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      Diné dóó Gáamalii. The title of the book is important for understanding both the primary subject of the book and the author. Diné, meaning “the People,” King explains, is a name that the people commonly known today as Navajo often use to refer to themselves, though King uses both of these terms interchangeably, as many Diné/Navajo people do (219n1). Gáamalii is a Diné term for Mormons or Latter-day Saints. The subject of the book, then, is Diné people who are affiliated with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, either through conversion (like King’s father) or by being born into a Mormon family (as King herself). This is a book, then, in which the author is herself deeply embedded. It is not your typical history. King describes the book as “a collective biography as interpreted through my own lens as a historian seeking to better understand my own people and family” (1). In the sense that King is writing about a group with whom she identifies—Diné dóó Gáamalii, Navajo Mormons—the work could also be considered autoethnographic, a term King uses only once in the text proper in the chapter “Red Power at BYU.” That chapter layers on one more dimension of embeddedness, as both King and her father are BYU alums. “Some people may consider such autoethnographic writing too subjective and biased, but I embrace my voice and closeness to the people, my friends and family, in this narrative to (re)claim and share our stories” (161).

      King’s book is important largely because of who she is. Positionality is very important in this work, as is intersectionality, a concept that King also identifies as influential to her thinking (260n28). Rejecting binary assumptions that might depict being both Navajo and Mormon simply as a “clash of two worlds defined by race,” King understands Diné dóó Gáamalii as “representatives of multiple groups that affiliated along intersecting lines of indigeneity, race, gender, ethnicity, and religion” (158). These intersections prioritized some identities over others, as overlaps created bridges and generated community. That these identities are entangled with and within settler colonialism does not make them any less Navajo/Diné. (On “colonial entanglements,” see the work of Osage anthropologist Jean Dennison, whose work on Osage politics demonstrates the many ways Osage people continue to be Osage while entangled with colonial forms; indeed, entanglement is an important part of what it means to be Indigenous.)

      While Navajo Mormons may strike many readers as a cultural eccentricity, Diné dóó Gáamalii are not wholly dissimilar from other intersections and entanglements, including Navajos belonging to other Christian denominations—or secular formations, such as nations, constitutions, race, etc. Part of the importance of this work is not only that it brings these little-known “intimate entanglements” (260n29) to light for readers, but that it helps to round out our understanding of Diné people as a diverse community who intersect with each other and those around them in various and often unexpected ways.

      The book is divided into chapters that address different aspects and historical phases of the experiences of Diné dóó Gáamalii, such as missionary work, education, church services, Brigham Young University, and the lives and perspectives of Diné dóó Gáamalii both within and beyond Diné Bikéyah, the homelands of Navajo people. In keeping with the title of the book, King often provides Diné terms for Mormon institutions, such as Gáamalii Bina’nitiní for missionaries and Sodizin Bá Hooghan for church. A chapter on Ólta’ Gáamalii, “Mormon School,” provides a history of the Indian Student Placement Program (ISPP), a controversial program that removed Diné youth from their homes and placed them with (typically) white Mormon families, and which now faces lawsuits from former students who experienced abuse in the program. While acknowledging the violence the program perpetuated, King seeks to honor the voices of Diné dóó Gáamalii who experienced ISPP, many of whom had positive as well as painful experiences and built loving connections with their host families. In this respect, this chapter is not wholly dissimilar to K. Tsianina Lomawaima’s work on federal boarding schools in They Called It Prairie Light, which, while recognizing the structural violence of the boarding school system, focuses on the voices, experiences, and limited agency of Native students, including their friendships, community building, and resilience as well as their pain. King states that “instead of indexing or categorizing their experiences as negative/positive or good/bad, I consider the spectrum and variety of Diné experience on their own terms” (87). This includes students who have since left the Church and those who remain within it, many of whom feel both positive and negative feelings at the same time as they reflect back on these experiences.

      Like many of her chapters, these experiences are drawn largely from oral history collections housed within the Redd Center collections at BYU and the Church History Department archives, though, again, King’s own personal reflections offer as much insight as the interviews she draws upon. For example, in demonstrating her frustration with blanket denunciations of ISPP, she relates an experience she had in a classroom when a fellow Indigenous student authoritatively denounced ISPP outright as a form of violent othering. King felt triggered by this, angered that such totalizing statements do little to honor the complex experiences of people like her cousins who actually experienced these things. King tries to honor those experiences, both the pain and the joy, by listening to their voices and attempting to weave a fuller tapestry of their varied experiences.

      The idea of a “two-world” experience is one that emerges in many different American Indian contexts and scenarios as a result of assimilationist policies and the general force of Euro-American hegemony. The general idea is that Native people have to learn to get along in the white man’s world while also trying to hold onto and live their Native culture, which is always under threat of disappearance due to the compromising and dominant force of the other. Diné dóó Gáamalii are no different in this regard, other than that the assimilationist side of the binary is Mormonism (though never just Mormonism). Often this two-world balancing act is described in terms of Diné culture on the one hand and Mormon religion on the other, which are often depicted as incompatible or in competition.

      While this is just the kind of binary that King strives to complicate and challenge, one thing that does come through over and over in the book is that many Diné dóó Gáamalii often experience the world through these terms and this sense of ongoing tension. But King does provide multiple examples of striking if limited hybridity. One that stood out to me, near the end of the book, relates the practice of a Diné and Latina woman who did not grow up with ancestral teachings and currently chooses not to attend Diné ceremonies but still continues some important traditions, such as safeguarding an infant’s nitsʼééʼ, umbilical cord. This Diné dóó Gáamalii woman did so by burying her grandson’s nitsʼééʼ on the Mormon temple grounds. As this example demonstrates, the Gáamalii/Mormon aspect of her identity—perhaps among other factors—may keep her away from certain aspects of Diné traditional life, but she may still continue to practice some Diné traditions. Though even those may be embedded, quite literally, within Mormon ground, if not within standard Mormon practice. Grounded, not just as Navajo or as Mormon, but as Diné dóó Gáamalii.

      A point that King aptly demonstrates is that Diné dóó Gáamalii are a significant part of the Diné experience, historically and presently. In this way, the experience and position of Diné dóó Gáamalii is similar to the experience of many Hawaiian people, as Hokulani Aikau demonstrates in her book A Chosen People, A Promised Land. Describing a Hawaiian-Mormon hybrid site of cultural celebration centered on a canoe journey bearing the Hawaiian name of a Mormon missionary, Iosepha (Joseph), Aikau states: “Within a Hawaiian worldview we cannot move forward if we do not know where we came from. Thus the path ahead in many ways is dictated by how well we know the paths already traveled. For . . . community members affiliated with the Iosepha, a critical aspect of the path already traveled includes the LDS church and its history in Hawai’i” (174). Similarly, the story of the Diné dóó Gáamalii is not simply their story, but it is a part of the history of the Diné. One cannot fully understand who the Diné are today without including the Diné dóó Gáamalii in that story.

