Benson remained conspicuously silent on the role of Black people in saving the Constitution. While the LDS Church’s priesthood and temple restriction was lifted in 1978—a position Benson initially opposed then came to support—there is no evidence that he envisioned a role for Black people in Church governance. And whereas two decades earlier he condemned the civil rights movement for its alleged communist ties, now he kept quiet. His fellow apostles pressured him, convincing him that branding civil rights supporters communists was harming the Church’s missionary efforts in majority Black countries.⁠91 Nevertheless, even as Benson accepted modest efforts to welcome Black people in the Church, he refused to support the Martin Luther King federal holiday, which prompted some Black Latter-day Saints to scoff that he never purged himself of anti-Black racism.⁠92

      Skousen, too, continued to invoke Hoover. In the 1970s, the former FBI agent founded an anticommunist organization called the Freemen Institute (it later morphed into the National Constitution Center), which incorporated many of Hoover’s teachings in its founding charter. Under the aegis of the institute, Skousen and his conservative allies traveled the country giving lectures about the Constitution in a program billed “The Miracle of America.” Although Skousen claimed that the speakers would “make it easier for everyone to gain a greater understanding of the Constitution,” the lectures were nothing more than thinly disguised ideological tracts advancing the principles of white Christian nationalism.⁠93 They drew interest from a diverse cross-section of people, including the Rev. Jerry Falwell, one of the country’s most prominent evangelical ministers (and himself an enthusiast of white Christian nationalism). He “warmly endorsed our program,” Skousen proudly noted. Similarly, Ted Turner, the founder of the prominent cable news network CNN, was “very impressed” with “The Miracle of America” and pledged support. Congressman Larry McDonald, a Bircher, also attended the lectures, as did other members of Congress. Even Ronald Reagan offered warm praise of Skousen’s work.⁠94

      Skousen managed to bundle his lectures in a book entitled The Five Thousand Year Leap (1981), in which he asserted that the Bible was at “the heart and soul of American political philosophy.” He posited that Anglo-Saxons and “ancient Israelites” had influenced the Constitution, yet overlooked the fact that no direct evidence tied the Founders to the Bible at the Constitutional Convention.⁠95 Furthermore, he claimed, anachronistically, that the Founders supported prayer in public schools, clearly perturbed by a 1962 Supreme Court ruling that outlawed it: “The Founding Fathers would have counted this a serious mistake.” Four years later, on the eve of the Constitution’s bicentennial, he published The Making of America: The Substance and Meaning of the Constitution. He asserted that the nation was drifting away from the Founders’ principles of faith and free markets. “It would be a disastrous loss to all humanity if these great principles were allowed to become neglected or lost,” Skousen wrote.⁠96

      Skousen also remained ambivalent about Black people following the Church’s new priesthood and temple inclusion policies. He ostensibly supported priesthood ordination for Black men, but he never sermonized on it or publicly endorsed it. And, while he helped to convert former Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver to Mormonism in the early 1980s, he did not believe the Church or the government should address systemic injustices relegating people like Cleaver to second-class citizenship. Civil rights, Skousen declared, was for people who needed “to be secure in their lives, their property and their privacy,” which presumably meant white people, since not even decades of oppression against Black people were enough to convince him that the government had a role to play in addressing racial injustices.⁠97 If Black people wanted to be respected in their churches and communities, he stated, they would have to do it on their own through education and entrepreneurship. (This is precisely what the famed Black leader Booker T. Washington taught.) Not surprisingly, and perhaps to the shock of no one, Skousen continued to oppose the Martin Luther King federal holiday. Like Hoover and Benson, he never wavered in his belief that King was a communist.⁠98
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        * * *

      

      The Cold War came to an abrupt end in 1989, yet Benson’s (d. 1994) and Skousen’s (d. 2006) legacies remain as vibrant as ever in the Mormon community. Hoover remains influential as well, his voice still flickering through the writings of Benson and Skousen. Collectively, their views have influenced a new generation of Mormon politicians, writers, artists, as well as preppers consumed with the End Times. These range from Utah Senator Mike Lee to preppers Lori and Chad Daybell to radio and TV personality Glenn Beck.⁠99

      The most prominent Latter-day Saints to embrace white Christian nationalism include artist Jon McNaughton and former Homeland Security agent Timothy Ballard. McNaughton’s paintings depict White Mormon leaders saving the Constitution from the “scourge” of Barack Obama’s presidency, which is a troubling reminder of how white Christian nationalism has seeped into the Mormon community. His paintings, ever popular among ultraconservative Mormons, capitalized on the Tea Party movement to present his white-centered art as a foil to the nation’s first African American president.⁠100 Likewise, Ballard, who founded “Operation Underground Rescue” purportedly to save children from sex trafficking, cashed in on his fame when he published ultra-patriotic books on George Washington and Abraham Lincoln in which he linked them to Mormon exceptionalist tropes, where white Christian nationalism ideologies dance around the edges.⁠101

      What is most disturbing, though, is the extent to which Latter-day Saints have embraced white Christian nationalism—which offers both a witness and a warning to the power of Benson and Skousen’s enduring influence. A 2023 poll from the Pew Research Center revealed that four in ten Latter-day Saints identify with white Christian nationalism. The poll came shortly after right-wing zealots, in support of former president Donald Trump’s disgraced effort to overturn the 2020 election, stormed the capitol on January 6, 2021, to prevent the peaceful transition of power.⁠102 Among the supporters were Latter-day Saints, but they were not alone, neither in their embrace of Trump nor in their support of white Christian nationalism. As the Pew poll indicates, and as recent scholarship attests, Evangelicals and mainline Protestants have seen white Christian nationalism surge in their faith communities. These sects not only oppose LBGTQ+ and immigration rights, but they support voter suppression tactics aimed to keep Black and Brown Americans from voting.⁠103

      Ironically, as a startling number of Latter-day Saints identify with white Christian nationalism, Mormon leaders have taken measures in the opposite direction. First, they repudiated their longstanding race theology on the Church’s website. Second, they denounced white supremacy in a sharply worded public relations statement. Third, they gave millions of dollars to the NAACP to fight racial inequality. Fourth, they denounced racial bigotry in their sermons and writings. And fifth, and most important, they have distanced the Church from the fiery Cold War rhetoric of Benson and Skousen, which includes all mention of Mormon elders “saving the Constitution.”⁠104 With the current church membership now at seventeen million, and with most of its members living outside of the United States, Church leaders have rejected white Christian nationalism in order to make the Church more inclusive of its global membership.
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      The rise of anti-Masonry was a significant historical and political occurrence in the United States in the late 1820s while Joseph Smith, Jr. worked on the Book of Mormon in 1829.⁠1 Scholars often invoke anti-Masonry as crucial early nineteenth-century context for understanding the composition of Smith’s early scriptural projects, and even early believers in Smith’s claims saw and understood these connections.⁠2 For instance, Martin Harris, one of Smith’s associates, stated that the Book of Mormon was an “anti-Masonick Bible” soon after the book’s publication.⁠3 Outsiders also understood that the book engaged in these broader political and social issues. One newspaper, reprinting a short article from the Geauga Gazette, noted that, “The Mormon Bible is Antimasonic, and it is a singular truth that every one of its followers, so far as we are able to ascertain, are antimasons.”⁠4 These observations raise the question of the connection of the rhetoric of anti-Masonry with the broader discourse about secret societies during the period from the founding of the United States to the 1820s.

      I will argue that anti-Masonry is not the only important context to consider when analyzing the composition of both the Book of Mormon and Smith’s additions to Genesis 1–6 in the Book of Moses. The broader movement against secret societies in the wake of the French Revolution and the literature that accompanied it in the transatlantic world of early America provides that crucial context, when anti-Jacobinism played such a major role in the formation of early American national identity. Born out of the French Revolution, Jacobinism was viewed by many Americans as the archenemy of order and good government.⁠5 Purely anarchistic in nature, Jacobin history was believed to have brought the downfall of civilizations since the Miltonic War in Heaven prior to the creation of the world.⁠6 The political and social turmoil caused by the transatlantic revolutions inspired new applications of the Eden narrative in America that would inform how Smith and his contemporaries used and interpreted the story themselves. For Smith this would mean that the Eden of the Book of Mormon would reflect some of these social and political shifts. Smith would rewrite the story of Adam and Eve as well as the Cain and Abel story so that Genesis 1–6 would address the role secret societies play in the world.

      EDEN AND ANTI-JACOBINISM

      The biblical Adam, Eve, Cain, and Abel were important figures in long eighteenth-century political theorizing about good government. Many authors in the transatlantic world found these myths to be a place to trace the genealogy of different forms of government, both good and bad. Between the years 1797 and 1799 and while in exile in Britain, the French cleric Abbé Barruel published his four-volume Memoirs, Illustrating the History of Jacobinism, which purported to expose the history and crimes of the Jacobins.⁠7 Before Americans collectively understood the phrase “secret combinations” as an allusion to Freemasonry, conservative American patriots had been fighting against a mostly imaginary enemy that in reality had been an open and public social and political club in France in the wake of the French Revolution.⁠8 A series of myths were built up around the Jacobins that centered on all of the very worst of the acts of revolutionaries like Robespierre and his associates in the National Convention. Fear of a populist uprising that could destroy the hard-earned unity of the early republic fueled the development of early American political action against secret societies.⁠9 By the late 1820s conservative Americans were well equipped to organize into a new movement against their perceived enemies, Freemasons, and to rapidly create a strong anti-Masonic movement.⁠10

      The Jacobins were a political debate club that grew out of the French Revolution to eventually include chapters in several nations, including France, Germany, Britain, the United States, and elsewhere in the 1790s.⁠11 Conservative commentators had already begun to blame the French Revolution on the Illuminati, a similar club founded in Bavaria a couple of decades prior that had been shut down by the elector of Bavaria, Karl Theodor. According to Michael Lienesch, “As early as 1793 pamphlets were being printed that purported to expose the [Illuminati] Order, which was described as alive and more active than ever, secretly recruiting Freemasons, reformers, and writers to the revolutionary cause.”⁠12 This larger theorized plot to destroy European governments and rid the countries of conservatism was then tied to the Jacobins, and, as Lienesch goes on to describe, all of the pseudohistories and conspiracies regarding the Illuminati, Freemasons, and the Jacobins were synthesized into one grand “history” by the Abbé Barruel in his Memoirs. Lienesch explains how “for Barruel . . . the Jacobins were only the last in a long line of villains, and the Revolution was but the present phase of a much more deeply laid and larger plan, a campaign whose aim was the destruction of religion, monarchy, and society itself.”⁠13 For Barruel, the threat this campaign offered did not just apply to religion, government, and society in Europe. Instead, he explicitly warned the new republic in America that the Jacobins (and Illuminati and Freemasons) were preparing to overthrow the United States as well. This was a long battle that all societies would have to face, and at its heart it was satanic.

      Many of Barruel’s first readers connected the historical chronology he claimed to reconstruct with their own readings of biblical history, some going back to the earliest history in the Book of Genesis. The same year that Barruel’s last volume was published, an anonymous American book review sought to praise Barruel’s work on the origins of Jacobinism and also extend his history in a lengthy review titled “Barruel Amended.” The reviewer described what were, from their perspective, the true biblical origins of Jacobinism.⁠14 According to this anonymous author, Jacobinism did not begin in France in 1789 but instead in the War in Heaven they believed was depicted in Jude 1:6, Revelation 12, and Isaiah 14. These themes are best described in Milton’s Paradise Lost, since, as the author states, “Milton’s Paradise Lost, is the finest satire upon Jacobinism, in the English language.”⁠15 According to this reviewer, the real origins of Jacobinism go back to when Satan or Lucifer led one-third of the host of heaven away from the righteous government of God. This was the crucial first step, but Satan had to introduce Jacobinism into the newly created world after the War in Heaven as well.

      There were other points that linked the Jacobins’ rebellion against good government to their Satanic origins. The author describes when Satan deceived Eve in Eden to get Adam and Eve to rebel against God and be expelled from the garden. Satan is “that arch Jacobin,” the one that “raised an insurrection in Heaven.”⁠16 The serpent was either Satan himself or a pupil or emissary. In any case, the motive behind the deception seems clear to the reviewer: “It is true that in many instances, the Jacobin who attacks the possessor of wealth and office, does it because he wishes and expects to obtain the same advantages; but the history of Jacobinism furnishes parallel instances of men who plot day and night, to ruin the happiness of others, when they have no idea of ever coming in possession of it themselves. That is they do mischief for the sake of mischief.”⁠17 Jacobinism, then, is anarchic, chaotic, and loaded with jealousy over the property or possessions that others have but they do not have themselves.⁠18

      Part of the reason that late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century political theorists opposed the Jacobins was that they believed Jacobins had an inverted view of liberty. In this religious reading of their origins, Satan is the arch democrat, acting just like a Jacobin when he assumes the role of a friend in approaching Adam and Eve as if he only wanted to help them to be at liberty. According to Barruel’s reviewer, it was also a classic Jacobin move for Satan to go after Eve, “the person most credulous, most easily deluded by his fascinating speeches.”⁠19 This was not only about gender. The reviewer believed that working-class men and women were taken advantage of by Jacobins just the same as Eve fell so easily to Satan.⁠20 From this perspective, people of the lower classes were not being helped by Jacobins in France of the 1790s but were instead being taken advantage of because of their lack of training and knowledge. The author believed that calls to “liberty” and “democracy” were Jacobinic, and thus satanic in origin. Pointing out wealth inequality and class conflict was seen as a smoke screen for the true intentions of the Jacobins, which were to either profit off of the destruction of the current government or to make everybody miserable, especially the wealthy, like they themselves were.⁠21

      Besides the War in Heaven and the Fall, this anti-Jacobin review makes another biblical genealogy of the origins of the Jacobins. In order to get what they want, Jacobins “rob, steal, plunder, and cut throats.”⁠22 This murderous bent of the Jacobin is seen, according to the reviewer, most clearly in the story of Cain and Abel. Satan is a “foreign intruder,” advising against following the laws and government.⁠23 A satanic Jacobinism then worked through Cain to influence him to secretly plot against his brother Abel because Abel had the favor of God—the head of the government—and property that Cain did not have. Cain killed Abel in the field because of jealousy and the fact that he was miserable after God rejected his offering. According to Barruel’s reviewer, Jacobins of the Romantic period were just like Cain and were essentially servants of Satan.⁠24

      For this reviewer, it was obvious that Jacobinism had at its root all of the worst of modern and ancient politics. Jacobinism, democracy, and calls for liberty, equality, and freedom were blatant deceptions and their origins were satanic. Beyond individual identity formation, particularly if one identified as anything like a Jacobin in the early republic, this depiction of reality had serious implications for the development of national identity. According to the reviewer, the new United States had to be as cautious about Jacobins as if they themselves had been among the host of heaven who had been approached to join Lucifer’s insurrection, or if they had been Eve and were invited by the serpent to eat from the tree, or if they had been Abel and were made aware of the danger posed by Cain. Not only were American lives at stake in the early republic, the future destiny of the nation could be in ruins if Jacobins or those fighting for democracy were allowed to be in control or to work in secret to gain power.

      Numerous publications during this period regularly used the term “secret combination(s)” to describe the inner workings of the Jacobin movement.⁠25 A brief commentary on the political moment in the Vermont Courier in 1834 is representative. The author of the note claims that he had at one time not found the notion that there were secret societies working in the dark very convincing, but his mind recently changed. According to the author, “Demagogues are getting up secret clubs all over the state, to tamper with the suffrages of a free people.—One of these Jacobin coteries held a meeting in this village a short time since. . . . High officers from abroad, and a leading member of one of our churches . . .were present at this political junket on sabbath-night!!! These demagogues have entered into a ‘Secret Combination’ to do that, which they dare not do in the open day!”⁠26 All of the elements of the fear of secret societies are here in this brief notice. Secret combinations of Jacobins, in secret meetings after dark (even held on the Sabbath), were being set up to destroy local government, religion, and society. Patriotic early Americans would resist these secret groups and their violence and focus on engaging society and government during the day, out in the open, and in ways that eschewed violence.

      Many anti-Jacobin early Americans wanted to warn their new nation of the potential dangers that secret societies posed to their country. In another example from 1796, “an old Farmer” sent “A Caution to the Citizens of America” that was published in the Albany Register. After offering a rereading of the Genesis story, where the serpent’s argument is given greater length in the voice of a Jacobin, the “old Farmer” goes through a list of biblical stories where characters murder for gain. According to the author, “The time would fail to tell how Korah, Dathan and Abiram, and all their followers, perished in attempting to overthrow Moses; and how Absalom, though the murderer of his brother, could by his wicked dissimulation, steal the hearts of his venerable father’s subjects to that degree as to nearly overthrow his kingdom—and how Hazael could kill his master that he might reign in his stead—and for more recent examples of the like kind, we could tell how the Jacobins in France misled the people so as to make them mistake their friends for their enemies.”⁠27 This larger conservative movement against secret societies was not monolithic but instead represented a variety of ideas and approaches to the political and historical moment that these early American authors found themselves within, but these different readings of Jacobinism into the biblical text share much of what we find in Smith’s rewriting of the Eden and post-Eden text of Genesis. Contextualizing the ways that Joseph Smith interacted with the text of Genesis in his revisionary project of the Bible through the larger genre of anti-Jacobin literature helps us to better understand the broader theological and political undertaking that Smith was engaging in.⁠28 Suffice it to say that for the reviewer of Barruel’s four-volume work, and for Smith, the vitality of civilization and Christianity was at stake if secret societies like the Jacobins were allowed to destroy and ultimately end it.

      THE BOOK OF MORMON AND ANTI-JACOBINISM

      Political commentary was never far from the overall story of the Book of Mormon’s thousand-year history of a group that emigrated from Jerusalem to the New World circa 600 BCE. Upon arrival the group splits into two factions and becomes two nations after the death of the patriarch of the family, a visionary prophet named Lehi who led his wife, children, and the family of a man named Ishmael away from their homeland. The two groups, the Nephites (the fair-skinned protagonists) and Lamanites (the dark-skinned antagonists of the Nephites), are constantly battling each other throughout the narrative, culminating in the eventual annihilation of the Nephites circa 400 CE.

      Joseph Smith Jr. dictated the text of the Book of Mormon during the late winter of 1828 and into the spring of 1829. Like anti-Jacobin literature, the Book of Mormon uses the fall to reflect on themes of liberty and to describe the deceptions of Satan. At points throughout the narrative of the Book of Mormon, Smith brought together Isaiah 14, Revelation 12, and Genesis 3 in order to understand the identity of the serpent that “beguiles” Eve.⁠29 This serpent convinces Eve to not only eat the forbidden fruit herself but also persuade Adam to eat it as well. It was common for Christians in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to weave these verses together to describe a War in Heaven, particularly in a milieu that was saturated with Miltonic biblical interpretation.⁠30 Though the Book of Mormon does not describe a war in heaven, it does describe Satan’s fall from heaven, reading this larger Christian tradition—and Milton’s rewriting of it in Paradise Lost—into the Book of Genesis. Lehi, the grandfather of all Nephites and Lamanites, explains that he is convinced by “the things which I have read . . . that an angel of God, according to that which is written, had fallen from Heaven.”⁠31 This angel-turned-devil from Revelation 12 became miserable and, in the next sentence, wanted to make everyone else miserable as well. In order to do that he convinced Adam and Eve to eat the forbidden fruit, which in turn caused them to be expelled from the garden.⁠32

      In a November 6, 1802, letter to the editor of the London-based Anti-Jacobin Review, “E. O. J.” provides an allegorical reading of the Garden of Eden and the Fall. In the allegory, the garden is the Christian Church, the tree of knowledge of good and evil is the approach to understanding the Old Testament by scholars like Herder and Geddes (whose work was popular among Jacobins), the serpent tempting Eve is the Jacobin periodical The Monthly Review, and the angel that “drove Adam and Eve out of Paradise, might be a type of the Anti-Jacobin Review chastising those Christians who have adopted such interpretations!”⁠33 Anti-Jacobins equated Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the garden with a warning against the deceptions of the Jacobins, reading the fall as something that might have been avoided if Adam and Eve, like their transatlantic successors, would have heeded the call of more reliable and Christianly information, like that which was published in The Anti-Jacobin Review.