      Diné dóó Gáamalii is an important work, and it joins with other voices that have also written about Indigeneity and Mormonism, such Hokulani Aikau, Elise Boxer, Gina Colvin, and Angelo Baca, some of whom are mentioned in the book. Surely there are others as well that I have overlooked. Pore over King’s notes and her bibliography and you will find them (the summer of 2021 issue of Dialogue is a special issue on “Mormonism and Indigeneity”).

      Not unlike the tapestry of voices King has woven together in her book, King’s own contribution will perhaps be most illuminating when her voice is interwoven with the voices of other Indigenous people who have written and will yet write about their experiences with Mormonism, Christianity, and other colonial entanglements from their own positionalities and subjectivities.

      

      STAN THAYNE {thaynesj@whitman.edu} is a senior lecturer in the Departments of Environmental Studies, Anthropology, Politics, and Religion at Whitman College in Walla Walla, Washington. He holds a PhD in religious studies from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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      Artist’s Statement: A woman, crowned and ordained with authority—with the power to act, to bless, to destroy—with the power of water, oil, and blood—with the power of knowledge, even secret knowledge—a woman who does not wait for her birthright to be recognized but has claimed it already.
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      Katie Ludlow Rich and Heather Sundahl’s “first-ever comprehensive history” of Exponent II is a deeply researched and engagingly written volume that reads as much like “a long letter from a dear friend” as the original publication (xix, xvii). Crafted from dozens of oral histories, the pages of every issue of the periodical, thousands of blog posts, the Exponent II archival collection at Brigham Young University, and their own experience with Exponent II, Rich and Sundahl trace the origins and evolution of Exponent II—encompassing its roles as a quarterly newspaper/magazine, retreat, and blog—while highlighting the key figures who shaped its history and whose own lives were transformed in the process. They explore Exponent II’s evolving relationship with modern feminism, its interactions with centers of LDS power, its connections to other “unsponsored sector” initiatives and movements, and its responses to broader social, political, and technological changes.

      The book is divided into two parts. The first part offers eleven short but multilayered chapters that chronicle Exponent II’s history from its beginnings among Boston-area women grappling with the emerging feminist movement in the context of their personal and religious lives to a geographically dispersed and more diverse cohort similarly seeking and sharing knowledge about themselves and their faith in the twenty-first century. With pithy yet descriptive titles such as “Wonderful Darling Upstarts,” “Editing Out the Anger,” and “Mormonism’s Stealth Alternative,” chapters build chronologically, each outlining key transitions and successive editorial teams’ main challenges and accomplishments.

      Throughout, Rich and Sundahl show that whether Exponent II women were dealing with pressure from LDS apostles, technological revolutions (or limitations), critiques from other liberals, or with internal blind spots and betrayals, the women who founded and shepherded Exponent II over the last fifty years made “agentive decisions” that affirmed their values, questions, and understanding of their “duel and dueling identities” as Mormons and feminists (xx, xix).

      The second half of the book presents a diverse collection of writings from Exponent II, organized into six “units,” each corresponding roughly to a decade of the publication’s history, with an additional chapter dedicated to material originally posted on the blog. Each of these begins with a visual selection of Exponent II covers and a short introductory essay: the first three written by the volume’s authors, and the rest by editors who served during the respective periods. These essays highlight key developments in Exponent II’s history, frame the selections, and offer points of analysis while providing further insight into the unique voices, goals, and challenges of individual editors and editorial teams.

      In unit 4, for example, Aimee Evans Hickman discusses her team’s efforts to engage a new generation of feminists in digital spaces while also moving to produce a full-color magazine. During her and Emily Clyde Curtis’s tenure—marked not just by technological changes but by demographic shifts in Church membership, the rise of “the Mormon moment,” and public campaigns advocating for the ordination of women to the LDS priesthood—Exponent II increasingly integrated the perspectives of visual artists and amplified the voices of those representing the global Church alongside the diverse, intersectional identities and experiences of Mormon women and gender minorities.

      Rich and Sundahl suggest that their anthology represents a “sampling of Exponent II’s best writing, dominant themes, and most memorable and historically significant pieces” (xix). Notably, almost all the works included in the anthology section are by different authors. Rather than privileging particular voices or more prolific writers, their selections reflect the editorial care taken by successive editors and align with one of the publication’s core purposes: to provide a space where diverse Mormon women (and, more recently, gender minorities) could share their lived experiences and perspectives. The anthology features a range of genres and includes work by writers closely associated with Exponent II and Mormon feminism as well as contributions from authors whose experiences and impact on LDS feminist thought might otherwise be overlooked. As Hickman suggests, “the quiet voices,” often outside the spotlight, “may be where the biggest cultural shifts are manifested in the end” (249).

      It is also notable that the anthology features largely complete pieces, with only a few expertly excerpted for brevity. Taken together, these selections not only highlight recurring issues central to LDS women throughout Exponent II’s history but also showcase the diverse ways in which Mormon women have engaged with these issues in their personal lives. The anthology further underscores the dynamic nature of Mormon feminism, tracing its evolution across time, place, subject, and perspective.

      Several selections from the anthology particularly stood out to me and offer a glimpse into its diverse and thought-provoking content: Victoria Grover’s poignant essay examining the tensions within “the Mormon view of the dispersal of spiritual power” (220); Kylie Nielson Turley’s moving poem about pregnancy loss (229); Linda Hoffman Kimball’s interview with Black Latter-day Saint Cathy Stokes, a “woman of smarts and spirit,” who forthrightly claims her place within the faith (233); Page Turner’s compelling exploration and artistic rendering of “the sacred history of remnants” (263); Ellen McCammon’s haunting midrash on Jael (299); and Hannah MacDonald’s (pseudonym) powerful reflection on the conditioning she experienced in suppressing her queer identity as a young LDS woman. A different reading at another time would likely yield a different list, and readers from across the spectrum of Mormon experience could undoubtedly highlight other pieces that reflect the breadth and depth of the feminist work cataloged here.

      Rich and Sundahl recognize that their book, which includes a helpful timeline of key events, an excellent index, and wonderful photographs, represents a first step in telling and analyzing the history of Exponent II. I join them in anticipating that this volume will encourage other scholars to fill in the gaps that 110 pages of historical narrative could hardly begin to cover. Exponent II and the many women involved with it over the years are certainly deserving of more attention in the annals of Mormon, religious, and feminist history.