      While also wanting to get these same Christians to heed its own warning, the Book of Mormon takes a different approach to understanding whether or not it would have been preferable for Adam and Eve to stay in the garden for all time. Lehi argues that if Adam and Eve had not fallen and been expelled from Eden they would not have had children and would have “remained in the same state which they were, after they were created; and they must have remained forever, and had no end . . . they would have had no children . . . they would have remained in a state of innocence, having no joy, for they knew no misery: doing no good, for they knew no sin.”⁠34 In an exclamation in verse 25 that has had great influence in the reception history of the Book of Mormon, Lehi states, “Adam fell, that men might be; and men are, that they might have joy.”⁠35 The purpose of man’s creation—to have joy—is destroyed under the government of Jacobins. As one British anti-Jacobin put it in 1793, Jacobins, whether in France or England, “were making rapid strides to involve us in a state of misery and confusion.”⁠36 The Book of Mormon’s focus on the idea that Satan wanted humans to share in his misery parallels the anti-Jacobin argument that Jacobins, through Satan’s influence, were seeking the same thing.

      The rewriting of the Eden narrative and expulsion from the garden in the Book of Mormon goes beyond the story of Adam and Eve. Just as important to the major narrative arc of the Book of Mormon is the idea that since the beginning of time, Satan, the “father of all lies,” has been instructing corrupt or wicked individuals like Cain to know “secret combination(s)” in order to gain financially or politically, to get revenge, or make people miserable like himself.⁠37 All throughout the Book of Mormon, Smith alluded to the idea that “secret combinations” pose a threat to society and have been the downfall of many past civilizations.⁠38 One key example of the rewriting of the Cain and Abel story in the Book of Mormon is the Gadianton Robbers. By the time the reader of the Book of Mormon makes it to Helaman, this group of robbers or banditti has already caused major problems for the Nephite civilization.⁠39 In the Book of Helaman, Satan “did plot with Cain, that if he would murder his brother Abel, it should not be known unto the world. And he did plot with Cain and his followers, from that time forth.”⁠40 It is precisely through these satanic methods that the Gadianton Robbers cause the most anarchic violence against the Nephites. This concept is dependent on unique early American mistrust of secret societies and political and social radicalism in the wake of the French Revolution based on a particular reading of Cain’s action of murdering his brother Abel.

      In particular, although the entirety of the Book of Mormon relies on a version of Eden that includes Cain making oaths with Satan, clarifying a major literary issue that has perplexed readers for millennia, there is nothing in the text-critical history of Genesis 3–4 to suggest this relationship between Cain and Satan.⁠41 It is simply unknown why the author of Gen. 2:4b–4:26 decided to depict God as accepting Abel’s offering and rejecting Cain’s. On the other hand, there are clear examples in the political literature of the early republic, particularly in the wake of the French Revolution and the demonization of Thomas Paine and Jacobinism, that provide important context to the stories about “secret combinations” among the Gadianton Robbers. These religio-political motifs provided a backdrop that would fulfill Smith’s need to describe the way that civilizations can collapse, an integral aspect of the Book of Mormon’s description of the fall of Nephite civilization.

      In the Book of Mormon, this interpretation of the Cain and Abel story is extended in a passage in the Book of Ether. Ether is a small addition to the text of the Book of Mormon—a story within a story, a common literary technique in long eighteenth-century transatlantic literature—that follows a narrative outside the thousand-year history of the battles between the Nephites and Lamanites.⁠42 Heightening the disconnect between history and the story of the Book of Mormon, this group came to the New World soon after the confusion of languages at the Tower of Babel described in Genesis 11. The narrative describes how a man named Jared and his brother, only known in the book as the brother of Jared, leave the ancient Near East, build boats, and cross the oceans to the Western Hemisphere. Once settled, the family creates great civilizations that end up fighting and killing each other just like the Nephites and Lamanites. Most significant for the focus of this article is the idea in Ether that “secret combinations” bring the downfall of civilizations, particularly beginning with the daughter of Jared, a different Jared than the one previously mentioned in the Book of Ether.

      The allusions to the Cain and Abel story in Ether warn about the potential evil power of secret combinations, and the passage says in part: “And Akish did administer unto them the oaths which was given by them of old, who also sought power, which had been handed down even from Cain, who was a murderer from the beginning.”⁠43 Smith’s revision of the Bible alludes to Book of Mormon passages like this one in Ether when Smith has the Lord say in his revision of Genesis to Cain, “It shall be said in times to come that these abominations was had from|cain for he rejected the greater counsel which was had from God.”⁠44 The warning found in Ether represents an important turning point in a small narrative arc in the book that will lead to the destruction of the Jaredite nation.

      In this narrative, a wicked prince named Jared usurps his father’s throne and places the king in jail. His brothers, angry at his actions, fight against him and destroy his army. The kingdom is returned to the rightful king and Jared’s life is spared, but he is brooding over the fact that the kingdom was taken from him. His daughter approaches him with a plan where she will dance for a man named Akish, who she believed would want, after seeing her dance, to ask her father to allow him to marry her. This would allow Jared to request “the head of . . . the king” in return.⁠45 His daughter asks the rhetorical question, assuming that he had read their shared version of the Book of Genesis: “Hath he [her father] not read the record which our fathers brought across the great deep? Behold, is there not an account concerning them of old, that they by their secret plans did obtain kingdoms and great glory?”⁠46 Jared’s daughter learned how to be cunning and devise a plan to take back power by reading similar stories in an apparent early version of the Cain and Abel episode.

      Later in the passage, she explains that these oaths or secret plans had been handed down since Cain.⁠47 Smith retrojects this unique rewriting of Cain and Abel into the Book of Mormon narrative at a time around the Babylonian exile, when he believed a group of lost Israelites might have had some of the five books of Moses like that in the Book of Mormon. Taking it further, he places at least the beginning stories of Genesis into the hands of another group in the New World that had been disconnected from the ancient Near East since the Tower of Babel, which Smith’s contemporaries would have dated to sometime in the third millennium BCE.⁠48 The secret oaths and combinations that Jared’s daughter introduces to Akish create an underground society of murderers and assassins willing to kill for power, money, and the society that made them swear oaths, but the desire for power sometimes overrides loyalty to members of the secret group. Another part of the Book of Ether also alludes to the actions “of the ancients,” that is, Cain, Lamech, and others who began the secret oaths with Satan.⁠49 In this passage, only two chapters after the story about Jared and his daughter, a group of robbers appear in the Jaredite land that “administered oaths after the manner of the ancients.”⁠50 Akish, Jared’s new son-in-law, later kills his father-in-law in order to take the throne, and violence in the kingdom eventually brings not only its downfall but also the end of the Jaredite civilization itself.

      All that is left of their society by the time the Nephite people find their remains are bones, ruins, rusted metal swords, breastplates, and twenty-four plates of gold that have writing on them.⁠51 These ruins of Jaredite civilization draw on fears of the loss of civilization in the transatlantic world of the early nineteenth century.⁠52 The Jaredites are described this way in order to focus on the perceived potential negative outcomes in the early United States of allowing secret societies to become normative within Western civilization. The new American republic had to be especially wary of groups like the Jacobins or Masons, organizations that might attempt to overthrow the government in the name of anarchy or democracy, and the potential threat of a member of a secret society murdering someone in or out of the group and revealing the group’s secret oaths and covenants.⁠53 Early Americans viewed both the Jacobins and the Masons as having the potential to do all of the above. Many Americans believed the Jacobins had committed rampant murder during the Reign of Terror and that Masons had murdered William Morgan.⁠54 As described earlier, the Book of Mormon calls upon the Fall, and especially the idea that secret oaths and combinations started with Cain, using similar terminology and filling in the exact same gaps in the biblical record as Smith would revise and clarify as he revised the Bible in 1830, only months after the publication of the Book of Mormon.

      THE BOOK OF MOSES AND ANTI-JACOBIN THEMES

      After the publication of the Book of Mormon in March 1830, Smith began a large revisionary project on the Bible in June that would continue until mid-1833, when Smith and his associates claimed at the time to have completed the project.⁠55 During the latter half of 1830, Smith began to edit the version of Eden found in the Book of Mormon into the text of Genesis itself.⁠56 This would have provided, if it had been published in full during the 1830s, a version of the Bible for readers of the Book of Mormon that presented the same story of Eden as they encountered throughout the pages of the Book of Mormon. Smith worked on the text that would later become the Book of Moses from that time until February 1831.⁠57

      Although scholars today argue that the Book of Genesis includes two separate accounts of creation written at different times by different authors centuries after the life of Moses, Smith and the majority of his contemporaries, especially in the United States, read the creation accounts in Genesis 1 and 2 as consistent and written by Moses himself.⁠58 As dozens of cases throughout Smith’s revision of the Bible highlight, Smith, like other early nineteenth-century Americans, read the Bible harmonistically. Since the Bible was the word of God, it contained no real errors (even though they believed the printed edition in their hands did), enabling Smith to recognize the problems inherent in the transmission history of the Bible but also believe in a perfect or idealized form of the text that he needed to restore. Like scholars of the previous three hundred years, he would utilize a hermeneutic that sought to get back to the earliest version of the text, but he went about his project in the opposite direction by adding to and revising the text through revelation—instead of early manuscript evidence—in order to smooth over and correct the issues he believed had crept into the text over the centuries. Therefore, unlike most other early American Protestants, Smith harmonized the Bible by adding to the text of the Bible itself. The addition of these extra texts to the “word of God” meant the introduction of more passages that would need to be harmonized with one another and the Bible, especially because the Book of Mormon interpreted certain sections of the Bible in ways that varied from traditional readings of the received text or cited versions of passages of the Bible that simply were not in the text itself.

      As shown earlier, the creation and fall were one area where the Book of Mormon did not align with the text of Genesis 1–6, but his rewriting of these chapters does connect with many readings of Genesis offered in the broader transatlantic movement against secret societies in the Romantic and early republican period. In his revision of Genesis, Smith transfers the Book of Mormon’s focus on joy and the possibility of never having children from the voice of Lehi to the mouths of Adam and Eve. After Adam and Eve had been expelled from the garden, they came to the same theological conclusion as Lehi about their experience in Smith’s revision.⁠59 For Adam the fall was a positive event in this addition because his “eyes are open,” echoing Gen. 3:5 and 7, and that he can now “have joy” “in this life.” Exactly like Lehi, Adam reads the ability to have joy into the experience of the Fall. He and Eve are no longer innocent and are now able to know joy and pain.

      In the same addition, Eve picks up on Lehi’s rhetoric at the point where Adam left off. Eve heard Adam’s exclamation about joy and then said, “Were it not for|our transgression we should never had seed & should never had known good & evil & the joy of our redemption.”⁠60 Eve’s response encapsulates the structure and terminology of Lehi’s statement, moving from the idea of not having children if they had stayed in the garden to the idea that they could only have joy after being expelled from Eden. Eve’s comment that “we should never had seed” parallels Lehi’s “they would have had no children,” following the shift from third person in Lehi’s statement to first person in Eve’s. The suggestion found in the Book of Mormon that children and joy are the most important effects of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the garden is not found in the KJV text of Genesis, but after Smith revised Genesis 2–4, this specific interpretation of Eden can be found in his revision manuscripts.

      Once this version of Eden and the expulsion from the garden were cited throughout the Book of Mormon, Smith felt the need to edit the version of Eden and the Cain and Abel story in the Book of Mormon into the biblical text of Genesis 2–4. Smith understood either consciously or subconsciously after the Book of Mormon had been published that readers of the book would come in constant contact with a depiction of Eden and Cain’s murder of his brother Abel that was simply not in the biblical record. Again, there is no description in Genesis 4 of Cain plotting with Satan in a “secret combination” to kill his brother Abel, but in Smith’s revision of the story we find this plotting added to the story.⁠61 In June 1830, three months after the publication of the Book of Mormon, Smith would begin to revise the story of Eden in Genesis to incorporate the specific version of Cain found in the Book of Mormon in his Bible revision manuscripts.

      In this passage, Satan makes Cain swear by his throat to enter into a covenant with him, and to get his brothers, presumably other children of Adam and Eve besides Abel, to also swear to not tell the secret or else they will die.⁠62 If Cain agrees to do this, then Satan swears to “deliver thy brother Abel into thine hands.” Later, Cain glories after he kills Abel because, as he says, “I am free surely the flocks of my brother falleth into my hands.”⁠63 Smith revises the text of Genesis to include the plotting between Cain and Satan alluded to in the book of Helaman, in a way that reflects anti-Jacobin sentiments.⁠64 Smith has Cain say that he is “free” after he murders Abel, an idea steeped in the rhetoric against democracy, Jacobinism, and the French Revolution.⁠65 Cain is free because his brother can no longer hold him back from the bounty of the flocks he now claims as his own. Just like the Jacobin of the anonymous author of “Barruel Amended,” it is the fact that Abel had possessions and the support of the divine government that Cain allowed pride to turn to envy and hate, which led to his killing Abel.

      The Book of Moses also picks up on the theme of secret combinations found in the Book of Mormon’s interpretation of Genesis. In the book of Helaman, part of the purpose of the plotting between Cain and Satan was that Cain’s actions would be hidden from the world.⁠66 In Smith’s revision of Genesis, Cain laments that his actions “are not hid from the Lord.”⁠67 Further, Smith used similar wording to describe the actions taken by Cain in his revision of Gen. 4:24–25. Smith revises the text to say that Lamech became a “Master Mahon of that great secret which was administered unto Cain by Satan.”⁠68 Apparently, Cain only thought about hiding his secrets from other human beings and did not consider how God would still know about his plotting with Satan to murder his brother Abel. This version of the Cain and Abel story meant to provide a warning to any secret society that thought their wrongdoings would go unpunished; even if they got away with murder, God would be just as aware of what members of the secret societies were doing as he was of Cain killing Abel.

      CONCLUSION

      Whether Smith consciously or subconsciously edited the version of Eden as found in the Book of Mormon into the text of Genesis is probably impossible to prove. The point of this article has been to show that, whether or not Smith purposefully edited this version into the Bible to ease the dissonance between the two texts, the simple fact is that his additions and revisions to the Bible harmonized the Eden narrative in both the KJV and the Book of Mormon once he was done editing the text of Genesis 2–4. The added voices of Adam and Eve in his revision of the Bible are synonymous with Lehi’s voice in the second book of Nephi, and the depictions of the secret societies in Helaman and Ether find their way into the text of Genesis 4 as well.⁠69 Where there was no “plotting” between Cain and Satan before Smith edited the biblical text, you have a full narrative explaining why Cain’s offering was rejected (i.e., he made the offering at the instruction of Satan, not God) as well as how Cain and Satan came up with a plan to get rid of Abel quietly. These additions depend upon specific historical developments in Christian theology leading up to the nineteenth century.⁠70 This is not a case of the Book of Mormon using as its source an urtext of Genesis on the Brass Plates nor are the revisions made independently from the Book of Mormon as if Smith was restoring Genesis to its former condition. Instead, both the Book of Mormon and Smith’s revision of Genesis 2–4 build upon the English version of Genesis and share the same source in the person that dictated both: Joseph Smith Jr.

      Previous scholarship has connected the Book of Mormon description of secret combinations and murders with the American anti-Masonic movement of the late 1820s. While that context is useful in explaining many of the ideas in and verbal connections between the Book of Mormon and the Book of Moses, it does not adequately explain other aspects of these texts. Examples include the idea that the origins of secret societies go back to the Miltonic War in Heaven, the fall of Adam and Eve, and Cain’s decision to kill Abel. It likewise does not describe the message at the heart of the Book of Mormon: Secret societies lead to the destruction of civilizations, and the young American nation needed to be aware of that danger through the writings of the anti-Jacobins. For this part of the Book of Mormon and the Book of Moses, it is necessary to move from the negative reactions to Masonry in the 1820s back in time to American and transatlantic reactions against the French Revolution in the 1790s and its aftermath. It is this larger transatlantic context that provided the intellectual landscape to the anti-Masonic movement in America, its language, motifs, and literary, political, and print networks.

      Since Smith grew up in the center of this political fighting and was working on his dictation of the Book of Mormon in the middle of it, it is understandable that he would pick up on the broader language and motifs of American angst against these groups in a narrative that he would author. The book would describe the destruction of a thousand-year-old civilization based on the development and success of a secret society inspired by Satan in the same way that he inspired Cain to kill Abel and taught him the ancient, satanic methods of murdering to profit, get revenge, or simply cause anarchic chaos. This message from the Book of Mormon against allowing secret societies to take hold of nations was a warning from Smith to his contemporary Americans—at the same time many anti-Jacobin and anti-Masonic authors were warning about the same thing—to not allow what happened to the ancient white American race, that is, the destruction of their civilization by the dark-skinned ancestors of the Native Americans, to befall the contemporary United States.⁠71 Once that message was securely placed in the narrative context of the Book of Mormon, its foundations and its ultimate source—the first several chapters of Genesis—needed to support this argument as well. After Smith completed editing Genesis, Smith’s new version of the Eden narrative in his revised Genesis could then support the allusions to the stories of Eden and Cain and Abel in the Book of Mormon because they now shared the same, rewritten story.
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      As teenagers, my friend Brian and I would sit in front of our Latter-day Saint chapel in New Jersey, watching men in yarmulkes and dark-haired women in sheitels and black dresses walk to and from Shul. Reform and Conservative Jewish kids attended public schools with us, but we knew very little about the Orthodox Jewish children that walked by. None of my friends at school spent nearly as much time in church activities or followed as many rules as I did, but I knew these passerbys’ devotions had an even greater intensity than mine.

      I saw my Orthodox Jewish neighbors as a colorful part of world religions, a tapestry of which Mormonism occupied a small space—a space in which I took great pride. I felt our faith was incredible, but felt no need for it to be exceptional. When adults and children stood up in front of our congregation and said that they knew that our church was the true church, I wondered if the bearded dads that walked by were telling their children the same types of things.

      “Why are there not Orthodox Mormons?” we once asked my father, who was the bishop.

      “None of us are orthodox,” he said. After pausing, he added, “Or maybe we all are.”

      If we weren’t Latter-day Saints, Brian and I probably wouldn’t have been friends. He was short, uninhibited, and unconcerned about what others thought of him. I was tall and self-conscious. Brian was in a social group we called “Ginkers.” It seemed to be a pejorative term unique to central New Jersey, which was roughly defined as troublemakers in black jeans and heavy metal T-shirts who embodied the Beavis and Butthead characters. He was likely at the apex of the ADHD spectrum and was a terrible student with little support at home.

      Since we were the only Mormon boys in our grade, and since being Mormon was (and is) an immersive experience, we were extremely close. We grudgingly participated together in scout camp, road shows, mutual, and temple trips to Washington, DC. We drove to seminary in the dark New Jersey mornings to memorize scriptures and listen to lessons. Many were from Utah, transplanted men who used faux curse words and taught in the hyperbolic CES style that ruled the era—telling us how “awesome” Book of Mormon prophets were with tearful testimony. Though difficult to make sense of what was being taught, we felt that the adults in our church truly cared about us. While the staff at the high school were incredibly wary of Brian, the adults at church saw his mischievousness as non-malicious and even recognized some level of genius.

      Brian was an object of deep curiosity at our school. He had six brothers and lived in a small house on the humble end of our town. It was the type of working-class New Jersey neighborhood described in Bruce Springsteen lyrics: factory smells in the air, chain-link fences, and old Chevrolets parallel parked everywhere. In my memory, it was always gray. I would enjoy sleeping over at his house, despite the Lord of the Rings atmosphere. There were holes throughout the dry wall and urine stains on the wall. His brothers would argue incessantly about meaningless topics like whether their dad could swim to Staten Island, how high you had to drop a quarter from to kill somebody, and how long a colon was. Kids at school, hearing that I had slept over, would ask me whether his father was a polygamist and why they didn’t believe in birth control. My answers were angry and defensive. Besides him being one of my favorite friends, our journey through Mormon life together made us seem almost as close as siblings.

      Some of his infractions of rules were creative and universally appreciated among peers, like when he commandeered the school’s PA system, circulated rocks in the fan vents of unpopular teachers, or snuck inappropriate CDs into the DJ disc changer at church dances. Other more impulsive infractions were less appreciated, like when he took off his shoe and smashed a hanging hallway clock between periods. Our school was one where ninth graders were studying for the SATs and identifying their college reaches, targets, and safeties. His antics began to grate on this population of serious students. I was quiet and well behaved, so our friendship was confusing to them. They didn’t understand how Mormon we were, and how tight of a community that exists therein.

      In high school, our friend and co-priest Ed, who attended a different high school, died. From my understanding, it was an overdose of something. Brian, having attended multiple wrestling camps with Ed, was closer to him than I was. I remember sitting next to Brian at his funeral, watching him stare at the ceiling in deep thought, as speakers spoke in rambling generalities about a teenager so young that effective eulogy was impossible. Our priest’s advisor, Brother McCullough, became more determined than ever to keep us on the straight and narrow.

      The Sunday after Ed’s funeral, instead of teaching another conventional lesson from the handbook, he chose to show us a replay from the ninth inning of the Yankees game from the day prior. It was a no-hitter thrown by the one-armed Yankees pitcher Jim Abbott. We watched as, in a manner incongruent with the mood of our devastated quorum, Abbott was hoisted in the air triumphantly by catcher Matt Nokes after the final out of the game. Brother McCullough exhorted us to always lift each other up. He seemed to be looking at me more than anybody else, as if he was hoping that I would be Brian’s Matt Nokes.

      Brian did indeed become more elusive over time. The image he projected, as he entered his late teens, was a caricature of an anti-hero in a 1980s seminary video. He had purple hair, nose rings, and increasingly irreverent behavior. Brother McCullough would still always stop by to check on him and drive him to various events—whatever Brian would agree to attend. He would bring ice cream to his house and stop by Brian’s restaurant to teach gospel lessons. I was often there as well, playing the role of peer cheerleader for the church and our quorum.

      Late in our high school years, after Brian had been left back a grade, we drifted slightly apart. I would see him in the back of the student parking lot as I walked by with my friends in varsity jackets. He would be slouching near the chain-link fence, a familiar face in a dark background of Metallica T-shirts and cigarettes.

      We met at Vinny’s pizza one Saturday late in high school, when his church attendance had become more sporadic. Brian predicted that I would go on a mission and get married very quickly, and that he would still be working at Taco Bell when I returned. There was nothing wrong with that life path, from my point of view, but it was the first time I had detected a fatalistic tone in his voice. Though I don’t remember having a religious anxiety about his lack of church activity, I was extremely sad not to see him there. Church seemed more boring and less palatable without my friend.

      About one month after that meeting, he showed up to school with a somewhat lewd symbol shaved in his head, or at least that was how the haircut was interpreted by our school administrators. He was suspended indefinitely and dropped out, never graduating. This event began the lowest days of Brian’s life. His parents kicked him out of the house. He worked two jobs for a total of eighty hours per week at Denny’s and Taco Bell. He lived in his car for some of the winter of 1995, in between restaurant shifts.

      Brian came to my mission farewell, which was the first time he had attended church in eighteen months. When the meeting was over, I saw him walking in the parking lot. Butterflies were rising in my gut as I considered two years away from home in a white shirt and tie, while the non-LDS friends that attended my farewell would be returning to their dormitories with Scarface and Shaquille O’Neal posters hanging on the wall. I could not help vainly shuddering at the image of a future balder version of myself returning in two years wearing a poorly fitting CTR T-shirt. It felt like youth was ending abruptly that week. Seeing him was an incredibly welcome distraction from my fears. I caught up with him, and we stood next to the oak tree that we used to climb on to the roof of the church as kids.

      “Can you write me a letter and let me know how it is out there?” he asked.

      “Sure.”

      “Brother McCullough is still suggesting I work toward going too.”

      “Are you considering that?”

      “Not really.”

      Brian serving a mission felt like a ludicrous proposition at the time, but I knew that I should write him anyways. I wrote a reminder to myself in the front of the red missionary journal that I had purchased at Deseret Book.

      On an October day in 1996, long after the infectious religious fervor of missionary work had been incorporated into my personality, I was riding my bicycle through the narrow streets of a city in western Taiwan thinking about Brian. As my companion and I pedaled past the bustle of the train station, through the pungent scent of bean curd being sold by street food vendors, and between the beechnut stands with Chinese characters in neon lights, I began to describe Brian’s family. I told him about nine kids in a tiny house in a New York suburb, and that we were the only two Mormon boys in our huge school. He was intrigued. Over the noise of mopeds, Elder Wilson asked if I had written Brian. How had I forgotten this promise I had made fifteen months earlier?

      At nearly the same time, Brian received a call from his mother while on a shift at work. The stake president and the area General Authority had decided to make select visits to people in the stake, and Brian was on their list. They were at Brian’s house when she called.

      Understanding from the tone of her voice how badly she wanted him to come, he asked a coworker to cover for him. He took off his apron quickly, spit out the snuff in his mouth, and drove home. He only stayed five minutes and made no eye contact but agreed to meet with President Baxter on another occasion. Two weeks later, he drove to President Baxter’s house after his Taco Bell shift.

      “Brian,” President Baxter asked, “Tell me what you are doing with your life now?”

      Brian noted that he was working three jobs, taking classes at the community college, and had a girlfriend.

      “OK,” he said, “Those are all good things . . . what is your goal in life?”

      “What do you mean by goal?”

      “What can you see yourself doing in 10 years?”

      “Well,” Brian said, “I don’t really know . . . maybe move up the chain at a restaurant?”

      President Baxter showed Brian the paper he was writing on. In the top left corner, there were three small words written: “school,” “girlfriend,” “work.”

      “Does this seem like a full life to you, Brian?” he asked in a slow, whispering voice.

      Not really clear on what a full life meant to President Baxter, other than that it would include participating in church, he asked him to explain more.

      “What about getting married in the temple, serving a mission, pursuing a career? I know you well enough to know that you are a smart kid. You could do anything you wanted to.”

      As Brian was considering this statement, President Baxter picked up another paper and started frantically writing, in large letters, the goals that he thought would be attainable for him. He was writing rapidly, with multiple exclamation points. As he wrote, he was bobbing his head up and down like the conductor of an orchestra. Every goal he wrote down was punctuated with an exclamation mark.

      “Stable and loving family life!,” “Community Service!,” “Graduate degree!,” “Stable Job!,” “Business Leader!”

      President Baxter felt that it all started with a mission.

      In the aftermath of his writing, President Baxter was perspiring. His short and spiky hair was damp. Brian had seen numerous displays of passion from adults, but none started and ended with his potential.

      Brian showed up to church a few weeks later and told Bishop Guarneiri that he wanted to work toward a mission. Surely skeptical of the proposition, the bishop still appeased him by reviewing the necessary steps. By the next week, Brian was confessing infractions and submitting his tithing in cash piled inside a CD case (he had no bank account). Two weeks before I returned from my mission in Taiwan, Brian left for a mission to Europe.
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      More than twenty-five years have passed since Jim Abbott’s no-hitter, and I am standing at a corner on Market Street and thinking about contacting Brian. I follow his social media peripherally and know that he lives here. My career takes me to San Francisco every January, and every year I think about calling him, but always decide against it. Not feeling like the same kind of Mormon I was previously, I can’t stomach the idea of being a familiar face in a dark background to Brian.

      I saw him occasionally over the first few years of his marriage and then not at all after he attended my own wedding a few years later. That was nearly a decade before November 2015, when my family’s religious life seemed to become more complicated. We have had different experiences in Mormonism and, like hundreds of other families, have different ideas about how to proceed in the face of another ungraspable policy.

      I try to speak with my Jewish and Catholic friends about the difficulties of navigating Latter-day Saint and family life. These friends clearly can’t understand because they are unable to fathom a religion that is oriented around literal belief, full immersion, and converting others. They wear their necklaces with the Star of David or a Cross, enjoy holy days with their family, attend mitvahs and communions, and sing the songs of their people. Worrying about their degree of belief in the particulars is not a part of their experience. There is one day where a Jewish friend tells me about her “Mormon” coworker, who I discover lives a not-so-Mormon life. I tell her that he “used to” be Mormon, and she looks confused. Religious identity is not fluid in her world.

      These friends of other religions, regardless of specific personal beliefs, retain their religious identity, while the ex-Mormons and inactive Mormons I know seem to swim in the identity of what they are not. My wife and I attend a few functions with dozens of newly disillusioned and/or disenfranchised Mormons, who get together and blow off steam about gratuitous historical and political topics, in between the sad stories of painful falling outs with ardent family members. I meet many people trying to keep their family intact. There are those who don’t wish to attend but their spouses do, those who wish to attend and their spouses don’t, and couples in which neither wish to attend resulting in bitter conflict with their extended family. I have never been more grateful for my family, both immediate and extended, but I still feel the need to sort things out with therapy. A web search yields dozens of LDS psychologists that specialize in “faith transitions,” yet they are so in demand that I find it hard to get an appointment with any of them at a convenient time.

      Trying to forge a future that involves worshipping Jesus Christ and conveying religious morality to our kids, we try other churches, sometimes directly after our LDS services. At one point, we find ourselves as one of five to ten LDS families that attend a community-service oriented Unitarian church with floor to ceiling windows, wondering if we can find inspiration from a symbolic chalice that represents the “warmth of community.” We try other churches with rainbow flags hanging from their eighteenth-century stone edifices and smiling pastors in Air Jordans. They are all uplifting places, but none feel quite like home. They are not singing our songs or praying in a style that is familiar to us. At BYU, I would always hear people say that they disliked the culture but loved the gospel, and I would nod my head in agreement. That statement makes less sense to me now. I try to remember why we said that, and why we tried to generally deemphasize the idea that there even is a Mormon culture. In a faith that seems to emphasize belief at least as much as values, I can see how the disenfranchised and skeptical feel like there is little common currency left to share with their families.

      I begin to listen to the types of podcasts that interview the giants of that burgeoning wing of intellectual Mormonism that is less dogmatic and uses terms like “our faith tradition.” They are the authors whose books are an analgesic to Latter-day Saints around the world that look around at their congregations and wonder if they have gone mad, looking for some company to share the burden of acknowledgement that the type of belief we strive for seems elusive. Many of them normalize doubt while defending the faith—sometimes in ways that feel like creative obfuscations about the basic facts of sticky historical issues like the Book of Abraham, but at least tackle the issues with an acknowledgement of how hard they are to understand and accept. I am energized by this new language and relatable point of view, but I find that the discussions in podcasts only nip at the edges of tough issues, and never get too raw. As I consider my own situation and the plights of the families I have recently met, the conversations begin to sound like viewpoints of people who never really had to choose.

      One day at work, my fellow oncologist, a member of a Reformed Jewish congregation, expresses astonishment about an inactive Latter-day Saint patient with a terminal illness, who says she is estranged from most of her family because of religious disagreement. After I tell him that most LDS families are not like this, I begin to wonder if that is truly a strange occurrence across other religions. I can’t help looking at Mormonism through the lens of Judaism and, for a short time, become obsessed with the history of Judaism, wondering whether the fears of a watered-down version of Judaism were realized after the reform movement of the early 1800s. The religious history is too different for a useful comparison, other than providing a rough sketch of the various ways that religions can be meaningful to people.

      Disturbed by this view from the other side, I want to feel the wonder of a quintessential Latter-day Saint story of redemption, faith, and growth. I tell myself it is silly and selfish, after all that Brian has been through and overcome, to avoid him because of my own sheepishness. I decide to call him. He agrees to meet me at a sushi joint on Market Street. He will come over from work.

      He greets me as if I am a business acquaintance. He is wearing the type of millennial-inspired Bay area business wear that everyone else walking around San Francisco seems to wear. His tight jeans are not a denim color, and he has a button up shirt under a fleece that zips down at the top. The human part of him looks the same, but the clothes seem too large, or maybe his face looks too much like the Brian I knew to wear something like this. He has a beard, which is sort of auburn colored. It is as if adulthood grew onto him, as opposed to him growing into adulthood.

      His eyes still shift constantly as he speaks, just as I remember. His manner of speech, fast paced and heavy on details, is not typical for the Mormons I know. Yet I find that he is speaking a lot about church things. We rehash memories of our New Jersey life for nearly two hours.

      He works eighty hours a week and has a high position at one of the most profitable companies in the world. His limited spare time is spent between his bishop duties and shuttling his four kids around. He seems extremely happy and is a willing and sympathetic listener who clearly grasps the complexities of church life and has thought deeply about them. His life seems perfect. It is not just the worldly success that strikes me. There is a remarkably empathetic and kind look in his eye. I have no doubt that he has been a Brother McCullough–like figure to many struggling kids.

      As I speak with him, it strikes me that orthodoxy is a two-edged sword. Could a church of nonliteral believers have changed Brian’s life so dramatically? The same sort of orthodoxy or immersive nature of the church that seemed to save Brian and propel him into orbit is the very same force that seems to have repelled many other families. The magnitude of the seismic shock of disaffiliation in our faith seems far out of proportion to other faiths, but look at what that orthodoxy has done for Brian. The visit does leave me with a reminder of how remarkable this faith can be. Sharing stories about our past in New Jersey and his mission experience leaves me with deep feeling of inspiration and nostalgia. As beautiful as all of that is, I feel a slight distance between us, and I can’t decide if it is rational.

      I return home from the trip and am considering why I feel this distance. I am having a conversation with a Jewish patient who asks me if I can give a speech about cancer to her “Jewishly” group at the Jewish community center.

      “What does ‘Jewishly’ mean?” I ask.

      “To me, the word represents all of the people within the realm of Judaism. Those who are religiously Jewish, Yehudi Tarbuti (culturally Jewish), or participate in Jewish events with family and friends.”

      The idea of having a gathering that bonds all sorts of people under one broad religious and cultural umbrella is foreign to me. My Latter-day Saint friends say there is no such thing as a cultural Mormon because there is no singular Mormon culture. They recite the oft-repeated comment that our identity really is as a child of God. But I think they are missing one point. There is also no singular culture of Daoism, Catholicism, Judaism, or Buddhism, yet people in those groups can attend their niece’s weddings together in mixed company. Their leaders, to the best of my knowledge, are not making well-meaning directives to avoid counsel from a family member who does not believe literally. If there are leaders making those types of statements somewhere, they don’t have a high degree of visibility among the members. There is not the tacit exclusion of those who find the history of the religion unlikely, or the gender roles untenable.

      Mormons lack the distinct sartorial characteristics of the Orthodox Jews. There are no earlocks or dark hats and very few cultural emblems. Does the combination of intense immersion without acknowledging a culture exacerbate the thud of leaving the Church? We are not even supposed to say Mormon anymore. Several generations of LDS families, many of which are enormous, seem to have an increasingly varying style and degree of belief. I wonder if these families dream of baby blessings that emphasize family more and priesthood authority less and of family weddings that everybody could attend. People who leave, feel like they are gone.

      From this point of view, thirty-five years after I tried to make sense of Mormonism in our Jewish neighborhood, it is my dad’s second answer that seems most accurate to me—only orthodoxy lives outside the shadows. This does not change how grateful I am for the joy that many of us, especially Brian, have derived from the current system. I tell my Jewish colleague, after he asks me a series of questions based on the premise (fair or not) that the LDS Church is uniquely alienating to those who are not all in—that many religions have probably wrestled with the question of whether or not this joy and growth would be at risk if the seminal religious events were executed in a way that acknowledged and accepted that the same religious ceremony can have deeply literal meaning to some and mostly cultural to others. I selfishly hope that the answer is that it would not.

      My meeting with Brian in San Francisco led to other meetings, sometimes with his brothers. Several of Brian’s younger brothers followed behind him on a similar path. They tormented teachers and administrators at our high school, most of them never graduating, before making their own Mormon-fueled comebacks. They achieved the graduate degrees, marriage, career success, and the other measurables that seem to be beyond the reach of their troublemaking peers who didn’t have the church support or the mission experience. It is hard being Mormon, but it is not easy to not be one either.

      

      TL CANNON {timomothy.cannon@gmail.com} is a physician in the Washington DC area who has a fascination with culture and religion. He is married with three children.
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      It is a great irony of my life that my wife identified as queer but I was the one that felt sexually trapped. We were in a mixed-orientation marriage. She is asexual, or Ace, and I am straight. To say there was a disparity in desire is something of an understatement. My needs were largely invisible, even unknowable to the person to whom I was supposed to be closest. For a time, I felt that if my family fell apart, it would be due to my fundamental identity and needs. In other words, it would be my fault.

      Like many Mormons, I grew up in a sexually repressive environment. I’d wager mine was worse than most. For instance, I never got any version of The Talk. When couples kissed on TV, my mother, who was so kind and good in so many ways, would change the channel. I became deathly afraid of bringing up the word “girls,” lest my mother find out I knew that boys and girls were different. Shame was a regular companion—as a result, pornography became one, too. That’s the great irony of that parenting approach.

      But I got myself reasonably well adjusted before getting married and was excited for a healthy sexual relationship. My fiancée and I bought a newlywed book and read it out loud together in preparation for the big night. We learned in detail how each other’s bodies worked. I thought we were ready to start exploring.

      Our wedding night came. Like many LDS couples, our night ended without the fireworks we anticipated. The attempt at sex was too uncomfortable, too painful, and things sort of closed up for my wife as a result. But unlike most LDS couples, we didn’t have intercourse until nearly a year into our marriage. It didn’t stop being painful or uncomfortable for her until after the birth of our first child, several years later. When pornography entered the void of sex, I informed her—and remarkably, she wasn’t angry with me at all.

      But I was angry with myself. I thought it was all my fault. I hated myself for relying on porn and fought that battle with myself up and down for many years. It didn’t loosen its grip on me until I stopped hating myself, stopped feeling shame, and realized how normal my sexuality actually was, and how abnormal my marriage was. Turns out, it’s very normal for a straight man to want to have sex with a woman, and that’s why we have marriage and push it so hard on our young adults. It’s an essential part of life, even our doctrine.

      As I saw and understood the sex-shaped gap in our marriage, I developed a deep testimony of sex. It is so much more than just an outlet of physical need, though that is how it manifests at its core. Whether you look at the physical sensations experienced, the emotional bond formed, or the human life created, happy sexuality is a celestial order.

      And sexual attraction is about more than just intercourse. It’s the force that drives a couple together when the tumult of life would tear them apart. It makes it easier to forgive and look past faults in times of conflict. Regular physical contact breeds more than just children, it breeds trust and warmth. A couple without that attraction binding them cannot easily be one flesh, one soul.

      When I confessed to my wife about my pornography use, she gave me a hug but didn’t really say much. I was relieved there wasn’t further shame. But I learned much later that she also felt a deep sense of relief. After all, if I had porn, I had a sexual outlet that wasn’t her. She would no longer feel the obligation to have sex with her husband. I didn’t know anything about her orientation at the time, and she didn’t know the words for it, herself. But that’s the mentality that permeated our sexual relationship.

      It went on as long as it did because it seemed like we gradually found some success. From the wedding night on, I always sought her satisfaction first. Always. I could not personally be fulfilled if she wasn’t. And eventually it worked. As she told it to me, an Ace can still feel sexual feelings, including orgasm. However, it is more like a bodily function than the sensual experience that tempts and teases, a pressure that, like a sneeze, can nonetheless feel pleasurable when it is released. I did everything I could to invoke this throughout our marriage. But the eroticism that gives deeper meaning to such feelings and connects two mates never materialized for her. The release alone did not add up to much, and eventually, all she felt was the pressure.

      So it was no surprise to me when she finally did come out as Ace, about twelve years into our marriage. It sounded simple enough to understand at first and made sense. The encounters we did have were few and only ever initiated by me, the passion was one-sided, and my own body had never been of any interest to her—all sources of great sadness for me. I’d seen asexuality every day of my life for over a decade before it got the name.

      And when I finally saw what psychological pain my attempts at a sexual relationship brought on her, including my attempts to meet her needs, I put a stop to those attempts, making a firm commitment never to hold any sexual expectations of her again. It was one of those stupid bravery moments when life grants you the opportunity to be a martyr. I don’t regret volunteering to do it, but I was not prepared for everything I was about to experience—or stop experiencing. It was the end of so many things, not just sex. An entire life, a worldview, a stability I’d been building and relying on for twelve years. The marriage changed, and would not change back.

      As we learned over many years of trying, our coupling was something unnatural. My own body, my sexuality, were obtrusions, always an invasive force. It could work if it absolutely needed to; we did have two children after all. She could tolerate me and my drive to a point, but any intimate touch at all was either painful or uncomfortable in some way, and eventually I realized that my sexuality had become smothering. Facing the fact that your expression of love is actively harming its recipient was very difficult, but I decided to pull back.

      Within a week of my commitment not to seek sex anymore, she expressed how much happier, more relaxed, she was, and I could see her standing up on her own two feet. In truth, I found her new independence unsettling. I felt less relied on for emotional support than I used to be, and physical contact was limited to comfort hugs, and even those tapered off. We became mere roommates. She asked that, whatever my sexual needs were, I fulfill them . . . elsewhere, however I had to. And she was happier this way.

      Suffice it to say, this was not a recipe for a healthy marriage. But it was worse than just a crumbling relationship. My foundational understanding of my marriage, of marriage in general, of sealing ties, of the entire gospel was suddenly destabilized. No, it fell apart. Covenants were designed with a certain kind of relationship in mind. When that relationship fundamentally changes, shouldn’t the covenants? But they didn’t, and God didn’t come out and deliver any replacements or answers. I wasn’t told what I should do, where I should go, what He expected of me in this special situation. I was shoved up against my covenants like bars on a cage.

      I realized my choices lay in three different directions. Which was the least important to me: my covenants, my children, or my sexuality? I could keep my family and have extramarital affairs but break my covenants. I could divorce my wife and remarry, breaking up my family but rediscovering my sexuality and stay within the rules. Or I could somehow just stay in this marriage and keep my family and my covenants but give up an essential part of myself and open myself up to immense temptation and loneliness throughout my life. Which blessing was I most willing to sacrifice on the altar? Which aspect of my identity?