      Still, Fifty Years of Exponent II is a remarkable achievement that directly and indirectly shifts our understanding of LDS history, particularly in relation to the history of LDS women and Mormon feminism. As Rich and Sundahl explain, Exponent II faced criticism from both the LDS establishment and from members who feared even mild challenges to institutional authority and gender norms as well as from those who felt it wasn’t feminist enough. Scholars have long called for greater recognition of diverse feminisms and for attention to the varied origins and paths of feminist thought and organizing. Rich and Sundahl’s volume invites us to reflect on the ways Mormon women, over the last half century, have crafted their own brands of feminism—and their own ways of being Mormon.

      The authors—and the work they feature from Exponent II—demonstrate Mormon women acting collectively to improve their condition. They show how these women identified and challenged the contradictions and tensions in their lives, offered alternative frameworks for understanding themselves and their faith, and did so in ways that privileged women’s ways of knowing and resulted in genuine knowledge production. It is fitting that women from a religious tradition centered on a new book of scripture—an upstart tradition that once allowed space for women to express their own authority, theologize, cultivate spiritual gifts, and create programs that met both their individual and communal needs—would produce a written record that features their own faith journeys.

      This history speaks to us not “from the dust” nor from the heart of what most would identify as “the Church.” It speaks from the ordinary moments of women’s lives and from the often heavily managed margins of the institutional church. If Exponent II has often felt “like a long letter from a dear friend,” this volume makes its history and content even more accessible and helps us to see Exponent II for what it truly is: an uncorrelated Latter-day Saint history of lived religion, evidence of the agentive persistence of LDS women, and fifty years of feminist theorizing by a much-maligned group of women of faith. Mormonism’s “stealth alternative,” indeed (xviii).

      

      REBECCA DE SCHWEINITZ {rld@byu.edu} is an associate professor of history at Brigham Young University where, since 2006, she has taught a range of classes, including American girlhood, US women’s history, African American history, Mormon women’s history, and a transnational history of women’s rights. She mostly writes about youth in American history and serves on the Dialogue Foundation Board.
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      Orange dust blows into my eyes as I step out of the car onto the hot-enough-to-cook-an-egg sidewalk in the Diplomatic Quarter, or DQ as everyone calls it, of Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. We are a few blocks away from the villa our “book club” uses as a church building. A house furnished with plastic chairs, a wood podium, and folding tables tucked away and pulled out only for occasional ward activities. Instead of housing a family, its function is a meeting place for the unofficial Riyadh Second Ward of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. The place where us non-Saudi LDS residents can meet, if we choose. And we do, so every Friday we make the half-hour drive through the insanity of chaotic Riyadh traffic and walk into the 105°F oven to get to church.

      My husband and three sons are dressed in long pants, not slacks, and button-up shirts—a couple white, one plaid, another blue. I peek down into my tote bag to make sure I have all four of their ties, then straighten my robe-like abaya, making sure my dress is completely covered. We can’t look like we are going to church. Instead, we have to give off an “everyday” appearance, as if we could be going to a restaurant or to visit a friend. A nearby minaret—a prayer tower attached to a mosque—begins broadcasting the call to prayer through a loudspeaker at the top. The Arabic chanting bounces down the sunny, dusty street we walk along, echoed in the distance by other prayer towers crying out in different tones. A communal worship singing throughout the country. It makes me wonder what it would be like to live in a place full of people with my same faith. Where almost everyone shares my spiritual foundation and understands my beliefs. Where it’s normal to live the way I do at church, or inside my home, in public too. With everyone. Would it make me stronger? Braver? Or lazy?

      Up ahead, another family from our ward is heading to the villa. We slow our pace to keep our distance and pretend we don’t know them. Turning a corner to walk down a different street than the one they were taking, Shawn and I step over fallen dates that litter the sidewalk, while our sons use them as ammo. With a screech, one of the many stray cats that roam the streets of Riyadh darts out of the palms and across the street. I would be sweating, but it is so dry, any drop of liquid immediately evaporates. After about five minutes, the villa comes into view. Another family just went through the metal door in the stone wall that surrounds it, so we let it clang shut and pause a street away before moving toward it. We have to stagger our arrival so there isn’t a group of people seen heading into the villa at the same time and gathering. Because what we’re doing is, technically, illegal.

      Religious freedom isn’t a thing in Saudi. It’s an Islamic state governed by a monarchy, where the laws of their country are based on the laws of Sunni Islam. Laws that influence their dress—men in their white thobes and women in black abayas and hijabs. Laws that dictate social norms and gender roles. Laws that say no pork is allowed in the country (a fact greatly bemoaned by my bacon-loving boys). Laws that ban non-Islamic public worship, proselyting, and even symbols. Saudi religious community encompasses everything about them, and everyone shares in it. So, it makes sense that in a place where it’s a crime, potentially punishable by death, for a Muslim to convert to another religion, other religions wouldn’t be allowed. However, the current law does say non-Muslim residents may worship privately and possess personal religious material. We were allowed to bring our personal scriptures, as long as we kept them to ourselves. So what if we keep church to ourselves? How private is privately? Maybe it is enough to keep our gatherings private from neighbors and other Muslims. And it seems to be. It is a fine line.

      The secret meeting I’m going to could ruin a Saudi’s life, in one sense, if they tried it. But we’re Christian American expats, so we walk toward the villa door on that very fine line. A line that makes us refer to the Riyadh Second Ward as our “book club,” not only in public but also in phone calls, texts, and emails—since those are monitored by the Saudi government. The same line that motivates us to park blocks away and walk through the heat and be inconspicuous. A line that we, and the rest of our ward members, walk in order to meet on the Sabbath, which in Saudi is on Friday, and take the sacrament.

      Once inside, I pass the ties out. Our fourteen-year-old gets his on by himself, while my husband helps the twelve-year-old, and I zip up the cheater-tie onto the ten-year-old. I hang my abaya with all the rest on the large coat stand next to the door, then we all take off our shoes and put them on the half-filled shoe racks lining the entryway before we head inside. Where there would have been a large dining room and living room, instead we have a chapel. A typical LDS wood podium resides at one end, facing rows of plastic chairs with a single aisle going down the center. We fill up five of the six chairs in a row on the left side of the aisle and as it gets closer to starting time, our oldest boys move up to the front right row to pass the sacrament—they, the only two young men in the ward of sacrament-passing age.

      I look around the room; I know everyone here. There are only about thirty or forty of us. We are all expats displaced from our home countries on behalf of employment. An amalgamation of families from India, New Zealand, Philippines, and United States. No Saudis. Despite our varied backgrounds and cultures, we are bonded by our beliefs and subculture, though not the LDS subculture found in the United States in places like Utah. Here, we are a mix of so many countries and societal norms and rituals that our common culture is based on the gospel. Our Indian friends wear traditional saris, our Filipino friends brought delicious classic Filipino foods to a ward party and taught us stick dances, and our New Zealand members taught us a Māori haka. It’s a ward where sometimes a musical number isn’t sung in English, and the Spirit is stronger for the diversity. But still, our hearts are in common. When a child gets baptized, we all stay after church and participate as they go into the pool in the small backyard of the villa. We eat and celebrate together as a ward for one child entering those waters. Our common faith roots us in a borderless community as children of God in his worldwide church.

      But these circumstances aren’t what we from the States would call, by any means, typical. For my family, only here for a couple years, it’s an adventure. But for some of these youth who are here long-term, it must be difficult. I grew up in Florida, where there weren’t many members. My close friends were the youth from church because they understood a deep part of me. When kids at school found out I was “Mormon,” as they called me, I’d usually get the question, “So how many moms do you have?” followed by snickers. I’d say “One” with an annoyed attitude, then shut it down and change the subject. But I had my church friends—my fellow support among peers. Even my small group was bigger than what these kids in Saudi have.

      Shawn is a leader over the young men, of which there are four, half of them belonging to us. I’m over the young women, of which there are also four. Despite the age and culture differences, they all laugh and chat and play together at our weekly youth activity—their only option for interaction with LDS peers before they go off to the American school or the Filipino school or their compounds or apartments. To the places where they aren’t allowed to speak about their beliefs. Where most of the people surrounding them don’t even believe in Christ. While in the States we encourage youth to share their beliefs and invite friends, in Saudi we are reminded from the pulpit not to share, not to post, to be careful and keep our beliefs quiet. It must feel awfully isolating at times for these young people. I admire their strength and commitment to their faith when they choose to hold onto it even though they have to secret it away like a hidden book club.

      Now that I’m back in the States, I sometimes wonder if that isolating circumstance has the potential to make one stronger. It would have been easier, even safer, to worship truly privately. Alone. Skip the traffic, heat, and risk. Just take a couple years off from the fight of getting kids dressed, fed, and in the car for church. It was a circumstance that tested us. Made us choose. And I think we became stronger because of it. Not only in a personal sense but as a group of believers in Christ. Our ward was tight, as they say. Because we had to be. We only had each other. Well, at least within our secret villa at our book club meetings. Aside from our faith, maybe it was our shared sense of being careful, of being “in it together,” that drew us close as a group. Is that what early Saints felt as they were trying to build the Church and were constantly persecuted and run out of town? Maybe part of the glue that held them close was their collective trial of living their faith in a time or place where it was not accepted, even in a country that was founded on a belief in God and proposes to grant religious freedom to all.

      The United States has come a long way since then, from a place in the past where, like the Saints in Saudi, the early pioneers had to be careful and, at times, hide to a modern soup of religions scattered and tolerated throughout the land. But while no one can get away with tarring or murdering a “Mormon” these days, the atmosphere of tolerance varies by location. There are definitely more Christian places, like the South or Utah, where going to church and believing in God is accepted as typical, even expected. And then there are other places where, if you mention that you’re Christian you are labeled a fool or a bigot.

      Before moving to Saudi, we lived in western Washington, about an hour north of Seattle. It was, in some ways, a personal version of Saudi. Be careful. Keep your beliefs to yourself, as it were. Almost as if the unspoken agreement was: While we have freedom of religion, we shouldn’t encourage expression of any one religion on the chance we may offend another. Or, if you’re Christian, you’re weak-minded and deluded. Or, you’re discriminatory. Or maybe even schizophrenic. Who knows. Those crazy religious people just need to shut up and keep it to themselves. That was the general temperature of the waters I observed from the shores of social media or school hallways or overheard grocery store chatter. So, I hid my book club unless I knew, absolutely, it was safe. My good friends were from church, and I didn’t talk much about my beliefs with people who weren’t. When someone would give me a $5 coffee gift card as a thank-you for volunteering at school, I’d pass it on to someone else rather than tell them I didn’t drink coffee and risk them feeling bad or judged, or judging me. I’d read my scriptures at home, but not in public. At home I’d pray over food, but not in public. Not like the Saudis who would close down stores and whip out their prayer rugs and pray for everyone to see. While legally and physically, I could, stigma and judgment and negative experiences kept me in a state of hesitant carefulness. Was it outside forces that made me huddle down inside myself, or inward ones?

      In a place like Saudi, where many people share similar beliefs, it seems like it would be easier. Surely it helps some people keep spiritual focus and prevents religious contention or persecution. But then I wonder at the seemingly equal potential for that to lead to strength or weakness. If my country was built upon my religion, shared by most of the people, and enforced by my government, would my faith be bolstered or hindered? It seems more comfortable. Safer. But would we Latter-day Saints be more confident in our convictions as a people? Would we be a cohesive city of faith—a Zion community, thriving without the chains of worldly judgements and repercussions? Or would we become a “culture” of religion, scattered with hollow pockets of emptiness—a people more likely to fall into the pattern of putting on the appearance of religion?

      Citizens in Saudi live a Muslim life in part by following the dress code and laws, including no delicious bacon, with no choice to do anything different. While I have no doubt that countless Muslims in Saudi Arabia are sincere believers and find great meaning in their religious tradition, I can’t help but wonder how many Saudis were going through the motions—saying memorized prayers at certain times but perhaps lacking a deeper faith. Saudi Arabia has a culture and legal system that makes it easy for some to seem devout without being devout.

      I wonder if having that kind of bubble around us, and our Latter-day Saint belief system, would help or harm the depth of true conversion. It might protect us from discrimination, but maybe it would also make it harder to grow strong roots. To be sure of our faith. To test it. Exposure to different ideas forces us to confront our own, to strengthen them or abandon them. Maybe the freedom to choose is what makes our decided beliefs rugged and well-built, able to last past the lifetime warranty. Like a wind-blown sapling that digs its roots wide and deep and grows into a towering oak, as opposed to a plant grown safely indoors, its shallow roots requiring that it stay indoors or risk being ripped out of the ground by a gale. A bubble, whether it is one we make for ourselves or one imposed upon us, may feel good, but it could lead to us lacking a deep, heartfelt, faith-filled conversion. And it is that depth of conversion that gives us the fortitude to practice our beliefs alone, persecuted, or when it isn’t popular. When you have to sneak across a date-scattered, dusty, burning-hot sidewalk, acting like a spy to get to church.