      The problem churned endlessly in my mind. Every day felt like a unique challenge. I didn’t know how I’d get to the other side of each day emotionally or spiritually intact. The feeling of powerlessness was unmatched. I could take nothing for granted and had to request new manna from heaven every morning. The daily efforts of dealing with so many unknowns left me utterly exhausted. Temptation beset me on every side; surely the rules were different for me in this bizarre situation.

      But there was no plan for people in my position. There were no theological mechanisms in place to solve my problem. My situation was not to be found in scriptures, and no solution has been proclaimed from a pulpit. My friends had no answers. I skipped my bishop and went straight to my stake president. He had no solution. I even spoke with a member of the Seventy. There was no balm of Gilead that could soothe those wounds.

      The fulcrums of our lives don’t have to tip us forward. While trials are not optional, growth is. This martyr moment was not simply going to be an act of endurance; it was something I’d have to either endure well, or not at all: grow and develop and shed so many of my flaws and insecurities, or fail, and fall, and self-destruct spiritually. It wasn’t a leap into the darkness—I was pushed.

      As so often happens after falling through such darkness, God eventually visited me with some light. It came in the form of a few certain talks by Elder Neal A. Maxwell. As I listened to him speak, two things happened: first, I felt God’s eye on me, His thoughts on me, His ears listening to me; second, I could see the plan of salvation stretching eternally in both directions, premortally and celestially, and I knew my place in it, and the place of my loneliness. There was a purpose to it, I absolutely knew it, and in that moment, my testimony of the gospel crystallized. I had no doubts. Like when you’re in love and all the songs on the radio suddenly make sense, so did my trials make sense in this gospel of Jesus Christ. I could even see myself more clearly in the mirror of my choices.

      God never did provide a ram in the thicket. I had to make a choice, and so I did. I loved my wife, and I decided to remain at her side for the foreseeable future. I spent a year training my heart and body to love my wife without desiring her. By her request, I peeled away my physical attraction to her, though I still felt attracted to women in general. Even if it was harder to know this new person, she was the real version of the woman I thought I knew all these years, and it was better to know and love the truth. That was the choice I made.

      I still haven’t told many people about all this. I am afraid of explaining it imperfectly, of my journey being judged unrighteously. Asexuality is so hard to understand without getting intensely personal. There is so much room for subjectivity, it is so easy to judge or outright deny for those for whom it is not a reality.

      And so, I don’t judge anyone for a different decision in a similar situation. Anyone who has ever felt trapped with eternal consequences at stake has my respect for the hell they’ve endured no matter what they did to get out. There was a time when I seriously considered going outside my covenants. Multiple times. I don’t know what God’s ultimate plan is for His sons and daughters in other such situations, or what He expects of the rest of them. That’s between them, not me and not you.

      Frankly, I don’t believe all His covenants were made for all of His children the way they’re set up now. Because whatever we preach from the pulpit doesn’t change the cold hard reality: there simply are multiple sexualities. I can’t deny the forces of identity that are transforming my life, my family, my eternity. Like the many queer children of God stuck between the Church’s teachings and the sexuality that defines their existence, I can’t preach it away or pray it away. And I’ve done a lot of praying.

      I have learned intimately the experience of those beautiful queer saints, and how few solutions there are to be found. Some have tried to force heterosexuality on themselves, locking themselves into the same cage I found myself in, having created children and formed eternal bonds but still torn asunder by the forces God put inside their bodies. Some literally break themselves trying to be and do what the Church asks.

      Why did He send so many of His children down to perform this impossible mission? I crave an answer to that question. I heard of a gay man who wrote in his suicide note, “I’m going to ask Heavenly Father why he made me this way.” No child of God should have to ask God that question to His face.

      Sexuality is inescapable. How we deal with our sexual impulses and identity will define our entire lives. The consequences are immense. That’s why rules and lines abound, why we have instituted marriage as the defining sexual relationship of our lives and placed so much cultural and theological emphasis on sexual roles and responsibilities—father and mother, dating and marriage, chastity and covenants. So when someone is homosexual or asexual, it should also matter. It shouldn’t be something we try to ignore or sweep under the rug or ask them to keep quiet.

      God instituted marriage as the proper place for the sexuality with which He gave us. But what about the other sexualities He created? What do we do with them? Where was mine supposed to go? Like the rest of the body, you can argue with your sexuality, but if you don’t learn to work with it, you will lose. We are told to bridle our passions, not destroy them. And yet some of us seem to be expected to, in fact, destroy them.

      I don’t know why God made my wife Ace, or why asexuality even exists, but it is a real thing, and I had to deal with it in my real life; I could not simply play theologian in the pews. I pray for and await another grand revelation. This is the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times when nothing shall be withheld, when all that was once kept hidden should be revealed and made known. Whether there be one sexuality, or many sexualities, they are plainly being manifest.

      My wife did not know about her sexuality before marriage. How could she? A sex drive can have many degrees, and most unfortunate of all, asexuality can look like righteousness in our culture. My wife told me that after Young Women’s lessons on chastity as a teenager, because she wasn’t tempted by sexual things at all she felt at the time she must be righteous! I would have thought the same thing in my youth (and indeed felt the exact opposite). It is deeply unfortunate that we associate sexuality so much with sin.

      Maybe if we as a church are open about the complications of sexuality and stop pretending that if our young people simply keep the law of chastity everything will work out for the best, and encourage them to actually understand themselves sexually, fewer well-meaning but naive young Saints will lock themselves into eternal covenants that they can’t possibly understand at the time—covenants that may not be meant for them. I don’t regret the thirteen years of my marriage, but if I’d known back then about the asexuality, I probably would not have entered into it. My wife wouldn’t have, either. It’s not a fair situation! Not to me, and certainly not to her—an asexual person should not be compelled by ignorance to enter into the obligation of sexual engagement that the partnership of marriage entails.

      So I don’t blame my wife, but neither do I blame God. It would be easy to. Sometimes life feels like God has thrown us into a cage with a dozen hungry monsters, but I believe He never fails to throw a knife in with us. Looking back, it is clear God ensured I had the resources to survive my trial. My weapon was a lesson I needed to start learning immediately: godly love. The love that transcends sexual attraction. I had a friend placed very purposefully in my life who admonished me to learn to love my spouse no matter what, even if it’s unreciprocated or one-sided—and how to sacrifice without building up resentment. That’s what real love is. God loves us even when he receives no love in return. Christ sacrificed for us before we ever loved or worshiped him.

      I learned to accept and love my wife for who and what she really was—not what I thought or wanted her to be. That lesson saved me from the instant bitterness that many might feel—and from a quick and bitter separation. I see the way we as members of the Church have treated members of the queer community and I think we need to learn the same lessons to save our two communities from permanent separation. The queer LDS community’s continued participation in the gospel shows they have learned this very love already.

      Attempts at mixed-orientation marriages do not traditionally have fairytale endings. I thought mine could be different. Ours concluded in divorce. Godly love turned out not to be enough for our marriage relationship, in the end. Despite our efforts, our paths ended up diverging just too much. Marriage was simply not the right institution for our unique relationship. Yet ours was not a parting of bitterness and resentment. We continue to love each other as family, and our lives will be intertwined forever. Godly love may not be enough to sustain a marriage, but it will sustain a family, albeit not one where man and woman are defined by our sexual roles.

      As I set out to remarry and rebuild, God’s ultimate vision for my family eludes me. But we remain bound by sealing ties. We did build something, and we will not let that unique creation be torn asunder. Even if it may not end up exactly as we envisioned, it can still end up as God envisioned. He is the master builder, not us, and we are not finished until He says we are.

      My family may yet require much sawing, cutting, and hammering to mold us into the shape we’re meant to be. There will be additions, renovations. The path to celestial life may not even look like celestial living in any given moment—that’s why I refuse to judge anybody else. Maybe my own choices will be challenged by someone with different values or priorities. I can’t point to mine and say look at this beautiful fairytale ending, not yet. It’s still one day of manna at a time. But that’s its own blessing, isn’t it? There’s still time. Until we’re out of this life, God is not done renovating. Not our souls, not our families, and not the living church itself.
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      Oh Ellie, how to start? I keep thinking about the temple. I guess I’ll start there.

      I put my temple clothes and my garments in a bag and buried the bag in the back of my closet when I was young, just out of college. I’ve carried it to every new apartment and house since, never sure what to do with it. It’s in the back of Dad’s and my closet right now. I wonder if you’ve ever seen it. You used to crawl into our closet all the time when you and your brothers played hide-and-seek.

      Sometimes, rarely, maybe four times in twenty years, I’ve taken the bag out and touched the white fabric—the cotton, the silk, the lace. I can remember then, so clearly, how the garments felt when I used to wear them. Every time I’ve done this, I’ve cried.

      For a long time, your dad didn’t know I had the bag, but he found me crying over it once. We had a terrible fight that day.

      He’s never understood that part of me. He doubts that I can be settled in the choices I have made, how I can have married him, had you kids and raised you like I have, but still feel conflict, regret, sorrow about religion—religion being the dirtiest word he can think of. He has always been afraid of faith. Afraid of me, really. That I would snap back to some puritanical position toward life, that I’d wake up and say I want to be a practicing Latter-day Saint again.

      Faith is something he’s never felt, and so he mistrusts it in all its forms, even the barely living form I still carry around. The time he found me with the bag was a long time ago, before you were born. That was the last fight we ever had about the issue. I think we both sensed the danger—it was a truly ugly fight, I am sorry to say—and we have silently, since then, acknowledged it as untouchable territory, something we cannot talk about. It’s one of the reasons I never talk about it with you.

      In fact, Ellie, it’s funny how I would never say any of this to you but here I am writing it. Not that funny because I’ve always been more comfortable writing things down than saying them, especially hard things. It used to perplex your dad when we were dating, the way I wouldn’t have it out with him in the moment but would turn up a day or two later with a letter about whatever it is we were disagreeing about. I’m still that way. I wonder if I will actually give you this letter. I’ll have to decide later. Maybe I’ll read it over in a year or two and laugh to think I ever felt the need.

      I’m not surprised that I’m writing this letter to you and not your brothers. There are things about me I want you to know, things about life that I want to tell you. Things I want to warn you about or spare you from. I have never worried for your three brothers the way I worry for you—because you are a girl in the world, because you’re my girl. You are on the edge of so much, the end of high school, all that comes next. I look at your sweet teenage face, and I see the future, and I have such feelings. Fear and hope, all mixed together.

      There’s so much to explain—I’m in the sunroom, my usual spot in the corner chair. You’re still at school, and I have hours until you’ll be home, and I’m just staring out the window, watching the ropes of the willow tree moving in the wind.

      
        
        *

      

      

      The other day you were out here with your friend Amanda after school. The two of you sitting on the rug, doing a school project. And I was in this very chair, writing something, but really just listening to you being your sweet, silly selves. Then something happened. It was the smallest thing really. You said, “We should cut out some pictures of plants and paste them around!” You looked so excited. You leaned toward the piled-up gardening magazines in the rack beside my chair. Amanda pursed her lips. “That’d be too busy,” she said. And you instantly wiped the eagerness from your face and nodded.

      
        
        *

      

      

      It was nothing, really. Just a poster! But your face changed so suddenly, the excitement hid itself away so completely. And it was this tiny suppression of yourself, something I hadn’t seen in quite this way in you before and have never seen in your brothers. You did it so readily. It left me cold.

      The older you get the more I worry you’ll become practiced in that art, womanly art that it is. The more I fear you won’t even show eagerness until you’ve looked for acceptance. I am so afraid of this for you. I want to warn you against these surrenders of the self. Surrenders the women in my family, me prime among them, have too easily made. They seem like such nothings at the time. But they grow and grow.

      If only it were as simple as some “be true to yourself” slogan. What is much harder is even knowing where your eagerness lies, and if it lies in several places, where to stand, how to protect the territory of yourself. How to know what really matters.

      I can’t think that I really know how to help you, but Ellie, I wish I did! I wish I could! It’s this that’s making me think so strongly of my young self, facing my faith and trying to figure out my heart. The decisions I made surrounding that seem to me to be my most fundamental self-surrenders. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it, about you, since that afternoon.

      To tell you about them, I have to tell you about the temple. Of course, you know that’s not where regular church services are, since you’ve been to a few of those. Never on ordinary Sundays, since that would have just killed your dad, but I’m sure you remember the services when some of your baby cousins were blessed.

      The temple is something else entirely. I think you mostly know about it from weddings. That’s the reason we’ve never gone to any of your older cousins’ wedding ceremonies—they’ve all been in the temple, and you have to be an adult member of the Church who has been endowed to go.

      It’s funny to think that there are words that have never needed explanation in my life, words like “temple” and “endowment” that are like the word “fork” or “bed” to me. But you’re not LDS in any real sense. (Though I can’t help but think it’s in you in some ghostly form. The way you’re so hard on yourself, or even the way you play piano, all those moving thirds and fifths you improvise. Do you even know those are hymn chords, that you learned those note progressions from me?)

      So let me explain. The real heart of the temple is the endowment ceremony, which is basically the ceremony in which you commit to the faith as an adult and in which, in response to your covenanting, you are endowed with knowledge. It’s this rite of passage, this big thing that is supposed to deepen your understanding and offer new realms of peace and guidance, and it’s also something with this very physical change associated with it—the garments. You put them on when you go to the temple for your first time.

      Garments were everywhere when I was growing up. All the adults I knew wore them. They’re underclothing, tops and bottoms. For men, it’s basically like wearing a white undershirt and extra-long white boxers. For women, it’s a little stranger. The tops are like camisoles with cap sleeves. There are various necklines: scoop, princess, square. And the bottoms are like drapey white biker shorts. You wear them under everything, the closest thing to your skin. Your bra goes on top of the garments. (How ridiculous this all seems to explain, but you have to know to understand.) You can take the garments off to swim or work out, and, of course, to shower and all that. But otherwise, you’re supposed to wear them all the time.

      All your aunts and uncles on my side wear them. You probably haven’t noticed, but that’s just because you don’t know what to look for. For me, I can always tell if someone is wearing them because of the lines they create under your clothing, a scoop near the neck, lines under pants just above the knee. After I stopped wearing mine, I tried to wear thick clothing around my family whenever I visited, hoping they wouldn’t notice. Of course they did, though. There were enough occasions when my skirt was a hair too short and they should have seen garments when I sat but didn’t, when I bent over and my skin showed instead of my garments.

      You know lots of stories about me from college. And lots about me and Dad in college together. The story of me and the temple is in and around all those other stories, and what amazes me most after all these years is how easy it’s been not to tell it. I’ve pulled that vital cord from the stories and made them whole and lovely without it. I’ve been so thorough that I often don’t even think of it myself.

      The first time the temple came up was just before I left for college. The bishop of my ward back home asked me if I’d thought about going through the temple. I was surprised. Men go through the temple when they’re just out of high school, right before their missions, but women don’t usually go through the temple that young. They usually wait until they’re twenty-one and going on a mission (actually that’s changed now to nineteen, but that was the age when I was young) or until they’re getting married, which sometimes happens at nineteen, I must admit, but which is usually a little later. Or if neither of those happens for them, no mission, no marriage, they’ll go through when they feel ready, usually sometime in their late twenties. (When I was young, I always felt sad for the women who didn’t have a momentous event compelling them, who just did it one day, no big hoopla. No one ever said it was sad, but I felt it—the smell of thwarted dreams coming up through the perfume of the day. I laugh at this now, as if twenty-eight were old! But back then it seemed tragically past hope).

      Anyhow, what matters for what I’m explaining is that for the bishop to suggest that eighteen-year-old me consider going to the temple felt like a grand compliment. I left his office flattered. Looking back, I wonder if he feared that exactly what happened to me in college would happen and hoped to bind me to the Church early, to protect me. But I didn’t really think that at the time. The idea that I would leave would have been completely preposterous to me.

      I might, in fact, have gone to the temple then, at age eighteen, if it hadn’t been for the garments. I didn’t want to wear them. I had never in my life worn anything sleeveless, and even though I was ashamed to put off unlocking the mysteries of the kingdom for the sake of tank tops, that’s in large part what it came down to. I didn’t want to have to explain my funny underwear to my new college roommate. It wasn’t like I wanted to turn into a rebel in revealing clothes, so I didn’t articulate my hesitancy by saying I didn’t want to wear garments, but I did say I didn’t feel a strong calling to go to the temple at the time, so why rush.

      And then college happened. I went to Boston specifically to get away from Utah, to experience something bigger and broader, and I did. I made lots of new friends, saw all these different ways of thinking about things. During that time, I did a good deal of blustering about my various degrees of doubt, though never out loud to anyone other than my close LDS friends. And then only from the safe position of being a good Mormon girl—I paid my tithing, went to church, didn’t drink or smoke, didn’t fool around. (“Fool around” is actually your dad’s phrase—one that I appreciate for its vagueness and also the sense of fun it implies. The words the Church uses—“petting,” in particular—are much more embarrassing.)

      I say I blustered, but in truth, I was troubled by it all. There were things I doubted, doctrines that grated, rifts between my feelings and my thoughts on certain subjects that seemed impossible to mend: doctrines about gender, doctrines about revelation and obedience, the list went on and on. I wrote in my journal about it night after night, and I felt the beginnings of estrangement. But there I was, a sixth-generation Latter-day Saint. Did I really think I was going to up and become a Congregationalist, a Quaker? What was the point? Leaving religion altogether was so fantastical a thought that it didn’t even occur to me then.

      There was something else too, something that would be easy to leave out, that I would seem nobler without. But to be honest I have to say there was embarrassment. It wasn’t just that I was intellectually troubled by, say, the old doctrine of polygamy or the Church’s stance toward homosexuality. Most of my friends in college were dismissive of faith in general and would have been dismissive of me if I had ever talked about it with them. I could get all worked up just thinking about it—those prejudiced jerks! But it was too internalized for that most of the time. I never wanted to talk about my faith with them anyway. There was too much to explain. And what was at the heart of it always seemed much too unspeakable.

      I never felt comfortable with the language of the Church, the standard professions of belief. They sounded tinny. Corporate, even. “I’d like to bear my testimony. I know the Church is true. I know Joseph Smith is a true prophet”—you’ll hear that a dozen times a meeting. The LDS Church is a church of bureaucrats and laymen. We have no paid clergy. Just regular folks who get up in church week after week and sometimes speak beautifully but much more often speak awkwardly and along standard lines. And sure, there’s something great about that—the unpretentiousness of it. But instead of joining that shared voice, I’ve always retreated into silence or very carefully worded phrases. I still find it nearly impossible to talk about faith of any sort without evacuating myself and putting on some pose, some distanced voice: “Latter-day Saints believe. . . .” “The doctrine is. . . .”

      So there I was, embarrassed, questioning, and stirring myself up into a real furor about the whole thing when something happened. That something was your dad. We met toward the end of my freshman year, and he swept into my life like . . . a novel. New York, Nantucket—you know all of it because it’s your life. It’s mine now too. But to me back then it was like stepping into something I’d only ever read about. And, of course, you know your dad is loving and kind and good and smart and funny and wonderful. Ellie, in this letter I hope you will above all know that I love your dad and all of you kids! I don’t unwish my life! You are my happiness. This is a beautiful life!

      But there we were, college kids, and as time went on, he was interested, unshockingly, in doing a little more than kissing. And bit by bit, I went along with it. The trauma this caused me might seem funny to you, but it was a huge break for me. My questioning of my faith had always been safe because I was faithful in deed, if not always in thought, and that was proof of my devotion. I could say whatever I wanted as long as everyone knew where I really stood. It was part of my identity. The same thing that made me want to get good grades made me want to be a good girl—one more opportunity to excel! And for one measly guy, a fantasy really, I was losing myself.

      There’s a real ranking system in LDS doctrine. Murder is worst. Breaking the law of chastity is next in line. I realize as I write that phrase—the law of chastity—that it might not have a definite meaning to you. Let me be clear. It means sex, and who is allowed to have it. Married couples only. And even though we hadn’t broken “the law of chastity” yet, we were pushing things. My non-Mormon friends would have thought all that anguish over a little petting (egads! that word!) was perplexing, and I certainly couldn’t say anything about it to my LDS friends. They would have understood why it was so awful, but they never would have looked at me the same. So there I was, floundering, feeling alone and miserable. And then your dad and I slept together. (I’m sure these details about our physical intimacy are absolutely mortifying to you. I’m sorry! But it matters. So here we are. You can grimace if you have to.)