      Now I live three houses down from the church building in a Zion-like neighborhood in Idaho Falls. It is the closest I’ve ever been to a little LDS Saudi land. Our building is filled with people, so many that even after two years I don’t know everyone here, but the ones I do know are family because we share a deep foundation—our faith. Shawn and I are back serving with the youth, only here, our sons have a large pool of peers that share their streets, their schools, and their values. We are more open with our beliefs. Less afraid of judgement. Is it the location? Maybe. Feeling like we’re part of a larger culture here definitely helps. But maybe some of it is strength grown through experience. Whatever it is, I feel my roots taking up water.

      As I walk to church, my not-that-high heels wobbling down the sidewalk, my neighbor goes whizzing past on her electric scooter, dress fluttering in the breeze. I wave to a Sunday-clad neighbor family zipping past on their golf cart. Boys dressed in suits ride past on their bikes. There’s no hiding who we are or where we are going. I’m not looking over my shoulder or checking for watchers. There’s no self-consciousness or worry. It’s freeing and connecting. But in a small way, there is a distance, one I only know because of comparison. The difference between a large, free congregation and the intimate, personal, and secret meeting of a small group in Saudi.

      I think of my Saudi Church family, the ones who are still there, and wonder how their Friday Sabbath was. If the prayer towers sang to them as they snuck to church. If the dust was blowing through the date palms landscaped along the roads. If the small villa room was filled with close-knit hearts and borderless love. Even continents away, we are still connected. A worldwide community. Children of God.

      

      STEPHANIE KILPATRICK {stephkilpatrickwrites@gmail.com} has a BA in English from Brigham Young University. She is a member of three writing organizations—Latter-day Saints in Publishing, Media and the Arts (LDSPMA), Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI), and American Night Writers Association (ANWA)—and serves as chapter president for the latter two. She has three fiction short stories published, “Sister’s Keeper” in 2023, “Together and Trafalgar” in 2024, and “Earthcraft” in 2025. She has also won two awards from the annual Writer’s Digest competition for personal essays.
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        Content warning: This essay discusses sexual violence.

      

      

      Birds, across cultures and time, hold a rich tapestry of symbolic meanings, entwining life and death, omens and auguries, angels and spiritual guides. They are often seen as carriers of the departed souls, and at times, they are believed to embody those spirits. Adam McLean, a Scottish writer on alchemical texts, notes, “The essential thing about birds is that they have as their domain the air element, mediating between the earthly realm and the heaven world.”⁠1 This essay aims to elucidate the role of birds as intermediaries between divine entities and humans, highlighting how their distinctive abilities and capacities are employed according to their taxonomic classification and skill set. This will be explored through human encounters with birds, including my own and one by Dr. Lisa Miller, and by engaging with limited mythological and biblical texts.

      INTERMEDIARIES

      As a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, I believe that birds can serve as celestial intermediaries. These winged emissaries, divinely appointed and summoned, function as conduits for conveying messages of hope, profoundly touching human souls in unparalleled ways. Birds, thus, act as mediators, vehicles, and gateways, revealing a shared world beyond our own. This concept aligns with ornithomancy, the practice of interpreting omens from the actions of birds, such as their flight patterns and calls. Regarding birds as integral members of our community and perceiving them as living beings rather than mere objects allows us to engage with ornithomancy, interpreting signs, symbols, and synchronistic events in a spiritual context. Interpreting these interactions cultivates dialogue concerning the divine phenomenology inherent in such experiences.

      Consider first such postulations found in both Greek philosophy and in the Hebrew Bible. Plutarch, the Greek philosopher and priest at the Temple of Apollo in Delphi, wrote about birds within communal relationships.

      
        
        It is, in fact, no small or ignoble division of divination, but a great and very ancient one, which takes its name from birds; for their quickness or apprehension and their habit of responding to any manifestation, so easily are they diverted, serves as an instrument for the gods, who directs their movements, their calls or cries, and their formations which are sometimes contrary, sometimes favoring, as winds are; so that he uses some birds to cut short, others to speed enterprises and inceptions to the destined end. It is for this reason that Euripides calls birds in general “heralds of the gods.”⁠2

      

      

      Here Plutarch examines ornithomancy, the ancient practice of divination through birds, as a significant method of discerning the gods’ will. He views birds, with their swift reactions and environmental awareness, as divine means of communication. Their movements, calls, and formations are interpreted as signs of divine favor or opposition, shaping human actions and decisions. Plutarch references Euripides to support this perspective.

      Additionally, I turn to the Hebrew Bible to view Elijah’s experience with a raven acting as a divine emissary.

      
        
        Now Elijah the Tishbite, of Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, “As the Lord, the God of Israel, lives before whom I stand, there shall be neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word.” And the word of the Lord came to him: “Depart from here and turn eastward and hide yourself by the brook Cherith, which is east of the Jordan. You shall drink from the brook, and I have commanded the ravens to feed you there.” So he went and did according to the word of the Lord. He went and lived by the brook Cherith that is east of the Jordan. And the ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning, and bread and meat in the evening, and he drank from the brook.⁠3

      

      

      In this narrative, ravens serve as divine emissaries, delivering crucial provisions. Their behavior, known as “caching”—the act of scavenging and storing food in temporary caches—renders them uniquely suited for this role. It is clear why they, above all other birds, were selected for such a sacred task by God.

      THE RED-TAILED HAWK AND EAGLE

      In my forties, I was caught in an inescapable vortex. I finally relayed my history of being sexually violated as a child to some people in my life. From a young and vulnerable age, I existed in a world that felt like a battlefield—one I didn’t understand and couldn’t escape. The trauma of those years shaped me, leaving scars that defined who I became. Stifled by alexithymia, a condition marked by an inability to identify or articulate emotions, I drifted through social interactions with peers like a ghost, my profound distrust of others anchoring me to isolation. This emotional detachment, paired with deep-seated fear, perpetually stranded me on the fringes of human connection. Thus, I came to rely heavily on the presence of divine beings and dreams, which cultivated an acute sense of spirituality in my life. In this process, I developed an innate affinity for connecting with birds and the divine Mother Earth, which has served to counterbalance my distrust of humanity and lack of social integration. Whenever certain birds appear in my life, I am compelled to introspect on the significance of their presence, scrutinizing the timing, context, and emotional resonance or feeling-tone of the encounter.⁠4 I seek to decipher the message being conveyed through the interaction, inquiring about the purpose behind our convergence and the wisdom being imparted. I believe, as illustrated in the life of Carl Jung—a Swiss psychiatrist, psychotherapist, and the founder of analytical psychology who was also a victim of sexual abuse as a child—that such trauma is inherently linked with spirituality.⁠5