      I broke up with him a week later, the both of us sobbing and blubbering and arguing for hours, days really, until we were exhausted and I slunk away, horrified about hurting him and ruining everything. Of course, you know we got back together my senior year, and I will come to that, but nineteen-year-old-me was afraid and grieving. I felt like I had seen emptiness, had seen what it might be like to be without the Church, had felt that cavernous longing and loneliness. If I wasn’t the golden child, who was I? I wanted back in.

      I felt like it was time for me to accept myself, to finally say once and for all, stop wrangling! Who do you think you’re fooling? This is who you are! Your ancestors walked barefoot across the plains to get to Zion, then scraped out lives in the desert, and you think snotty little you is in any position to tell them they sacrificed for no good reason? You think you’re ready to throw it all away? Baloney.

      I wanted to prove that I was spiritually mature, that I could embody that grand compliment the bishop had given me before I’d gone and ruined everything. But I will say that was only the trimming of my urge to go through the temple, not the heart of it. At the heart of it was a tender spot of faith I’ve never really been able to articulate. Because your dad and I slept together, I had to wait a year. That’s a rule. And that entire year I felt that spot of faith grow brighter and brighter. I could sit back and feel it like the warmth of the sun.

      
        
        *

      

      

      And then the day came, a week before I went back to school for my senior year.

      Your dad has always scorned the architecture of LDS temples. I see what he’s saying. Their exteriors are often a little fantasy-ish—an inclination toward blazing white spires everywhere. But I’ve never been able to condemn them so roundly. I grew up on that aesthetic too much to fully reject it. And the Bountiful temple that first day could not have been more beautiful to me.

      I remember driving with my mother up toward the temple, warm August sunshine giving all the dry brush on the whole hillside a soft golden glow. Inside the bride’s room, where nonbridal little me was still led to put on my white temple dress and prepare myself for the endowment ceremony, that same light poured through the stained-glass windows. Most stained-glass windows are bright primary colors, but these were pale purple and ivory. The ceilings in the room were perhaps thirty feet? I can’t exactly recall. But that light. It was beautiful. The dress I’d picked out had mother-of-pearl buttons, pin tucks, and a high satin neck. I looked at myself there in the filigree-framed mirror, the light glowing off me in my temple dress, and I thought I had never looked more beautiful. Of course, you know that I am vain and that feeling beautiful matters to me more than it should. But it truly does matter to me, and it’s only a feeling I have when I have a sense of well-being.

      The endowment ceremony was ritualistic—hand signs, particular words and names to memorize, standing up and sitting down at particular times to show my consent and my covenanting. “Covenanting”—another word I understand instinctively but that won’t mean much to you. It means promising, but two ways. I make promises to God, and He makes promises to me in return. But it’s more than that, actually. You also make promises to your fellow saints, and they make promises to you. It’s a communion of promises. A sturdy structure. Mutuality. I’m still moved by it.

      I wasn’t surprised by the ritual, strange as it might have seemed to an outsider, and I felt such peace, such complete un-embarrassment, as if I could at last embrace every bit of LDS peculiarity, could know that not a soul in the room looked down on me for my faith, irrational, clunky, or inarticulate as it may have been.

      
        
        *

      

      

      I left the temple that day wearing garments, an adult Latter-day Saint woman. I left feeling quiet, as if I had gathered the pieces of myself up and simply wanted to hold them close for as long as I could, as if I might scatter them again with words of any sort.

      In the days after, I stayed quiet, but it became a morose quiet, a silent anxiety. It was the garments. I was too aware of my body. Parts of me that I was used to ignoring were suddenly signaling my brain at all times. My thighs, covered with fabric. My waist, bunched with fabric where the garment tops tucked into the bottoms. My back. My arms. It was the heat of our little house in August, the way the sweat gathered where my bra covered my garment top. It was the agony of going through my wardrobe. I’d known the shorter skirts and the sleeveless dresses would be out, but I hadn’t expected that so many of my shirts would have necks that were too wide or that so many shirts would be a little too short, the garment showing when I leaned forward or lifted my arms. I hadn’t expected that so many of my knee-length skirts would, in fact, not quite cover the bottom of the garments. I moped around and cried. And then I went back to college.

      I figured I would get used to garments soon enough. That it was a little something like the strangeness you had when you got your braces off, the way your teeth felt huge and slick for a week, and then you adjusted and could hardly remember that feeling. But I remained acutely aware of them. I looked at every girl I passed and assessed her outfit, garment friendly or not? The slightly sheer sweaters, low-rise jeans, tank tops—I was ashamed of my envy of them. And in the moments when it was possible that someone saw my garments—when I crossed my legs and my thigh showed a little too much or when, worst of the worst, I changed at the gym, I was embarrassed and ashamed of my embarrassment.

      But all in all, even with the swirl of distress about the garments, I felt a power I hadn’t felt before. A slight settling. I had hoped for a final settling, but slight was enough.

      They’d just finished a new temple in Boston, a short drive from school, and all that year I went to the temple every Wednesday night. Sitting in the temple, wearing my dress, feeling like I belonged with “my people” was, until I had you children, the happiest I have ever felt.

      That year was also when more of the stories you already know begin. Your dad had graduated and moved to New York for his first job after my freshman year, but when I was a senior he was back in Boston for business school. We started to see each other again, at first just dinner. But then more. I hadn’t seen him in a year and a half, and I felt an irresistible pull, like cords tightening. I remember the first time he finally touched me again. It was just his hand on my arm, but I felt it like a shock through my body, a jolt of pleasure and love. All I wanted was more.

      We’ve told you all those stories, our crazy middle of the night calls and walks, our sudden road trips, how hard we fell for each other, so much more than before. How wonderful it was to rediscover him. And every bit of that is true and bears repeating. I’m afraid reading this letter you’ll get the wrong idea. That’s one reason I might not give it to you. I want you to know I chose your dad every bit of the way, that I fell in love with him, that I have loved him every day since and still do.

      But I suppose the whole point of this letter, or one of the points, is for me to tell you that it would be easy if feelings were always clear, if one good feeling didn’t conflict with another.

      All within a week or so of us seeing each other again I told him about garments and about deciding to go through the temple, how it was a challenge but wonderful too. I remember the exact bench we sat on during that conversation, just a few blocks from my dorm. It was a warm night, and very late, and even though it was a busy street during the day it was almost silent at night, just the occasional cab going by. He listened so intently, leaning toward me, his eyes warm and wide, and partway through he put his hand on top of mine, the same pure pleasure flowing through me at his touch. I actually remember going home and writing in my journal, “John is so so good. He seems to understand all the sides of me.” I remember that all these years later because I went back to that entry a lot of times and reread it. I wondered later how I could have thought that. Your dad is so so good, that part is true. But he does not understand all the sides of me.

      Before, I had felt pressure, as if I were proving I was the sort of person he’d want, some game of sophistication, but now I just wanted to spend every moment with him, and I almost didn’t think about what I was doing as I pressed the boundaries of the law of chastity. Again, what a terrible phrase that is, but I use it because that’s the specific phrase they use during the temple ceremony. The covenanting is fairly broad—promising to obey the law of the gospel, to consecrate your time and talents to building the kingdom. More words that might mean nothing to you, but just know they mean a general sort of faithfulness and participation. But then there is a very specific covenanting to obey the law of chastity. It’s the only specific commandment that gets broken out. And there I was, once again troubled by it but now with much higher stakes. We were still in fairly safe territory, and I was still wearing my garments, going to church, being my newly revitalized LDS self and figuring, hey, who knows what I’m doing with this guy, but I love him too much to do anything else. I actually fantasized that he might convert.

      And then after months of togetherness, one day I just knew something was up. Your dad had been droopy-eyed and sadly affectionate all day, handling me the way you would an old photograph, an edge of nostalgia in his touch. Finally, late that night, I nudged him and asked what was wrong. After a long pause, he said he couldn’t ever marry a Mormon girl. And that was that. I slipped out of his arms and caught a cab back to my dorm. I fell asleep berating myself—what had I thought would happen? I cried all the next day and then the day after that. But I was also relieved, in a way. It was time to gather myself back up again and march forward with my Latter-day Saint life.

      But then your dad showed up on my doorstep, desperate. He didn’t know what he wanted. He wanted me. He didn’t know. It was quite a scene. And, of course, you know we got back together—I was still crazy about him. But everything had changed. He couldn’t put his hand on top of mine and listen to me talk about the temple anymore. He was trying to put me into his life, and he said he couldn’t have that kind of religion in it. He couldn’t stand that I felt guilty about what we were doing. Couldn’t raise his children in the Church, in any church. He didn’t want a Mormon wife, even though he wanted me. And for me part of the problem was that he was so sure while I was trying to cope with uncertainty. I was so vulnerable to attack. Again, it may seem funny that we were these kids thinking and talking about our lives in these terms—our children, marriage, all of that. But Dad and I were always serious like that.

      I wanted to cling to my faith. He couldn’t stand it, couldn’t stand me, but wanted me, wanted me. Your dad pushed me—did I really believe x, y, and z? And I saw more and more of my own inconsistencies, my own shakiness. We started sleeping together again (sorry again for the details!) It was so gradual that by the time it happened niggling over the details felt crazy. But I cannot overstate how ravaged by guilt I was. I’d made promises. And now I’d broken them. Still, I kept going to church, kept wearing my garments. For a short time, I even kept going to the temple even though I was in direct violation of my covenants. I told myself my life was complicated, and that some conflicts were unresolvable and that being a hypocrite was just being a reasonable person in the world—consistency was too much to ask, too painful to consider.

      I was also increasingly unsure that I could hack it as a Latter-day Saint, even if we broke up. What if, instead of your dad, I married some nice Mormon man. Was I going to wake up at forty with three kids and tell him I wanted out? I couldn’t shake that fear. But I also couldn’t bear the thought of leaving, of never going to the temple again, of giving up the sweet, unembarrassed peace I felt there.

      I am sure you will wonder if it really had to be so black and white, in or out. And I can only answer by telling you that you don’t understand the Church. It is, in fact, black and white, in or out. I suppose I could have lingered in it, but it would have been a crippling half-life. There is very, very little place in the Church for the undevoted. I did my best to cling to that small both-in-and-out territory, until I just couldn’t.

      And so I took off my garments and put away my temple clothes, which really meant putting away the Church and that part of myself. Your dad said he wanted nothing to do with it; it had to be my choice. But not too long after I did, we got engaged, got married, had you kids.

      In the years since then I still feel clinging edges of embarrassment whenever anyone learns I grew up in Utah and asks, as they so often do, if I am Mormon. I never know what to answer, even still. The question always freezes my heart. There is such judgment in that question. I have seen clear relief pass over too many people’s faces when I’ve answered that question no.

      I stopped going to the temple before I stopped going to church—part of that attempted half-life. But on my last visit to the temple, just as I was finally deciding I was breaking myself apart with my dishonesty and couldn’t go on, I carried my temple bag in, changed into my temple dress, and went in feeling heavy, verging on tears.

      At the end of the temple ceremony, you pass through a veil—just a curtain, really, but meant to represent the thin division between earth and heaven, mortality and beyond, a division Latter-day Saints always call “the veil.” After passing through, you enter the celestial room, which is always the grandest room in the temple—white, light, perfectly peaceful. You can sit there and think and pray for as long as you want. That night, the last night I would ever be in a temple, I went through the veil and entered the celestial room and fell apart. I sat in a corner of the celestial room sobbing for almost an hour. I know the word “sobbing” is melodramatic, but it was the sort of crying you can’t control, the kind that catches in your throat and shakes your body.

      I am still not sure if I cried so long and so hard because I knew I was giving up something that I shouldn’t have been giving up or because I was simply mourning a loss that was inevitable and for the best, though sad.

      But I do know, Ellie, that I want you to be very careful. I don’t take back what happened. I love you all so much. I love Dad! But I wish I had been more careful. I wish I had been gentler with myself. I wish I had tolerated my uncertainty to a greater degree. I wish Dad had tolerated my uncertainty more too. I wish I had kept parts of myself for myself only.

      But perhaps this letter shows how untrue that is, how desperate we are to share all of ourselves. Ellie, I have always wanted to share my spiritual self with someone and never have. I could never handle the blazing devotion of my fellow Latter-day Saints, and I could never find myself at home in the clear atheism of your dad’s world. I wish I could share myself with you. I see now that this might be a foolish letter. Too much to give to a teenager. Even in a year or two.

      You’ll be home from school any minute. What am I going to do with this letter? I’ll tuck it away for now, I guess? Maybe in the bag? Maybe you’re enough like your dad that you’ll never need to find stability in uncertainty the way I needed to. Perhaps all I will do is watch you more closely. Perhaps all I will do is pray for you in that silent, strange, muddled way I pray.

      

      CHARITY SHUMWAY {charityshumway@gmail.com} is the author of two novels, Bountiful (By Common Consent Press, 2020), winner of the Association for Mormon Letters 2020 Novel Award, and Ten Girls to Watch (Washington Square Press, 2012). She earned an MFA in creative writing from Oregon State University and a BA in English from Harvard College. She and her family live in the Hudson Valley.
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        Watching the boy rage into being

        I recall the parting restraints

        Arranged through infancy ascending

        Through tantrum to disenchantment

        With earthly fathers to loftier faults

        Setting oneself abreast and ahead

        With raiments cast in the sides of the north

        O by this light do not wrong him he is

        Too scrupulous that way it is his vice

        No I am no prophet I just know this

        Travail behind maturity is so well traced

        It passes through far countries clambering

        Up yon distant mountain

        To prospect for oneself and Christ

      

      

      

      JOSEPH MORGAN {ijamesmorgan8340@gmail.com} was born in Eastern Idaho and following his mission chose to make Idaho Falls his home. Between the time committed to his family, his faith, and his work as an agricultural advisor, he cultivated his own private love of literature and taught himself to write as well as he could. His writing tries to offer an answer to what poetry, a poetry of Idaho, and a Mormon poetry might be.
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      THERIC JEPSON is the editor of Irreantum, the author of Byuck and Just Julie’s Fine, and the last person you want to see when your timing belt busts. This is his seventh poem to appear in Dialogue. He lives in El Cerrito, California, with his wife and three of their children, all of whom look forward to the upcoming hundredth anniversary of the Berkeley Ward (https://berkeleyward.org/100). Visit him at thmazing.com or subscribe to thmazing.substack.com.
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        I feel your breath upon my neck—the heat

        and dampness of each sigh, the way each pant,

        each lungful pulls at me. Your eagerness

        echoes throughout the lonely dark. A fear

        expands into my chest and penetrates

        my soul. I feel your touch upon my back⁠—

        your body’s overflowing warmth consumes

        me, fills my heart with an uneasy stillness.

        I lie here next to you, afraid of you,

        afraid of what you are, of what you’ll take

        from me when hunger overwhelms your sleep.

      

      

      

      D. A. COOPER {dacooper4@gmail.com} is a poet and writer from Texas. His work has also recently appeared in the ARCH-HIVE, Irreantum, New Verse Review, THINK, and Wayfare, among others. He enjoys translating dialect poetry from Italy, watching The Office, and looking at trees.
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        i am a good person

        i tell myself

        i am a good person

        i feel remorse

        as i lead the kid

        to my knife

        as i tenderly pull

        away his pelt

        it clings to his muscles

        like a reluctant soul

        cleaned and cut

        with a strict	 sober eye

      

      

      
        
        i am stitching the path

        i took to get here

        i am stitching a way out

        can you admire the way

        i construct my guilt

        how i hide it in a coat

        i took as my own

        how i feel every coarse memory

        i am finding myself crying

        for what i have done

        i am finding myself crying

      

      

      KYLE HUNTER {kylemartinhunter@gmail.com} writes and wrangles his five kids in Indiana. His kids force him to practice law so they can have extravagances like food and instrument lessons, when he would much rather use his degree in oil painting. His poems have appeared in various journals, including Main Street Rag, Abbey, DASH, Rat’s Ass Review, So It Goes, and others. In his free time, he also helps edit the 50, a poetry anthology (https://x .com/the50anthology).
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        David Golding and Christopher Cannon Jones, eds. Missionary Interests: Protestant and Mormon Missions in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2024. 230 pp. Paperback: $26.30. ISBN: 978-1501774430.

      

      

      The book Missionary Interests: Protestant and Mormon Missions in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, edited by David Golding and Christopher Cannon Jones, provides a significant contribution to the historiography of Christian missions by comparatively examining Protestant and Mormon missionary efforts in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The work stands out for exploring connections, tensions, and parallels between these religious traditions, bringing together research presented at a symposium held in 2019 in Salt Lake City.

      Laurie F. Maffly-Kipp’s preface sets the tone for the collection, describing Christian missions as a kind of experimental laboratory that reveals the complexities of missionary work and the dynamics of power and culture involved (vii–viii). Maffly-Kipp argues that Christian missions, in all their variants, are historical and social experiments that reconfigure values, identities, and cosmologies. She writes that comparing Protestants and Mormons reveals fundamental questions about religious authority, conversion strategies, and what constitutes missionary success (viii–ix). The book’s goal, as outlined in the editors’ introduction, is to expand the understanding of Christian missions by examining the parallels and interactions between Protestants and Mormons in global contexts. This comparative approach is innovative, given that these two traditions have often been treated separately in previous studies.

      The editors emphasize that, while Protestantism and Mormonism share traits such as evangelistic zeal and the use of communication technologies, their missions often clashed due to doctrinal differences and competition for converts. The book seeks to address the lack of dialogue between these traditions in historiography by bringing together experts to explore their intertwined histories.

      The collection is organized into eleven chapters, structured chronologically, spanning the early nineteenth century to the late twentieth century. Each chapter tackles a specific issue, often linking missionary efforts to broader historical and cultural contexts. For example, the chapters explore topics such as the impact of missions on Indigenous communities, the role of technology and photography in missionary work, and the relationship between missions and colonial projects.

      One of the book’s most notable contributions is its interdisciplinary and comparative approach. The chapters use diverse historical sources, from missionary diaries to photographs and institutional reports, to offer a broad and detailed view of missionary praxis. By adopting a comparative perspective, the book transcends the limitations of previous studies that often focused on just one tradition.

      This approach elucidates common and divergent themes, such as the authority to preach and the participation of women in missionary work. The work also examines how missions influenced and were influenced by political and social contexts, such as colonialism and shifts in global power dynamics. Challenges faced by missions are discussed as well, including natural disasters, cultural resistance, and issues of race and gender.

      Particularly intriguing are the chapters that explore how missions often perpetuated ideas of cultural and racial superiority, even as they sought to convert and “civilize” others. This tension is particularly evident in interactions between missionaries and Indigenous or non-Christian communities, wherein concepts of “progress” and “modernity” shaped conversion strategies.

      Another highlight of the book is its analysis of the theological and cultural issues that shaped Protestant and Mormon missions. The introduction notes the lack of missiology among Mormons compared to Protestants, who developed a rich tradition of missionary theory (6). This difference reflects distinct approaches to missionary practice and theology but also reveals how both traditions faced similar challenges when engaging with non-Western cultures.

      The work holds great relevance for scholars of religious history, cultural studies, and missiology. By highlighting the interconnections between Protestant and Mormon missions, the book challenges traditional narratives and offers new perspectives on the impact of missions on the formation of national, racial, and religious identities. The comparative analysis also encourages a reevaluation of how missions shaped global Christianity and the dynamics between religion and power.

      Missionary Interests is an essential contribution to understanding Christian missions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. By bringing together innovative and comparative perspectives, the work illuminates the complexities of Protestant and Mormon missions, challenging assumptions and opening new avenues for research. With its focus on global connections and local issues, the book offers a vital starting point for future studies on the impact of Christian missions in global history.

      

      FERNANDO PINHEIRO {kingfuim@hotmail.com} is a historian and doctoral candidate at the Federal University of Alagoas (UFAL), specializing in the history of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Brazil. He is also the author of books on the subject. A history professor, he lives in Maceió, Alagoas, with his family.
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        Fatimah Salleh and Margaret Olsen Hemming. The Book of Mormon for the Least of These. Vols. 1–3. Draper, UT: By Common Consent Press, 2020, 2022, 2023. 176–400 pp. Paperbacks: $9.70–$15.95. ISBNs: 978-1948218238, 978-1948218580, 978-1948218993

      

      

      Too frequently, I have the experience of anxiously awaiting Sunday School to start so I can ask about a text from the week’s reading that’s relevant to what’s happening in the world, only to be disappointed in some way—usually by no one else seeing what I saw or no one else thinking that what I saw is important enough to discuss. That recurring experience is frustrating and makes me feel unseen, but more importantly, it makes our faith feel shallow. Additionally, to go to church again and again to study a sacred text unique to us, a text that gives us more of Christ’s word—a Christ whose most fundamental ethic is loving our neighbor as ourselves—and to also watch that sacred text be ignored for the rich justice text that it is, or worse, to also be utilized as a tool of oppression like the Bible, is a profoundly frustrating and exhausting experience. It’s further frustrating to see the Book of Mormon speaking to the most pressing issues of our day, whether it’s warning us of the dangers of capitalistic greed or teaching us how to care for the poor and otherwise marginalized, but we gloss over it in Sunday School, assuming we talk about it at all.

      While the Come, Follow Me seminary and institute manuals are decent tools, they have demonstrated themselves multiple times to be incomplete. Enter the three-volume series The Book of Mormon for the Least of These by Rev. Dr. Fatimah Salleh and Margaret Olsen Hemming.

      Many of my personal projects in LDS spaces have been geared toward mining content and conversation from our sacred texts that validates and supports the marginalized. In my opinion, there is no Book of Mormon study guide or commentary that does this better than The Book of Mormon for the Least of These. I’ll take it a step further and say that it’s arguably the best study resource for the Book of Mormon and does a better job of making the text relevant to discipleship in today’s world than any other resource. It has revitalized my love for and study of the Book of Mormon, in addition to helping me articulate the ways in which the Book of Mormon points to our wickedness, warns us of consequences, exhorts us to better, and shows us how, while also showing us the beauty and joy found in discipleship.

      In the introduction to the second volume, the authors identify the Book of Mormon story as a tragic and prescient warning of what happens when people choose “their own interests over [what Martin Luther King Jr. calls] beloved community” (xv). As such, Salleh and Hemming make a concerted effort to highlight the moments in the Book of Mormon where harm is being done, especially to the marginalized, and also where it teaches us what beloved community is and how to create it. They show us how Nephi’s trauma affected his telling of his family’s story, how it affected his descendants, and how it still affects the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; they show us how to read the silence (or silencing) of women in the text; and they show us how true understanding of our reliance on God will result in our keeping of the second great commandment to treat the needs of others as holy. They cover a variety of other topics and issues, including allyship, identity, memory work as justice work, economic justice, how the vulnerable are used as tools of war, sex ethics, the ways that antichrists operate, and much more. What I mark as simultaneously a strength and a weakness of The Book of Mormon for the Least of These is that it does an incredible job of starting many important conversations that are simply not happening in Sunday School, but as a commentary, a “start” is about all the authors can afford. What will a greater exploration of the first half of 4 Nephi look like knowing that a concern for social justice is what enabled such long-lasting peace? What are the implications for the Church’s law of chastity considering that its primary source text for it (Alma 39) may not say what we think it says? The Book of Mormon for the Least of These contains profoundly thoughtful commentary on a variety of issues like these, but it is not designed to treat most of them in the detail that a student of the text might desire.

      Still, The Book of Mormon for the Least of These is quite refreshing to me as a Mormon theologian, and it is quite accessible to the general public despite clearly being written by a pair of scholars. I most strongly recommend it to members of the Church who want to get more out of their Book of Mormon study, especially ones with a concern for social justice, which is too often omitted from the Come, Follow Me manual and our Sunday School classrooms. Having experienced a Sunday School classroom where the instructor cited these volumes, I also will specifically recommend this for Sunday School teachers.

      To conclude, in our church culture that often glosses over the rich and life-giving justice messages in our texts, The Book of Mormon for the Least of These serves as a vital and refreshing corrective. By centering the voices of the least, the last, the lost, and the left out, Salleh and Olsen Hemming invite deeper and more thoughtful engagement that not only reinvigorates our study of the Book of Mormon but also reminds us of its urgent relevance to modern discipleship. If you’re like me and desperately yearning to find Christ’s call to beloved community in the Book of Mormon, this work offers both spark and substance to begin transforming how we read, understand, teach, and live the gospel of the same Christ who declared our treatment of the least of these was our treatment of him.

      

      JAMES C. JONES {jamcjon@gmail.com} is a theologian and activist with degrees in religion and the Black experience as well as social ethics from Union Theological Seminary. He’s also a voice actor, educator, and the creator of LDS Anti-Racism 101, an online course. He’s a proud BYU grad and an entertainment industry veteran whose credits include singing at Carnegie Hall and backup dancing for Flavor Flav.
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        Amanda Beardsley and Mason Allred, eds. Latter-day Saint Art: A Critical Reader. New York: Oxford University Press, 2024. 664 pp. Hardcover, $49.99. ISBN: 9780197632505.

      

      

      According to Oxford University Press, Latter-day Saint Art: A Critical Reader is “the first comprehensive critical examination of Mormon art.” This grand claim stakes out the territory that the book purports to cover: It presents itself as the first of its kind, a sweeping and generous exploration of art and Mormonism, incorporating the perspectives of the major scholars in the field and published by the top academic press in the world. The publisher’s claim also gives us three important criteria for potential reviewers to use in evaluating the work. All one must do is ask, and attempt to answer, the three questions implied by the marketing blurb: Is it the first? Is it comprehensive? And is it critical?

      The first question is perhaps the easiest to answer. This is not the first book to discuss the visual arts and Mormonism. There are multiple books that have examined Mormon visual art, but the existing academic books have been from a historical or curatorial standpoint. One example of this approach is The Mormon Graphic Image (1983) by Gary L. Bunker and Davis Bitton, which uses political cartoons from historical periodicals to show how American popular perception of Mormons changed over time. Nathan Rees, a contributor to Latter-day Saint Art, also wrote Mormon Visual Culture and the American West (2021), a book focused on early Mormon art. Rees uses Mormon art as cultural studies material to show how historical Mormon attitudes were demonstrated in their art. Many of the articles in Latter-day Saint Art follow the pattern of using visual art as evidence or to illustrate ideas about Mormon history and culture. So, while Latter-day Saint Art is certainly one of the first books to cover the Mormon art tradition, it is by no means the first.

      What about comprehensive? Despite the publisher’s claim, the editors of the volume are conscious of the scope of Mormon art and make no claims to comprehensiveness. They limit this collection to discussing visual art with Mormon themes. And while no collection can be comprehensive, most collections of this nature at least attempt to give readers a historical overview. This book lacks an overview chapter on Mormon art, making it difficult to get a big picture of how it has progressed over time. And while the articles provide important analysis, research, and context surrounding key works in LDS art history, they often lack connections to other artworks and movements within and without the LDS tradition. For example, Menachem Wecker’s chapter on the Art and Belief movement describes the exhibit establishing the movement at the Salt Lake City Public Library in 1966. Dialogue itself was founded this same year. The Mormon History Association was also established around this time. Members themselves were establishing independent institutions to examine more niche aspects of their faith. Situating the Art and Belief movement alongside these other contemporaneous developments could have improved readers’ understanding of it.

      That said, the twenty-two chapters represent an impressive array of topics and approaches to Mormon art, with a thoroughness of research appropriate for academic publication. They are divided into six themes. The first section, focused on art as theology, attempts to answer the question, “Just what does Mormon theology do with art?” Terryl Givens starts off with the argument that two distinctive parts of Restoration thought inform visual arts: “a conflation of the sacred and the banal” and “a perpetual tension between exile and Eden, or between gathering and integration” (19). This chapter would be more helpful if Givens explained how these two concerns constitute an “aesthetic” rather than a set of common themes. Colleen McDannell’s chapter sees the Edenic imagery as more stable in institutional art and explores how the LDS Church’s recent focus on original art for temples shows that they value art as something that transports patrons to an “ideal, perfected world” (73) that focuses on realist art depicting nature, scripture narratives, and contemporary worshippers. Randy Astle’s chapter on Mormon identity in documentaries shows how Mormons assert “a subjective self-portrait” (80) that is a kind of personal agency. No overarching style dominates Mormon documentaries, but their styles are a mosaic of diversity, much like members.

      The second section, on image-making, focuses on how art has been used to shape the image of the Mormon people. Ashlee Whitaker Evans shows several examples of image-making in early Mormon art, including Brigham Young’s commission of a portrait of himself for the celestial room in the Nauvoo temple. The earliest examples show Mormons portraying themselves as respectable members of the learned upper class. Images from the mid-nineteenth century show a more nuanced identity, which includes agricultural labor, immigration, and poverty. Artwork like C. C. A. Christensen’s panorama, on the other hand, depicts the martyrdom and other key events in early church history, and shows a desire to solidify a communal history. Nathan Rees’s chapter on the appearances of Mormons in print contrasts anti-Mormon images with images made by Mormons for themselves. The anti-Mormon image Greeting the Favorite (1876) by Stanley Fox is unusual among anti-Mormon art, showing a respectable Victorian home. The subtle detail of the husband kissing his favorite wife without removing his topcoat reveals, for Rees, a sinister licentiousness. Jennifer Reeder summarizes existing research on women’s folk art, especially quilts and hair art, and deftly analyzes how it shows the relationships between women as mediated by their religion. In the last chapter in this section, Heather Belnap traces the short history of women artists who pursued international art study—many of whom did not have Mormonism as a major theme of their work. These women viewed their artistic ambitions as congruent with and expanding their faith.

      The third section, on the politics of space, focuses on photography and architecture. The large spaces captured by architecture and photography demonstrate the artist’s assumptions about the world, like who is worthy of documenting and who belongs in the space. Josh Edward Probert’s excellent chapter on Latter-day Saint temple architecture examines the tension between luxury and utilitarianism. Temples, he claims, are designed to be “nice but not too nice” (238). He also warns Latter-day Saints about putting too much emphasis on architectural trends. “In using the visual discourses of material refinement and stylish design as a metaphor for godhood,” he suggests, “Latter-day Saints have tethered the metaphorical effectiveness of the temple to changing notions of taste” (247). The two chapters on historical photographs by Mary Campbell and Rebecca Janzen focus on the cultural information present in a photo of Brigham Young’s “Big Ten” daughters and in twentieth-century Mexican congregations, respectively. The final chapter, by James Swenson, examines trends in landscape photography in Mormon spaces. Swenson notes the absence of Native Americans, and the way LDS settlers made the landscape visibly distinct. In one example, he contrasts two photos of the Manti temple in a masterful analysis that shows a stark difference between two conceptions of temple space. In J. George Midgley’s photo, a cowboy herds sheep in the foreground, with the temple silhouetted and enrobed in mist in the midground. Ansel Adams’s photo shows the Manti temple centered, in full sun, with crisp and stately details.

      The fourth section of the book focuses on institutions that influenced Mormon art. This section starts with a chapter by Linda Jones Gibbs on the Paris Art Mission—five Mormon artists sent to Paris’s Academie Julian to study art. It summarizes her previous work on this subject and, disappointingly, does not cite some of the more recent scholarship on the Paris Art Mission, but does draw plentifully from original correspondence. Glen Nelson wrote two chapters for this section. The first details the LDS artists who took part in the Art Students League of New York and the history of the league. Students formed the league after the National Academy of Design students lost their library access and life drawing sessions. The league emphasized figure drawing and had models available every weekday. Their instructors were very diverse. Famous LDS artists like Mahonri Young and Minerva Teichert joined the league and learned from their instructors. Nelson also wrote on University of Utah art professor George Dibble, whose modernist paintings were not always accepted by Utah’s conservative populace (even though modernism was out of style in the larger art world by the midcentury). Nelson advances an argument that LDS culture never really got over the cultural argument about modernism: “LDS reliance on Realism in its publications and workshop spaces,” he claims, “came gradually to be an evolving manifesto of its own” (399). Menachem Wecker’s chapter in this section traces the history of the Mormon Art and Belief movement in the 1960s and ’70s. Wecker expresses some dismay that the movement was unknown outside of the Mormon art scene and brings a legitimizing outsider perspective to the collection, along with an impressive amount of journalistic research.

      Both of the chapters on historical photographs from the section on the politics of space and the bulk of the information in the section on institutions focus on historical information, with the art from these serving as a nice demonstration that the involved artists were influential and significant. This is unsurprising. Since Mormon history has dominated Mormon studies for a long time, it makes sense that much of its scholarship would be Mormon history via Mormon art rather than a critical examination of artistry. As Jennifer Champoux noted in a 2021 presentation, scholarly treatments of LDS art often “focus on the subject matter . . . , rather than talking about the paintings themselves.”⁠1 She encouraged an approach that focuses more on the art itself, which is also exemplified in this volume, especially in the section on identity.

      The fifth section focuses on art and identity, with chapters covering race, body politics, and feminism. W. Paul Reeve uses Mormon art to illustrate how early artists showed Latter-day Saints and Book of Mormon Nephites as white and respectable. He contrasts this art with contemporary art to show a kind of racial reclamation. Reeve contrasts Friberg’s painting of Alma baptizing people with Jorge Cocco’s of the same story. Friberg’s people are white and occupy a jungle paradise, while Cocco’s are Indigenous people in a desert landscape. Carlyle Constantino’s chapter, “Native Americans, Mormonism, and Art,” gives an overview of LDS art both depicting and by Native Americans, ending with selections from an interview with Santa Clara Pueblo Tewa artist Kwani Povi Winder. Mason Allred’s chapter focuses on the tension between carnal pleasure and body positivity in LDS theology. He examines three independent international films: Love Is War (1970), directed by Ragnar Lasse-Henriksen, The Dead, The Devil, and the Flesh (1974) directed by Jose Maria Oliveira, and Weighed but Found Wanting (1974), directed by Lino Brocka. Allred examines other LDS films to show the ambivalent relationship Latter-day Saints have to media in general and finds that dance is a middle ground where Mormons can appreciate their bodies without over-sexualizing them. Amanda K. Beardsley’s chapter, “Latter-day Saint Feminism and Art,” encapsulates diverse approaches of Mormon feminists by analyzing several examples of their work. She connects Valerie Atkisson’s mobile Hanging Family History to Giovanna Zapperi’s theories of feminist time and its critique of the gender-based perception of genealogy inherent in genealogical trees. In making this connection, Beardsley aims to show “discursive roots in feminism and the LDS faith” (515) in the artworks. Beardsley does not just find feminism in LDS works, but she also finds LDS ideas in non-LDS feminist works, as with Amy Jorgensen’s Body Archive, where she describes her artwork as a “visual testimony” (526) to her bodily identity.

      The final section is on exhibition and display. Laura Paulsen Howe, the current art curator at the Church History Museum, wrote on the history of the Church History Museum’s International Art Competition. Howe shows successful examples of non-Western LDS art that were part of the competition and gives examples of three figurative artists who found a market in LDS art after participating in the competition. She argues that the competition is not promoting colonialism, because it features all kinds of art from international artists. Analisa Sato writes on the BYU Department of Art in the twenty-first century, which has moved toward contemporary trends of performance and abstract art. Using two examples of student senior exhibits, Sato demonstrates how the deeper message of the art is uniquely situated to speak to an LDS audience. Sato writes extremely positively of the department: “The specificity of [BYU] entails responsibility to examine challenging subjects, but it also allows students to broach religious content that could be harder to read or even unwelcome elsewhere” (590). The final chapter is “Toward a Latter-day Saint Contemporary Art” by Chase Westfall. Westfall is also optimistic about contemporary LDS art, stating that it is becoming more diverse. He uses examples that show how artists are engaging with their religion in ways other than the representational art that has so long dominated the LDS art world. In explaining the lack of unifying aesthetic for LDS art, Westfall writes, “A revelatory art must constantly be seeking the language of its times” (620).

      So, what about the final question from the volume’s marketing materials: Is it critical? Well, it depends on your definition of “critical.” The book succeeds at showing the diversity of LDS art and approaches to it, and it covers artwork most would consider part of the canon of Mormon art (if there is one). It also critically discusses topics that are of interest to scholars today: how depictions of race have changed in LDS art over time, how temple art has shifted to represent an increasingly global population, the influence of art instruction on LDS fine art, the preferences of LDS patrons for representational art, and how an artist’s sense of their audience shifts the emphasis of their art. This work is foundational for future studies of LDS art. Previously, most academic research on visual art in the LDS tradition has been published in journals like the Journal of Mormon History or BYU Studies. A collection of essays published by Oxford University Press demonstrates that LDS art has importance outside of the sometimes-insular world of Mormon studies.

      One sense of “critical” the volume does not succeed in is that it presents LDS art almost exclusively in faith-building contexts, with criticisms largely confined to historical problems that the Church is interested in addressing. Beardsley’s chapter, for example, included discussion of artwork that protests racism in the Church. She summarized the works she discussed as placing the Church in a “critical yet constructive light” (515). Constantino’s chapter on Native American art seems overly optimistic about the power of representation in art to heal. She acknowledged that the Indian Student Placement program sponsored by the LDS Church was criticized for trying to assimilate Native American children into white culture and the LDS Church. Then she presented the LDS Church’s International Art Competition as “one way Native American artists can be seen and heard in the Latter-day Saint community” (478), where representation is the first step toward empowerment and healing from the “traumatic history” (476) between the two communities. But if institutional healing is indeed part of the LDS Church’s goals, acknowledging its own role in wrongdoing ought to be part of that, as should the art that criticizes, prods, and sometimes infuriates the institution and its most dedicated defenders. This, too, is one of the important ways that art functions in a community.

      In the introduction to “Toward a Latter-day Saint Contemporary Art,” Chase Westfall analyzed the works included in the Center for Latter-day Saint Art’s 2017 exhibition Immediate Present. He acknowledged the difficulties for LDS art in lacking legacy and patronage. He wrote, “There was a tendency toward formality and politeness in the demeanor of the works, which assumed a generally passive and deferential disposition toward their audiences and subject matter” (595). I would argue that this collection suffers from the same problem. It is a little too polite. However, there is a lot of angry and impolite Mormon art out there. Could the Center for Latter-day Saint Art have a vested interest in presenting only art criticism that is “critical yet constructive”? Then again, if it isn’t constructive, is it really “Latter-day Saint” art?

      

      RACHEL MEIBOS HELPS {rachelmeibos@yahoo.com} is a graduate student in the BYU English department. She was the Wikipedian-in-residence at the Brigham Young University Library for nine years. Her work has appeared in Journal of Mormon History, BYU Studies, and Exponent II. Her interactive horror piece, Skillick’s Bride, was a finalist for the AML’s short fiction award.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Jennifer Champoux, “Envisioning Wilderness: Symbolic Forests in CCA Christensen’s Paintings,” paper presented at the annual Mormon History Association conference, June 11, 2021.
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        Heather Belnap, Corry Cropper, and Daryl Lee. Marianne Meets the Mormons: Representations of Mormonism in Nineteenth-Century France. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2022. 304 pp. Paperback: $30.00. ISBN: 978-0-252-08676-2.

      

      

      In the nineteenth century, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints captured the French imagination, making Mormons and Mormonism prevalent themes in journalism, art, literature, politics, and popular culture. In Marianne Meets the Mormons: Representations of Mormonism in Nineteenth-Century France, Heather Belnap, Corry Cropper, and Daryl Lee illuminate French portrayals of Mormonism from the 1830s to 1914, showing how these depictions often served as critiques and parodies of French society. Mormonism became a lens through which the French reexamined such issues as gender, colonialism, marriage and family, and church-state relations, offering artists and writers a vehicle for exploring the complexities of their own evolving national identity.

      Belnap, Cropper, and Lee all teach at Brigham Young University in the fields of literature and visual culture. The result of this collaboration is a meticulously researched, cohesive, and both visually and intellectually engaging narrative of how the French used Mormonism to work out their own cultural preoccupations. The text is both a critical academic resource and a fascinating narrative that will appeal to both LDS Church members and nonmembers alike. Furthermore, the authors address the topic with sensitivity, unlike previous works that tend to exoticize and treat Mormons and Mormonism as an Other in much the same way that the French imagination did in the nineteenth century.

      As the book opens, a chronology of key publications and events proves very helpful to understand how Mormonism is situated within French history during the Second Empire. The book contains eight chapters, and its approach is impressively interdisciplinary. The authors skillfully weave together historical analysis, cultural studies and religious studies to address French anxieties concerning marriage, gender, colonialism, and more. The chapters succeed at dialoguing with each other in a seamless manner.

      In the engaging first chapter, the authors make a fascinating connection between a provocative political cartoon (in which Victor Hugo is offered Mormon polygamist wives on a silver platter) and the book’s premise—that throughout the nineteenth century, Mormonism was used in France to expose, mirror, and parody contemporary French issues. In this instance, the satire provoked questions of marriage, gender, and sexuality. Belnap, Cropper, and Lee show how the French fascination with and interpretation of Mormonism reveals volumes when considered within its social context.

      Throughout the book, Belnap, Cropper, and Lee support their claims with newspapers from across a diverse political spectrum. Yet, while the French referenced early Mormon prophets like Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, the authors are clear from the beginning that the French were preoccupied with the idea of Mormonism rather than the actual religion. They used the concept of Mormonism as a means to understand their own changing social norms, often by exaggerating what little they did know about Mormonism. Chapter 2 explores in depth instances where Mormons were equated with other French socialist groups in order to vilify any ideas that may have a potentially damaging effect on society.