      In that context, at the time, I was deeply worried about my eldest daughter’s future, which was precariously at risk by someone close to her, due to the trauma drama being played out in my family’s life. My ecclesiastical minister, David F. Holland, was acting as an intermediary, helping to provide some measures of safety and protection. While driving my youngest daughter to gymnastics, I was highly agitated by the situation and unfolding events. As I turned onto the interstate, a large red-tailed hawk suddenly appeared, mere inches away from skimming across my windshield. At that exact moment, my phone lit up with a call from President Holland. The synchronicity of this event—the hawk’s near collision and the call—left me stunned and bewildered. In my shocked and confused state, I did not answer my phone.⁠6

      My symbolic associations with hawks were informed by the Native American spiritual beliefs, specifically those of the Cherokee people, who regard the red-tailed hawk as a protector spirit. Although I was aware of this cognitively, my heightened stress level prevented me from integrating this knowledge to soothe my soul. After dropping my youngest daughter at gymnastics, I proceeded to the temple, my sanctuary for therapeutic intervention. Upon completing an endowment session and spending time in the celestial room, I experienced an overwhelmingly powerful and peaceful sensation. The feeling while sitting in the celestial room was a palpable impression of being surrounded by divine angels. Upon leaving the temple, I turned on my phone to find a text from President Holland: “Suzie, I feel angels are surrounding you tonight.” How could he have known? How could he perceive this intimate personal experience in the temple? We were miles apart, and I had not communicated anything about my encounter with the hawk or the angels in the temple with anyone.

      The psychospiritual imprints of this event have compelled me to reflect deeply on the mysteries of the universe and the boundaries between humans, birds, angels, and our divine parents. In a profoundly impactful moment of vulnerability, when I found myself in dire need of support and hope, it became strikingly evident that a higher power was attempting to communicate with me through various manifestations: a bird, President Holland, and angels. President Holland subsequently conveyed that measures had been taken to ensure the safety and protection of my eldest daughter. The simultaneous appearance of a hawk and the illumination of my phone serve as a poignant reminder of this divine communication, reinforcing my belief that loving divine parents watch over us, imparting not only one but several messages of reassurance that all would ultimately be okay. This encounter is indelibly etched in my memory, not only for the physical proximity and sensations or embodiment of being in contact with a hawk and angels, but also due to the emotional and psychological state I was experiencing at the time, a state wherein I was seeking power and assistance beyond any earthly kind.

      Birds, often regarded as symbols of hope, have historically been noted to appear in times of peril, during battles, or prior to embarking on challenging journeys. The reception of a favorable avian omen from the divine during significant life events constitutes a profound experience that uplifts the spirit and elicits feelings of relief. Homer’s Iliad provides several illustrations of such occurrences.

      
        
        And they, when now they saw that sent of Zeus

        The bird had come, leapt on their Trojan foes

        More fierce, and turned their spirit to the fight.⁠7

      

      

      
        
        Thus did he pray, and father Jove pitying his tears vouchsafed him

        that his people should live, not die; forthwith he sent them an eagle,

        most unfailingly portentous of all birds, with a young fawn in its

        talons; the eagle dropped the fawn by the altar on which the Achaeans

        sacrificed to Jove the lord of omens; When, therefore, the people

        saw that the bird had come from Jove, they sprang more fiercely upon

        the Trojans and fought more boldly.⁠8

      

      

      In Homer’s works, the social interaction of birds and humans is exemplified as a potent catalyst for hope, thereby empowering warriors to engage in battle with renewed vigor. This phenomenon underscores the profound psychological impact that birds can have on human behavior.

      Early in the morning, I ventured out to tend to the chickens, housed in a coop situated near a tranquil body of water in our backyard. The sun’s first light began to pierce through the dense fog, casting an ethereal glow. My burdens were heavy at the time, having recently embarked on an overly ambitious endeavor to establish a nonprofit aimed at preserving and providing access to Catholic parish records across Italy. Having been a stay-at-home mom for more than twenty-five years, I now found myself in urgent need of employment. This path was ludicrous, fraught with risk and uncertainty, yet it felt right.

      Simultaneously, I was recovering from severe PTSD symptoms, stemming from accusations I had made against my father regarding child sex abuse. As such, I was hypersensitive to every movement and sound. As I approached the coop, I detected an approaching presence from my right. Turning, I witnessed an eagle soaring past me, mere feet away. Most likely the bird had not seen me due to the thick fog. The physical proximity, the rush of air, and my direct view of the wingspan brought a heightened awareness as I heard the words come into my mind: “Keep looking up Suzie, keep looking up.” I understood this to mean that I should persist, push through the pain, the darkness, and the uncertainty. I perceived this encounter with this eagle, at this moment in time, as a spiritual omen, symbolizing the necessity to attain a higher perspective, transcend my limitations, and look beyond my myopic viewpoint with courage.

      LISA MILLER AND THE MAMA DUCK

      To further illustrate the phenomenology of avian encounters, I share the experience of Dr. Lisa Miller, which she recounts in The Awakened Brain.⁠9 After years of attempting to conceive, Lisa and her husband turned to IVF treatments. Following several unsuccessful attempts, Lisa returned home from another treatment, burdened with doubt about its success. Upon opening her front door, she found a mysterious black object on the doorstep. She picked up the wet mass only to discover it was a duck embryo, with a beak and tiny webbed feet askew. To Lisa, this symbolized another failed IVF attempt. However, a few hours later, she heard a tapping at her door and found a full-grown female duck, offering a poignant personalized message. “I opened the door and found that the mama duck had brought me a gift: a plump, juicy worm. She dropped it on the threshold and waddled back toward the river.”⁠10 Lisa further explains: “[M]y inner life and outer life lined up in a way that felt significant, too improbable to have happened by chance. I felt guided by something, a larger order or life force. In that moment, I saw the mama duck as evidence of the deep connection possible between living beings, a feeling of oneness. Even hope.”⁠11

      In Lisa’s experience, a profound communal connection involving a human, a bird, and the element of care is observed. Ducks symbolically embody good luck, nurturing, bonding, transformation, intuition, and spiritual ascension. The juxtaposition of the lifeless duck embryo and the subsequent tapping at the door by the mother duck constituted significant physical encounters and symbolic signs. These were undeniably meaningful to the recipient. Despite another unsuccessful IVF attempt, Lisa and her husband eventually adopted a child and simultaneously conceived naturally, experiencing blessings beyond their imagination. This encounter with the bird bridged conscious and unconscious realms.