      In chapter 3, the authors delve into what they describe as “the Woman Question” in France in relationship to the French fixations on gender roles in the Mormon household. The many representations of Mormon women—including “naïve martyr, haremic femme fatale, overworked housewife, Amazonne, and emancipated nouvelle femme” revealed French anxieties as women of this era began to question and stray from traditional gender norms (57). A portrait of activist Olympe Audouard presents a compelling argument for the book’s thesis: An “alleged inciter of this Mormon mania in the capital of France,” she radically asserted that “in comparison to the French practice of taking multiple mistresses, the Mormon mode was more transparent and honorable” as wives and children were offered legitimacy and protection (55). Her self-critical writings stirred discomfort within French readership, and they continued to deflect the criticism back toward the curious Mormons.

      The third chapter is one of the strongest, as the authors’ argument is brought to life through numerous illustrations from the press by Albert Robida and Honoré Daumier, along with several relevant paintings and popular images circulating at the time. These visual elements are not merely illustrative but are thoughtfully integrated into and analyzed in the text, providing additional context and enhancing the reader’s understanding of nineteenth-century masculine anxieties. The careful translations of the captions enable non-francophone readers to understand the satirical tones conveyed through the images. In addition to its scholarly contributions, carefully chosen images throughout the entire book render it engaging and accessible. Finally, the treatment of gender in chapter 3 lays the groundwork for further exploration of marriage and divorce in chapter 6.

      Another powerful moment in the book occurs in chapter 7, which situates Mormons within the French colonial project. Belnap, Cropper, and Lee detail the exoticized representations of both Mormon men and women, which mirrored the well-established orientalist models from the Second Empire and Third Republic. Robida and others’ images of orientalized Mormon men leading their harems of polygamist wives were rampant. The authors provide close analysis of popular vaudeville plays on the topic, most notably Les Douze femmes de Japhet (1890)—a Montesquieu-esque parody of the French colonial system. Despite this, the authors note that while the French mock unconventional religious and social practices, we do not witness the same “otherness” present in the stereotypically violent or hypersexualized portraits of North Africa and the Middle East that were in vogue at the time. Unlike those “others,” the French saw a part of themselves in the Mormon agenda, as they carried out their mission civilisatrice and intended to bring enlightenment to the whole morally decaying earth.

      In conclusion, Marianne Meets the Mormons is a groundbreaking work that makes significant contributions to our understanding of the French’s imagined representations of Mormonism. Belnap, Cropper, and Lee term this book a work of “decolonization” as it contrasts with the Americentric scholarship often associated with LDS historical writing and responds to the need for a more “translocative history of Mormonism” (241). The authors have produced a diligently researched and compelling narrative that is both academically rigorous and accessible to a wide audience. Furthermore, while this book is highly erudite and provides continual in-depth analyses, it succeeds at also integrating a sense of humor with regard to the curiosities that it presents. This book will be an essential resource for scholars of nineteenth-century France and Mormon history and a fascinating read for anyone interested in the intersections of culture, religion, and history. Marianne Meets the Mormons is a testament to the power of collaborative scholarship and a valuable addition to the field.

      

      HALEIGH HEAPS BURGON {haleighb@bu.edu} is currently a PhD candidate in French at Boston University. Her dissertation focuses on how French and francophone women writers, artists, and filmmakers creatively reimagine new identities of motherhood from the nineteenth to the twenty-first century.
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        This talk was delivered in the Chapel Hill First Ward in the Durham Stake in North Carolina and was given November 8, 2024.

      

      

      In the most recent general conference, President Russell M. Nelson announced seventeen new temples that will be built in upcoming years. As we know, the process of building a temple takes a very long time, even after a building has been announced. A site must be decided on, the land purchased, and building plans made before a construction crew can even break ground. I’d like you to do a little thought experiment: Imagine that President Nelson announced a new temple for Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and soon after, the Church announced the plot of land that had been set aside for that temple. How would you think about that land before the temple had been built? Would you go over and dump your trash there? Or would you see it as already sacred? If you walked in that space or drove past it, what would you think about it? How would you treat it?

      Okay. Hold that thought in your brain for a minute. I’m going to come back to it, but I want it to be sitting in the back of your head as I go forward.

      In our scripture, we have two significant examples of people entering a promised land. The first is in the Old Testament, with Israel going into Canaan. In Genesis 17:8, God covenants with Abraham, saying, “And I will give unto thee, and to thy seed after thee, the land wherein thou art a stranger, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God.” Here, the promise seems straightforward: The land is theirs as a possession, for them and their descendants forever. But a little later it is more complicated. In Deuteronomy 4:25–27 and 8:1–2, God threatens Israel with removal from the land if they are disobedient. Joshua tells the people explicitly, “Therefore it shall come to pass, that as all good things are come upon you, which the Lord your God promised you; so shall the Lord bring upon you all evil things, until he has destroyed you from off this good land which the Lord your God hath given you. When ye have transgressed the covenant of the Lord your God, which he commanded you” (Joshua 23:15–16). In other words, the land does not belong to Israel, even if it is the land God has given them. God led Israel to the land of Canaan and blesses them there on condition they act obediently.

      The conditions that God lays out for Israel make up a large portion of the Pentateuch, or the first five books of the Old Testament. They include everything from not worshiping idols to how the Sabbath is to be set apart to what kinds of food are forbidden to eat. Most significantly for my talk today, they also set out laws for how to care for the land: Israel must let the land rest from the work of growing crops every seven years (Exodus 23:10–11); land cannot be permanently sold (Leviticus 25:23–28); landowners must leave a portion of their fields unharvested, so that the poor and the stranger can pick that food and have something to eat (Lev. 19:9–10); and Israel is commanded to not destroy fruit trees during war, because life-giving trees have a special status (Deut. 20:19–20).

      You may be feeling like I’m wandering a bit here but stay with me. The laws that God gives Israel tell us that the people do not own the land. God, forever and always, owns the land, because God created the world. Even though Israel is God’s covenant people, they are not entitled to the land, and they cannot treat it however they want. They are stewards of the land, and they must treat the land with care or else they will lose it.

      The second significant example we have in scripture is from the Book of Mormon, when Lehi and his family enter the land promised to them. In 2 Nephi 1, Lehi speaks extensively about what God has given them: They have the land for their family and their posterity, but again, with conditions. Repeatedly, Lehi says that if they are not obedient to God’s commandments, then they will lose the land. They do not have unlimited rights to do whatever they want. Verse 10 particularly sticks out to me in this section:

      
        
        But behold, when the time cometh that they shall dwindle in unbelief, after they have received so great blessings from the hand of the Lord—having a knowledge of the creation of the earth, and all men, knowing the great and marvelous works of the Lord from the creation of the world . . . and having been brought by his infinite goodness into this precious land of promise—behold, I say, if the day shall come that they will reject . . . their Redeemer and their God, behold, the judgments of him that is just shall rest upon them.

      

      

      What is interesting to me in that verse is what it says about creation. If the people, “having a knowledge of the creation of the earth” reject God, they will face divine judgment. Why knowledge of the creation and the earth in particular? Why is that important in a promise about the land? I believe it is meant to point readers to God’s work in creation. The land belongs to God and pondering the greatness of God’s creation will remind us of that and help us to be obedient and treat the land correctly. In other words, at the time of their entrance into the land, God reminds Lehi’s family that he created the world, the earth is his, and they should keep that idea firmly fixed in their minds as they settle it.

      Hopefully at this point it is somewhat clear where I am going with this. For me, scripture makes it very clear that we, also, do not own the land. Regardless of what human law says, divine law is clear: Only God owns land. We only have the privilege of caring for it as stewards. What does that mean for us in real terms?

      It means that the environmental crises in our world today are a problem for the faithful. In particular, the climate crisis warrants our deep concern. Scientists continue to warn us that climate change is accelerating, leading to more frequent and severe weather events such as hurricanes, floods, wildfires, and droughts. They stress that rising greenhouse gas emissions, primarily from human activities like burning fossil fuels and deforestation, are driving global temperature increases. Studies show that if global warming exceeds 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, there will be significant, possibly irreversible impacts on ecosystems, biodiversity, and human communities. We are very close to that point and will pass it very soon—within a handful of years—unless we change our behaviors significantly. We have recently watched the impact of these worsening storms in western North Carolina. While this past summer was the hottest summer humans have recorded, the science tells us that it will be one of the coolest summers of our children’s lifetimes. If we are stewards of the earth, then all of this is not just a scientific or a political concern, but also a spiritual one. What we are doing to God’s land and God’s people through unlimited consumption is a significant problem.

      There have been times over the years, during conversations with my fellow Church members, that I have heard the idea that how we treat the land is irrelevant, because when Christ returns to the earth, “the earth will be renewed and receive its paradisiacal glory” (Articles of Faith 11). This is an important point. We must always acknowledge that it is not human efforts that will heal a wounded world—only divine grace can do that. As members of God’s church, we must always look with faith and hope to the Creator for the renewal of all things.

      But there’s another thing to consider here. As Latter-day Saints, we believe that the Celestial Kingdom will eventually be established on earth. We do not believe, as some do, that Heaven is a far-off distant place and that we will leave our bodies and all earthly things behind to go there. So here is where I want to return to the image of a piece of land that has been set aside for the eventual construction of a temple. Picturing that plot of land in your heads, I want to ask again, How would you treat that piece of consecrated land? Would you dump your trash there? Would you say, it’s fine to dump waste there because someone will clean it up before the temple is built?

      My beloved brothers and sisters, I say all of this not for the purpose of scolding or shaming. My message is simply this: We stand on holy ground, all the time. God created this extraordinary world for us, but it does not belong to us. The earth is a creation made by God, just like all of us. How we treat God’s gifts is crucially important. President Nelson has taught us, “As beneficiaries of the divine Creation, what shall we do? We should care for the earth, be wise stewards over it, and preserve it for future generations.”⁠1 In the face of the climate crisis, maybe that means turning down the heat of our homes a little bit in the winter and instead putting on a sweater. Maybe it means wearing clothes until they wear out instead of tossing ours away and buying more. Maybe that means biking and walking instead of driving. Maybe it means consuming less meat. Maybe it means advocating for green energy projects. Every person’s situation in this room is different, so I don’t know what is right for you. But as people of faith, we know that freedom without limits is not God’s way. We are called to a higher, better way of being.

      I invite each of us to consider our sacred responsibility as stewards of God’s creation. If we truly believe that the earth is destined to become the Celestial Kingdom, then every step we take on this land is a step on consecrated ground. The choices we make each day—what we consume, how we care for the resources we’re blessed with, and the impact we leave behind—are, in a very real sense, expressions of our devotion to God. Let’s remember that while we hope for the ultimate renewal of the earth through divine grace, our role is not passive. We are called to act with reverence and respect now, as part of our commitment to God and to future generations. May we live in a way that reflects our love and gratitude for all that God has given us, honoring the earth as a place of sacred potential and promise. As we leave today, I pray that we can carry this sense of stewardship with us, finding significant ways to care for the earth. In doing so, we not only follow the example set for us in scripture, but we prepare ourselves and our world for the day when this earth, transformed and perfected, will indeed become our eternal home. In the name of Jesus Christ, amen.

      

      MARGARET OLSEN HEMMING {olsen.margaret@gmail.com} is the coauthor of The Book of Mormon for the Least of These, the former editor of Exponent II, and the incoming coeditor of Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought.
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      Latter-day Saint Art: A Critical Reader is the first comprehensive critical examination of Latter-day Saint art. In this interview, transcribed and edited for length from a podcast conducted upon publication, Glen Nelson interviews coeditors Mason Kamana Allred and Amanda Beardsley about the volume.

      Glen Nelson: With a book that’s so big, twenty-two chapters, there’s so much content that we could talk about. I think we need some kind of organizing structure in our chat today. So here’s my strategy. I’d love you to give an overview of what the book is, who’s involved, and how it came to be. Then I have something fun. I’ve asked the two dozen authors involved to send me a question to ask you for this interview. A few weren’t able to send a question, but most did, and some asked multiple questions. As people ask you about the book, or you’re talking about it, how are you describing this to people?

      Mason Kamana Allred: I’m often letting them know up front that it does have a scope to it. We did have to sit down and decide, what can we cover? It’s huge, but what do we have to cut out? It is focused on visual art from Latter-day Saints, but it has a pretty long history; it’s that whole long history since the Restoration of the Church in 1830. It covers quite a bit, but you’re not going to find much on poetry or dance in here. It really is visual art, but it is, to my mind, really the first moment where we’ve gathered so many experts, scholars from different disciplines, different backgrounds, to look into this with such depth, from tons of different angles, and across that longish history I’m talking about. You just haven’t quite seen it like this before. It is monumental. I think it is a groundbreaking book in that sense: who it brought together, what they were able to accomplish in that. That’s how I’m describing it to others.

      Amanda Beardsley: Yeah, I’m doing similar. I think for me, I describe it more as an anthology, a more traditionally academic anthology, but it is also something that anyone could read because there are so many different approaches, as Mason said, that tell a very diverse array of stories. These stories are kind of like case studies in Mormon history that are tied to some works of art that I don’t think have ever previously been in print before. What’s really exciting is that it’s going to show two-hundred-plus images. We had a lot of them digitized for this book. And it explores some new topics through the lens of art history that I haven’t seen very much in Mormon scholarship. I know there are a few chapters on race as it relates to image, as well as feminism and film. We take on a lot of different topics, and that was intentional because we want to put at the forefront that it’s impossible to get one comprehensive history, especially when it comes to art history when we’re interpreting images.

      Nelson: We’re doing this interview over Zoom, and both of you are book lovers, I can tell, because behind you are bookcases ceiling to floor. So I have to tell you a funny story. About an hour ago, I’m in Salt Lake doing some work here, and I was at the Church History Museum’s library. It’s mostly a conference table with bookshelves all around it, and it contains probably the largest collection of books about art by Latter-day Saint people that I’ve ever encountered or heard about. That said, you could put all of those books on a few bookshelves. There just isn’t stuff out there. Does that sound right to the two of you?

      Beardsley: It does. I would say there are a handful of books. Those are more monographs, usually, that we find in Mormon art history and in the arts, generally a book about a single artist who is already well known, like Minerva Teichert or something like that. But in terms of an art historical approach to a history of art, we really only have a few books that have been written, and a lot of those are devotional books written by curators in the Church. [Lorin] Wheelwright, for instance, is one of them. In terms of bias, it’s very front and center that these are devotional books and less scholarship, though there is some rigorous scholarship in there. So they gave us a little bit of an entry point, but I would say there’s maybe two or three of those books. One of them that came from a conference in the ’70s, and then⁠—

      Allred: We cover a few of these in the introduction if you’re interested in that kind of background, historiography, what’s been done. But you’re right. I would say Mormon studies is actually booming right now. But as far as art history analysis appreciation within Mormon studies, that’s just not happening. This book is like, “Hey over here, let’s turn your attention to this.” This is really important. If you want to understand the full picture of the Latter-day Saint or Mormon experience, you’ve got to include this artwork, and these chapters speak to that. These chapters show just how integral the creativity, the creative process, and that final product has been to the development of Latter-day Saint culture and religion.

      Nelson: Now let’s turn our time to the questions of authors. We talked a little bit about what the book is like just generally, but it’s so interesting because their interests are really varied. I have questions here from most of the authors from the book. First up, Richard Lyman Bushman. Richard cowrote the foreword of the book. It won’t surprise you to know that he’s a big picture thinker, and his question is a big picture question. He says—it’s kind of a compound question—what comes next? What do you think is the next step in scholarship about LDS art? Your volume has gone a long way. What would you like others to do now?

      Beardsley: I have so many answers to this because, as an art historian and one of the few art historians working in Mormon art history, I just get really excited. The next thing is to take every single one of our chapters and make them book-length projects, because every chapter is. It was so frustrating to the authors. They’re like, I only get so many words to talk about Mormon cinema. Randy Astle wrote a huge book on that too. So having to condense this huge topic into a single chapter was very frustrating for a lot of us, and also a really great challenge because scholars should be more succinct and less long-winded. I think every single one of those topics in there would be great. I would love to see, for example, Jenny Reeder’s chapter as a book on hair art and on quilt making. Hair art could be its own book. Quilt making could be its own book. Relief Society buildings could be its own book. I think even within the chapters, there are topics that can be pulled that are really exciting for book-length or dissertation-length projects. I would love to see a more global orientation than even what we had, as much as we tried. I think that Laura Howe’s chapter on global art as it related to some of the art competitions within Mormonism was a case study, a brilliant case study, in that. Also, even just topics. Cultural migration, which we saw happening in different chapters. Rebecca Janzen’s chapter was about a cultural migration, but so was Laura’s, so I think that we have a lot there. Mason mentioned this a little bit earlier. This is mainly a visually oriented book. I think in terms of materiality, we could expand. As a sound studies person, that excites me to think of a sound art history of Mormonism. I think we have people who’ve touched on that. I think Jeremy Grimshaw, for instance, is someone who has, in the past, touched on sound and Mormonism, but I would love to see something more oriented toward the arts. Then the last for me, just as a selfish thing, would be, how do art and technology work together within Mormonism? Because I think there’s something really cool and really specific there that I’d love to see untangled by other scholars as well. That’s my wish list.

      Allred: I totally agree with Amanda. There are just so many ways that this hopefully will spread out. I think that you can almost take it now as this really solid at least skeleton to Mormon art where you can start fitting in some more muscle tissue where you’re like, oh, there’s something between those two chapters that hasn’t been done. I’m just saying, let alone the book-length versions of these, between the chapters there’s new little things that can happen. I think it will inspire ideas that way. And then, as Amanda was starting to say with the sound studies, I want to see the comparable book on dance and on poetry and on music and so forth. I would love to see that happening where it has inspired those as well, because people will love it. But hey, we’re missing this part too. That’s my hope. We’ve talked about this before and in the intro we mentioned this, that a lot of Mormon studies has been very heavy straight-up history. What we saw here, too, is more historians taking the artwork seriously. I’d love to see that happen too, where people stop and realize, I want to take account of what’s happening here with the artwork in this situation or moment in time I’m looking at. I would love to see that happening too.

      Nelson: I was aware, with both of you as editors, that you are prodding the authors to do more interpreting of the works they were writing about, and I think that’s something generally that’s lacking that the community could really use.

      Beardsley: I agree, and I think that’s one of the biggest things that art history brings to this is not just interpretive but taking the images seriously and taking the time to actually describe what we are looking at here. That doesn’t happen historically. Image analysis is such an important skill, but such an understated skill in a lot of work. That was something that as editors we wanted to really put front and center as a methodology. Really tell us what this looks like as art historians or people who are not art historians who have to write an art history chapter. This is really important.

      Allred: Yeah. And by doing that, we wanted to model as well that if you want a more robust artistic culture to analyze, we’re also modeling that appreciation. We didn’t want any authors to write their chapter in a way where you could write about these movies or these paintings having never seen them. That would be ridiculous for this book. So you’re right that we did push and encourage our authors to do more close analysis and interpretation of these artworks. For me that was a real thrill because I’ve read some of these authors who haven’t done much of that, then here they did it. It just blew my mind. It was so exciting to see both of those happening.

      Nelson: I’m also thinking about it from the artists’ standpoint. You get somebody in your head and you create stuff with them in mind, if artists were aware that somebody was going to take them really seriously and put them into a different context and maybe even hold them to a standard, I think their work might shift, don’t you?

      Allred: That’s what I’m saying. It’s by doing what Amanda said, take the artwork seriously, we’re signaling to these artists, we love you, and we appreciate your work, and we take it seriously, and we think it’s worth time and blood and sweat and tears writing about it. So please keep creating and create better and better and better. Let’s do more. I think the book does that. It encourages that.

      Nelson: Randy Astle has a question for you: While this book is incredibly comprehensive, what areas of study did you notice that are still missing or at least merit further study?

      Allred: I’m at BYU–Hawaii. My first thought is, how do we not have a chapter in any kind of Polynesian art? Something from the Pacific. The marae with the Maori culture or tattoo or tapa cloth or something.

      Beardsley: For me, we mentioned this actually in the introduction, but I would have loved for someone to have taken on the art of Jon McNaughton because it’s just the moment that we’re in right now. Jon McNaughton does these political images, and this highly propagandistic imagery. I think I would have loved to have someone talk about that in the moment right now with the upcoming election. The other thing I would have loved to have seen, and maybe this wasn’t something we could have included as early on, but I was just starting, in 2020, to see AI come into play and AI in relationship to Mormonism and specifically creating Mormon imagery. There are some artists I know who have been playing around with it. I would have loved to see someone write on that.

      Nelson: Those are topics for the future. It’s not a knock on what you accomplished. It’s like a road map for what could happen next.

      Allred: I would mention one more before you move on. I’m going to keep these really quick. But just to mention. It makes me think that one of the most popular Mormon artists, of course, was Arnold Friberg because he worked on The Ten Commandments and he did that Valley Forge prayer thing. But because he did the previsualization, the paintings for The Ten Commandments, it makes me think that today you have these Latter-day Saint VFX artists, these animators working with Marvel or Pixar or DreamWorks. Some of them are amazing, and they’re doing the previs work today for these CGI movies. I would love to see a chapter on their work too. So animation as well.

      Nelson: Heather Belnap asked, what new avenues of inquiry in the history of LDS art and visual art and material culture do you anticipate? Maybe I’ll shift it a little bit. What would feminist scholars want to do now regarding art and visual art and material culture? What do you think the next steps of scholarship might be?

      Beardsley: This is an exciting question because I’ve been in conversation recently with Joanna Brooks who [edited] the book called Mormon Feminism, alongside Rachel Hunt Steenblik and Hannah Wheelwright. We’ve been talking about this a little bit. I think we’ve seen a few really exciting strides especially since 2010—and I talk about this in my chapter a little bit—of shows that have showcased women artists or Utah artists and things like that. But really I think—this is something Joanna is thinking through right now is, how do we relate our own stories and our own identities as people who grew up in Mormonism, maybe left the Church or who are still in the Church, how do we reconcile that with our past? And especially with, as Nathan talks about, as well as Mary talks about, in their chapters, some of the exoticization of Mormon women historically. I think there’s a lot to be reconciled there and grappled with. But I think the next step is to rethink—and I mention this in my chapter a little bit—beyond the biological essentialism or being relegated to the realm of our biology as women, period. Thinking of other genders that have emerged and how scientifically that isn’t something that can easily actually be argued. For me, I’d love to see more in the realm of queer art in Mormonism. I know there are artists who have touched on this historically. I would love to see more that really shirks off that second-wave feminism. We are women, and that’s what makes us different. It’s our experiences that make us different, but it’s not our biology, per se, as much if we think of it scientifically. I think, for me, that would be the next step. Not just recuperating and recovering this history of women artists, but to think through what it means to be a woman in our contemporary landscape.

      Nelson: Rebecca Janzen has two questions which I think are really great. I want to know what the most challenging part of the process was and how you successfully sorted things out. And then she asks, I also want to know what you thought the volume would be like and how that compares with how it turned out.

      Allred: What was the most difficult part of the process? It’s a great question. I think maybe, for me, it was probably—because Glen took the lion’s share of dealing with a lot of the images and stuff like that. He really helped out on that front. And Amanda was so organized in getting all the images together on spreadsheets and so forth. I feel like personally, for me to respond, I would say probably somewhere in the editing. It was very enjoyable and very satisfying, but it was also just very time-consuming. We cared so much about helping but not overstepping and trying to encourage artists and never push them too much in certain directions. It was hard to balance that and to give them as much as we could. That’s where most of my energy went. So that was the most difficult in that sense. Editing other people’s chapters.

      Beardsley: I would agree. We were working with a lot of entities. We had twenty-two authors, and then we had an editorial board with the Center for Latter-day [Saint] Arts, and then we were working with Oxford as well. Remediating all of those different expectations and needs and ensuring that all those who have a stake in the project leave feeling happy can be really difficult. I found that very challenging because I wanted to also maintain academic integrity as I worked through this book. So what, to me, was the definition of that shifted in those different environments. Figuring out how to work together was hard. I think, as Mason talked about with the authors—and it wasn’t that it was hard—it’s a challenge that comes with any collaboration, this way of working with people and figuring out their different styles. Working with the authors and ensuring that we were true to what they were saying, and interpreting that, and figuring out ways to either improve content in whatever way that we could in a tone that was kind I think was complicated. I think the second thing that was hard for me was working with making an art history book that wasn’t written by all art historians. That wasn’t a bad challenge, because working with an incredible array of scholars who were not art historians allowed us to center visual analysis and their methods while also learning from their disciplinary approaches to writing about Mormonism. As an art historian, I am moving forward with a very different perspective having learned from them as well.

      Nelson: The foundation of James Swenson’s question is something that I get quite a lot working for the Center for Latter-day Saint Arts about just the definition of this thing entirely. So he says, after editing this volume featuring a wide variety of scholars with a wide variety of ideas, did you come to a more concrete view of what “Latter-day Saint” art is and isn’t? Is there truly such a thing as Latter-day Saint art?

      Beardsley: I’ll start. No and yes. The back of our book, the blurb that you read, Glen, talks about how we define Latter-day Saint art. It’s really anything that’s adjacent to Mormonism. It doesn’t matter about the identity of the artists themselves too much unless the artist integrates that into the work. I think this question made me and Mason horribly self-conscious because when we first sat down with the authors, all of the authors tried to answer this question. It’s a little daunting and maybe even not really as interesting of a question to me anymore, but it’s a question that needs to be answered. Because if we’re making a book about Mormon art, what is it, right? But what seems more important than this question of what Latter-day Saint art is, and what’s far more interesting than defining Mormon art is taking seriously what creators put in the world, whether that art is known or not, and asking what their work means. Again, starting with that image and then working outward from there to see if there are some defining characteristics that loosely connect them together. This is really why I like the multiplicity of voices and authors choosing the works for each chapter. This is how all the works were chosen for this book. [To] all of the authors, we were like, you have free rein. Choose what you need as long as it’s within ten to twelve images. So it highlights the—I don’t know if subjectivity is the right word—but the power, I guess is a better word, inherent to defining a canon of something, while also demonstrating that anything within or adjacent to the religion is worthwhile so long as someone chooses and places it on that pedestal. For me that’s what the definition is: what we say it is.

      Nelson: Menachem Wecker gave us a few questions to ask you, so let me ask two questions. Here’s his first one. With so much going on in the world, why a book on LDS art now? What does it have to say that speaks uniquely to what’s going on now?

      Beardsley: My answer to that is short and sweet. If not now, when? This has been a long time coming, as you talked about—I think it was you, Mason—Richard Bushman was saying it’s been a long time coming. That’s one way I could answer it. The other way I would answer is to say that this is a book that has a lot of engagement with a lot of the sociopolitical conversations that are going on in the world right now. With Paul Reeve and Carlyle Constantino, we have chapters that really delve into some of the larger conversations going on around colonization and land distribution and representation. In Mason’s chapter, in my chapter, as well as in a lot of other chapters we are thinking about feminist topics, we’re talking about larger conversations surrounding what it means to represent controversial things. Like embodiment, even, in cinema, I think is a new topic, or not specifically new but a really cool topic to think about with regard to cinema. If you’re sitting in a theater and are in this disembodied-seeming state, where your body’s not moving. I think we have conversations that are really important to a lot of what is being talked about, both in scholarship as well as what’s being talked about in the media right now. It’s a really interesting historical document, I think, in that way, because our authors are very concerned with doing that kind of labor too.

      Nelson: In the beginning of this conversation, we were talking about [how] this fills a gap in scholarship. This book could very well have been written a year, five years, ten years, twenty years ago, and should have been written, but it would be a very different book. I think this book ten years from now will be a very different book when there are one, five, ten, fifty more books that take it and run with the ideas of it. Let’s see, Mason, let me ask this question to you that Menachem posed. What are some of the things that surprised you most in this project, whether penning your essays or editing others?

      Allred: I wanted to point to a couple of artworks that surprised me, because I was unfamiliar with them, that also showcase a lot of the often more recent, but not always, artwork done by Latter-day Saints outside of what we might have expected. Some readers might expect a more Utah-centric idea of Latter-day Saint art history. So I’m going to pull from Laura Howe’s chapter because she looks at the international art competition. In fact, one strategy to read this book, honestly, you’ve got to read that intro, but maybe start with Laura Howe’s chapter that has all the international, more recent stuff, and then go back and read others to see the history that got us there. Two artworks I’ll mention from there that speak to Menachem’s question. One is by Aoba Taichi, a Japanese artist who creates these earthenware dishes for traditional Japanese tea ceremonies. He learned this from his father, who’s one of the best in Japan. He learns this process, in fact, the same year that he converts to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and learns about what’s called the Word of Wisdom, which would prohibit the consumption of tea, which is so deeply important culturally for him in Japan and the artistic practice he’s now joined in as an apprentice. What he ends up doing is creating these new types of earthenware dishes that have engravings from the Book of Mormon on them and stuff like that. I mean, you’ve got to check these out and think about how he’s wrestling with that in his mind and then working it out with his hands, literally, as he creates these earthenware dishes. The last one I’ll mention is Joseph Banda’s, an artist from Malawi, who has this one image I want to speak of, this painting on wood I believe, of Lehi and Lehi’s dream or vision of the tree of life. He has Lehi on a baobab tree where he’s up in the top of it and getting this, I think it fills up with moisture over the course of the year, and he’s getting the fruit. But unlike a lot of the visualizations I’ve seen of this where it’s this problematic thing of once you get to the tree, maybe hang out and offer fruit to people, Banda has it where Lehi’s working. He’s climbing in the tree and grabbing the fruit and actively giving it out to people, which seems to really resolve some of that issue of, am I done? Are there yet things to do? This enduring to the end is playing out in his artwork, looks totally different than other visualizations of that dream coming from this artist in Malawi that I just think is really fantastic and will surprise some readers who aren’t familiar with these artworks coming from around the world.

      Nelson: Carlyle Constantino asks, how do you envision this book being used as a conduit to initiate conversations about spirituality and Mormonism, particularly regarding sensitive or tough topics within Latter-day Saint histories? How does art play a role in that dialogue?

      Allred: I think we can see throughout the book that—I just think we probably need to get better collectively, those interested in Latter-day Saint culture and history, at recognizing how powerful art can be and has been in providing a space for people somehow orbiting this faith tradition or directly within it to wrestle with ideas and to express their experience in ways that are very individualistic, subjective, but also have these shared moments that feel like they resonate with other people. If you think about what makes it sort of unique or interesting, I do feel like in other traditions, whether it’s Jewish art or Catholic art, you may see more things of stories and saints, and I think with Latter-day Saints you have a lot more direct grappling or wrestling with modern revelation or prophetic utterance or cultural norms in ways that I think show up in the art. The art is providing the space, it’s connective tissue, but also space to push and pull. That’s really important and needs more support and appreciation in its role in doing that.

      Nelson: Haven’t the two of you found, generally speaking, that art is a really great way to start a conversation about difficult things? And if that is the case, maybe an example or some thought about that.

      Beardsley: Yes. When I teach, for instance, we always start with an image to open up the conversation. I think part of that is allowing students to make observations on their own about maybe a theme, if I designate the theme as such, or just say what themes could be drawn from this based on what you see. Again, that close looking and observation can start with what we know about the world in ourselves, what we see, and then take it to this really, for me, a magical space, which is talking about it or transforming the image or the piece or the work, the sculpture, what have you, in front of our eyes because we may have thought of it in one way for all of our own history. I think that’s what is beautiful about art as this space for conversation is that it’s a communicative medium, but we have to interpret that communication together as art historians. In that interpretation, I think it gives us a degree of separation to some extent. With Mormon art in particular, I think where Terryl Givens’s chapter really comes in, in his paradox of personal revelation and institutional telling you what to do institutionally, and that seeming to be at odds with each other, but within Mormonism, it acts as a paradox. I think that’s where you’re talking about, Mason, in a really interesting way is artists’ subjectivity in Mormonism might have that valence or that inflection of personal revelation that allows them to state, “This is my experience within this Church,” and opens up some of those conversations of individual expression. Though I don’t want to always say that it’s only about individual expression because it’s an artifact still of a collective experience in a lot of ways when we interpret it. That’s what is exciting, I think, about it. That’s what allows us, a lot of the time, to really talk about these difficult topics such as this fraught history of race within Mormonism that a lot of people have had a really hard time talking about for a very long time, as well as polygamy and queerness within the religion too. Specifically in my chapter, I bring in the artist Marlena Wilding’s images about her experience of being Black within a Mormon culture. Being able to talk about her experiences through that medium in our conversations was really both liberating for her as well as communicative in a way that I think she hoped would reach Mormon audiences to understand how those more banal forms of racism enter into those community experiences.

      Nelson: I think a lot of the artists that I know are interested in eliciting a response. That’s part of the communication that you were referring to. I wouldn’t say the same is true for the illustrators I know. I think they’re trying to tell a story. It’s just a different kind of thing that they’re working toward. So I love the idea that you have an artwork and people are gathering around it and just talking about it. Then one thing leads to another and you’re getting insight into why that means something to them. Maybe their interpretation or their response to it is completely different from yours because of their individual experience, and then that connects you to them and gives you insights and all of that stuff.

      Chase Westfall posed a question about the future: Having assembled and accounted for this history, what does it suggest to you about what might, could, should come next? How do you see the next two hundred years of LDS art and material culture?

      Allred: I have no idea how to answer the two-hundred-year question. We’ve talked quite a bit about the scholarly hope of inspiring new iterations of this type of a project or ways of expanding it, but since we’re talking about the artwork as a community, too, I would love to see more of a sense of that appreciation, support, criticism, just care and love for Latter-day Saint art. Where you’re at, Glen, with the Center for Latter-day Saint Arts, this is what you’re all about. If you had that same sense of your Center all over the world, at least ingrained in people’s minds to take very seriously and to get more familiar with stuff that’s already out there in the Latter-day Saint tradition and to help push and create for more, that artists coming up would feel like, “I connect to a very deep, rich history of creators, and I want to do this now, something new and push it new directions.” I feel like there’s been too much of a disconnection with creating a public that loves and supports and critiques this to help artists want to create more and be a little more radical and push it in new directions. My hope would be that in two hundred years it would almost be some of these familiar contours we’ve seen, but maybe almost unrecognizable in some senses as far as the new directions it’s gone and new creations we would see. But I have no idea. I’m not a prophet.

      Beardsley: I think this also gets at Nathan’s question about why aren’t there any contemporary artists featured in Deseret Book? Maybe in two hundred years, Deseret Book will be more open to exhibiting these artists and to having those kinds of conversations that really do allow for a little bit more critique of the Church itself, because I think that a lot of the contemporary artists do give some really interesting critiques based on their individual experiences. I think in two hundred years, my prediction is that Deseret Book will have more art books of contemporary artists.

      Nelson: Laura Allred Hurtado has a question for the two of you. I think we’ve covered the first part of the question, which is about what you might have learned and new stories and new ideas through the process. But this second part of it that deals a little bit more with identity might be novel enough to tackle to end our discussion today. How do you see this publication influencing culture, conversation, and identity in coming years?

      Allred: The question that would keep coming up and has come up in this conversation is sort of, what is Mormon art? This is going to be important for cultural production because we tried to set this up in the intro as almost an agreement. We promise we’ll keep asking that question, but we’re more interested in provoking new questions. We think it’s actually going to be more helpful to ask new questions. I’m hoping that will be the cultural ripple effect, that it’s not so much to be obsessive about what is or isn’t Mormon art and what those delineations are exactly. It’s more like, what’s the new questions we can ask about these? I think these chapters help showcase that in new ways. So I’m hoping the more, like you said, the curiosity, new questions about the scholarly endeavor of appreciating this artwork, but then on the other side, new questions about creation and artwork and new things that can be done that still connect with Mormonism somehow but push it in new directions is what I’m hoping to see.

      Beardsley: My hope is that, I mean, of course—It’s funny because you hope that your book is going to change the world, right? This is a book about Mormon art history, and I find it to be one of the most important projects I’ve ever worked on in my life, and I’m very, very proud of it. But for those who read it and are open to it, I do hope that it continues, like Mason said, to provoke and incite curiosity. Whether the ideas rub you the wrong way, I would hope that that creates a conversation in and of itself. My hope culturally is that it creates more discourse, that it continues to make us sit down and have conversations about what these things mean and what are the stakes of how we represent ourselves and how we represent people outside of ourselves. If we can learn from those instances historically, like we learn from Paul and Carlyle’s chapters, then how can we make ourselves better as a people? What are the case studies that allow us to not repeat history? Culturally, I would hope that—as a historian and as someone who loves art as much as I do—I would hope that people can use that as a case study.

      

      GLEN NELSON {glen@centerforlatterdaysaintarts.org} is an author, arts executive, exhibition curator, librettist, and scholar. He is the author of books, essays, articles, works of fiction, theater, and poetry, and the librettist of operas, choral works, art songs, and hymns. As a ghostwriter, three of his books have become nonfiction New York Times bestsellers. He was given the 2025 Lifetime Achievement Award from the Association for Mormon Letters.

      

      AMANDA K. BEARDSLEY {amandakbeardsley@gmail.com} is the Cayleff and Sakai Faculty Scholar at San Diego State University and received her PhD in art history from Binghamton University. Her research and publications have ranged from sound studies and feminism in Mormon culture to science and technology studies, gender, and faith. She is the coeditor of Latter-day Saint Art: A Critical Reader (Oxford University Press, 2024) and has published in Technology and Culture and Nineteenth Century Studies.

      

      MASON KAMANA ALLRED {Mason.Allred@byuh.edu} is an associate professor of communication, media, and culture at Brigham Young University–Hawaii. He earned his MA and PhD from the University of California, Berkeley. He is the author of Weimar Cinema, Embodiment, and Historicity (Routledge, 2017) and Seeing Things: Technologies of Vision and the Making of Mormonism (University of North Carolina, 2023). His interdisciplinary work has also appeared in venues such as JAAR, Jewish Studies Quarterly, Material Religion, and Film History.

      

      PAOLA BIDINELLI was born in Italy, in the ancient town of Teate degli Abruzzi, a wild and archaic territory known as “Land of Shepherds.” Over the years, Bidinelli has used the unique nature and dynamics of a multitude of raw materials, transforming them into a new imagery and identity. “Materials speak aloud to me,” she says. “Despite their imperfections, they unleash forces beyond our control, in an endless, fascinating fluctuation between ephemerality and resilience.”
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Birding at the Lake

D. A. Cooper
A pod of pelicans patrols the shore
like angels guarding the gates of heaven.
‘Two robins stare into the rising sun,
seeking communion with the mystery of light.
A sole hawk soundlessly hovers,
hoping to find flocks to prey on.
A gang of gulls glides like leaves
freshly fallen from the tree of life.
‘Three egrets skim the water’s surface;
Creation ripples, wrinkling in their wake.
Gulps of cormorants calmly glide
to the distant shore in the shining dawn.
An echo of mockingbirds, eager to mimic
something lovely, listens and waits.
Pen and paper perched on my lap,

I search the numen for the notes of my song.
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Hunger
Daniel 6

D. A. Cooper

1 feel your breath upon my neck—the heat
and dampness of each sigh, the way each pant,
each lungful pulls at me. Your eagerness
echoes throughout the lonely dark. A fear
expands into my chest and penetrates

my soul. I feel your touch upon my back—
your body’s overflowing warmth consumes
me, fills my heart with an uneasy stillness.

I lie here next to you, afraid of you,

afraid of what you are, of what you'll take
from me when hunger overwhelms your sleep.

D. A. COOPER {dacooper4@gmail.com} is a poet and writer from Texas. His
work has also recently appeared in the ARCH-HIVE, Trreantum, New Verse
Review, THINK, and Wayfare, among others. He enjoys translating dialect
poetry from Ttaly, watching The Office, and looking at trees.
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(atonement poem)

Theric Jepson

‘The black hole
of god’s salvation
is here
in his palm
where else
really
could It be

THERIC JEPSON s the editor of Irreanturm, the author of Byuck and Just Julie’s
Fine, and the last person you want to see when your timing belt busts. This is
his seventh poem to appear in Dialogue. He lives in El Cerrito, California, with
his wife and three of their children, all of whom look forward to the upcoming
hundredth anniversary of the Berkeley Ward (https:/berkeleyward.org/100).
Visit him at thmazing.com or subscribe to thmazing.substack.com.
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Discretion
Joseph Morgan

‘Watching the boy rage into being

I recall the parting restraints

Arranged through infancy ascending
‘Through tantrum to disenchantment
‘With earthly fathers to loftier faults
Setting oneself abreast and ahead

‘With raiments cast in the sides of the north
O by this light do not wrong him he is
Too scrupulous that way it is his vice

No I am no prophet I just know this
Travail behind maturity is so well traced
It passes through far countries clambering
Up yon distant mountain

To prospect for oneself and Christ

JOSEPH MORGAN f{ijamesmorgan8340@gmail.com} was born in Eastern
Idaho and following his mission chose to make Idaho Falls his home. Between
the time committed to his family, his faith, and his work as an agricultural
advisor, he cultivated his own private love of literature and taught himself to
write as well as he could. His writing tries to offer an answer to what poetry, a
poetry of Idaho, and a Mormon poetry might be.
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