      PHENOMENOLOGY

      When individuals encounter such phenomena, they often experience a profound sense of disorientation, frequently accompanied by an unwillingness to disclose these experiences due to concerns about being perceived as irrational or unstable. However, acknowledging these encounters through a phenomenological lens—a qualitative research approach focused on analyzing lived experience and the structures of subjective consciousness—provides a more grounded framework. By examining how individuals perceive and interpret phenomena without dismissing them as unstable or illogical, phenomenology allows researchers to credibly explore these experiences as meaningful aspects of human understanding.

      Avian encounters, as reflected in collective memory, provide significant insights, as the collective memory of social groups closely parallels the structure of myth.⁠12 Myths typically emerge from oral traditions, wherein narratives are transmitted through generations via oral communication. Over time, these narratives can evolve and adapt, ultimately becoming entrenched within shared cultural narratives that explain various phenomena or human experiences. Consequently, individual stories or lived experiences can coalesce into a broader cultural process. Therefore, phenomena such as encounters with birds should not be dismissed as implausible but rather recognized as meaningful aspects of human experience.

      The phenomenology of avian encounters might be conceptualized through the following analogy. Jung made the decision to disclose his experiences of childhood sexual abuse. He had been Freud’s up-and-coming protégé. His eventual split with Freud stemmed from a fundamental disagreement with Freud’s theories regarding sexuality. Jung’s work then gravitated toward themes of mythology, spirituality, archetypes, and the exploration of both conscious and unconscious realms.

      The structural dismissal of subjective phenomenology across clinical and spiritual domains reveals recurring patterns of epistemic violence rooted in hierarchical systems of validation. Freud’s systematic negation of female patients’ abuse narratives, framed as pathological fantasy rather than embodied testimony, demonstrates how institutional authority can weaponize theoretical frameworks to delegitimize marginalized accounts.⁠13 This mirrors, though does not equate to, the exclusion of spiritual encounters from dominant epistemologies, where claims of divine or numinous experience are frequently relegated to the realm of delusion or false consciousness. Both contexts expose how hierarchies of credibility, whether privileging psychoanalytic interpretations over survivors’ accounts or materialist empiricism over metaphysical phenomena, operate through systemic exclusion. The enduring cultural legacy of such epistemic gatekeeping lies in its capacity to naturalize specific ontologies while rendering alternative modes of perception illegible. It is imperative to recognize that the phenomenology of spiritual encounters—whether with birds, angels, or the divine—should not be dismissed as mere illusions or false consciousness. Instead, these experiences warrant consideration as manifestations rooted in a more tangible, communal framework, representing a divine network that collaborates for the betterment of humanity.

      Drawing on Jung’s concept of meaning matrices, they frame the integration of inner subjective experiences and outer objective realities as a psychic matrix. My application of this to birds is that birds function as a bridge between the universal realms of signs (objective) and symbols (subjective). Our comprehension of the external world is inherently constrained by subjective limitations. Jung posits that a matrix is formed when unconscious content, manifesting in various archetypal forms, reflects our objective reality and becomes consciously accessible to us. Thus, when one encounters a bird, the experience is not merely an apparition; rather, it is an engagement with a distinct entity, creating a mutual recognition and obligation. These encounters with birds are perceived through our individual objective lenses. Christopher M. Moreman asserts, “As such, the entirety of the bird can never be known, but instead one can only ever truly know what the bird means for the individual experiencing it, or, archetypically, what the bird might mean for humankind.”⁠14 Moreman elucidates that birds transcend mere symbolic representation; while they are indeed powerful symbols, our understanding arises from the intricate interrelationship between the bird and the observer.

      As a survivor of child sex abuse, my admiration for birds has been engendered by the profound role they have played in my life as a source of inspiration and guidance. These precious beings have communicated divine messages, bolstering my courage and fostering hope during challenging times. I make a conscious effort to acknowledge and express gratitude for their presence, whether they serve as a warning or convey messages of hope. The phenomenology of avian encounters warrants greater recognition and appreciation within our broader understanding of the communal relationship between divine beings, humans, and birds.

      

      SUZANNE E. GRECO {S.E.Greco@sms.ed.ac.uk} is a survivor of gender-based violence (GBV), holds a master’s degree in theology from Harvard Divinity School, and is a doctoral candidate at the University of Edinburgh’s School of Divinity. Her research examines systemic complicity in religious rituals perpetuating GBV. She addressed the 2023 UN General Assembly and participated in the inaugural UN World Day for the Prevention of and Healing from Child Sexual Exploitation, Abuse and Violence in 2022. Founder of Italian Parish Records, she promotes cultural preservation and social equity through archival accessibility. She is also the author of The Stone Sphere.
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      Given the LDS Church’s recent emphasis on the “covenant path,” it seems fitting that this collection of Mormon short fiction takes up a similar theme: the ordinances (baptism, endowment, temple marriage) that operate as gates along a “straight and narrow path” (2 Nephi 31:17–21) leading individuals back to the kingdom of God.

      From this seemingly narrow starting point, the twenty-three contributors of The Path and the Gate spin a vast array of stories, ranging from futuristic accounts of missionary work in the metaverse (William Morris, “Always to be Found”) to the comic journal of a newly minted and inept God (Ryan Shoemaker, “Barry Dudson: The God Journals”) to the seemingly mundane in both contemporary and historical settings. Gates, in these stories, might be literal and nightmarish gates (as is the case in Phyllis Barber’s “After Midnight”), or they might be entirely metaphorical.

      While each of the stories takes as its starting point Mormon faith and culture, the resulting explorations have a wider audience appeal than just Mormon readers: the characters who inhabit the stories span the spectrum of LDS belief and behavior, and even seemingly orthodox characters can be surprisingly complex. Other stories offer illuminating (and heartbreaking) perspectives from characters outside—and sometimes inside—the faith who do not fit comfortably. Eric Freeze’s “Holy Ghost Power” follows an apostate father who lacks the officially sanctioned power to bless his daughter but who believes in and blesses her nonetheless, posing timely questions about the power we vest in institutions versus individuals. Other extraordinary believers include a coffee-drinking bishop in Joe Plicka’s “Natural Causes”; an older sister in Tim Wirkus’s “A Vision” who bears devout testimony to a capricious and merciless God; and a missionary in Mattathias Singh’s “Missionary Weekly Report” who abandons his mission precisely because he believes in the immanent (and imminent) message of God’s grace.

      Some stories use humor to gently skewer orthodoxy, even as they find something to admire in sincere belief. Heidi Naylor’s “Mrs. Seppe” must wrestle with her priorities (her family, including her estranged drug-addict daughter) when she unexpectedly wins a lottery; the members (including the prophet) of Danny Nelson’s “Narrow is the Gate” are confounded by the arrival of aliens even more orthodox than they are; and the cybersecurity expert of Jack Harrell’s “The Mathematics of God” finds himself led by the Spirit to aid and abet a mysterious Ukrainian couple. In Theric Jepson’s “The Curse,” a third-generation member of the Church finds his life comically shaped by a too-specific patriarchal blessing given him as a young man.

      Other stories are more critical of the LDS Church and its culture. Two of the most haunting stories in the collection feature young women who are constrained by their beliefs into paths (marriages, lives) not entirely of their own choosing: Charity Shumway’s “A Courtship” and Larry Menlove’s “Calf-Creek Falls.” Ryan Habermeyer’s “We’re Going to Need a Second Baptism” begins with a wryly funny look at ordinances and ends as a disturbing cautionary tale about the dangers of putting too much faith in our own illusions. David G. Pace’s “Lana Turner has Collapsed!” critiques the sometimes-shallow motives that can drive the performance of sacred ordinances, even ordinances ostensibly meant for others.

      The stories also pick up quintessentially Mormon themes like agency and community. Alison Brimley’s “It’s a Good Life” fittingly riffs off a Twilight Zone episode to ask: If you could make other people do what you wanted, should you? Ryan Shoemaker explores agency from a different angle, imagining how a new god hilariously manages to undermine the very idea of salvation by trying to spare his children his own mortal humiliations.

      Reflecting the inextricable link of faith and community in Mormonism, some of the stories poignantly explore how community can flourish even outside shared faith: in Michael Fillerup’s “Ghosts,” two widowers—one faithful, one doubting—find community and solace on a bitterly cold night. Other stories illuminate how heaven (both on earth and in literal heaven) can be built upon relationships: Jennifer Quist’s plague story, “Unhanded”; Annette Haws’s humorous look at the afterlife in “Planting Iris,” and Holly Welker’s depiction of complicated teenage grief in “The Funeral.”

      The stories and themes are beautifully bookended by Todd Robert Peterson’s “The Investigator” and Steven L. Peck’s “Sister Carvalho’s Excellent Relief Society Lesson.” Peterson opens the collection with a postapocalyptic rendering that both calls out tendencies to insularism and violence in Mormon culture and points toward hope. In a post-pandemic world where gun-toting survivors have mostly wiped out their neighbors, a nameless narrator survives by following a stake map to a modest Mormon home, where he lives off canned goods and reads the Book of Mormon. What struck me most about this story was the Flannery O’Connor-esque ability to marry the grotesque with kernels of grace.

      This same marriage of grace with the ridiculous shows up in Peck’s closing story, where a pair of non-Mormons who have respectively survived wars in Rwanda and Israel wind up in Pleasant Grove, Utah, where a clerical error assigns them the Carvalho name and a history of church activity. When a dispute over essential oils threatens to tear the ward apart, the wife tears into the sisters with a reminder of what true violence looks like—and, paradoxically, what love looks like as well.

      Not all the stories will be for everyone (as a sometimes literalist, I found a few to be opaque), but there’s something here for nearly all readers. Ryan McIlvain’s sweet and funny meditation on the New York Times crossword puzzle and longtime friendships captures the expansive spirit of the collection, both orthodox and unorthodox. “It’s a useful exercise,” he writes, “to force your brain to work as the puzzle wants it to” (166). But “occasionally the pieces just won’t fit. . . And that’s okay, too.” This is as true of readers as it is the diverse characters who inhabit these stories.

      

      ROSALYN COLLINGS EVES {rosalyneves@suu.edu} is an associate professor of English at Southern Utah University, where she teaches classes in composition, rhetoric, and publishing and directs the Writing Center. She has published six YA novels with national presses, including a historical novel with a Mormon protagonist (Beyond the Mapped Stars); her work has won AML (Association for Mormon Letters) and Whitney awards for best youth novel.
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      Christmas is Jesus. Christmas is music, too. Even during a pandemic, I’ve had live carolers at my door. When in-person performance isn’t possible, we listen to recordings of choirs performing Handel and his classical Messiah. There’s the comfort of the Vince Guaraldi Trio—piano, bass, and drums—in the background of A Charlie Brown Christmas. There’s even that one radio station that plays Christmas music 24/7 all month long. It’s the station that reminds us that not all Christmas music was composed equally! Though the Gospel of Luke makes no mention of music, when we read of angels announcing Jesus’ birth to shepherds, we often imagine the heavenly host singing rather than speaking: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men” (Luke 2:14). And thus, music is tied to the shepherds, the angels, and the birth of Jesus.

      Christmas and music have something important to teach us about living with each other. Music is all sorts of harmonies. The simplest is unison, with every voice and instrument playing the same note. Musically, unison adds emphasis; it underscores key phrases and focuses attention on important lyrics. The effect in life is similar. We feel power in unity. We take comfort in being with others who think, look, and act similarly. Unison also highlights difference. When we’re all on the same note, even just one person singing off-pitch can be grating. And if someone plays an altogether different note, it’s all we can do not to stop and stare.

      Life isn’t lived in unison. Old and young, Black and white, single and married, Democrat and Republican, urban and rural, male and female, rich and poor, with the crowd and against it—these are realities that don’t lend themselves to unison. But if we’re patient enough to move past the initial cringe of dissonance, new and beautiful sounds await.

      Try this on your own. Find a piano. Play any black key and the adjacent white key, above or below. Now pound it! At best this is what a pleasant train wreck sounds like! At first listen, it seems like a mistake, but it can produce much richer music than any one note by itself. Now add some more traditional harmonies, for example a major seventh chord. A major seventh chord will include those same two adjacent notes but add two or three more notes as well. The sound is different, by many standards beautiful, and at the very least much more interesting than unison. Replacing unison with dissonance is like upgrading your television from black-and-white to color, or, for the younger crowd, from HD to 4K. At first you just stare in amazement. Eventually, you realize you’re hearing a sound that is vibrant and complex and stunning all at the same time. There’s no going back: from now on, it’s all 4K harmony.

      In music, dissonance is particularly useful when it resolves into a more traditional sound. Tension followed by something familiar is very satisfying to the ear. In fact, this is what makes most music interesting: phrase after phrase of tension and resolve. The same can be true in life. For example, apply this to your social media experience during an election cycle. If your feed is like mine, it sounds a lot like this: unison, unison, train wreck, unison, train wreck, etc. There is very little in between, and the dissonance never resolves into something beautiful. But if you sit down with a person whose voice is different from yours, if you look past the polarization and hear their experiences and life story, then the initial dissonance is fleshed out by all sorts of complex harmonies. To be sure, some tension remains, but where you once heard a one-note blunder, you now hear an entire phrase. You understand a little better how the dissonance fits into a larger motif. What once sounded hideous is more palatable.

      We don’t often have these conversations. We shy away from dissonance because it’s uncomfortable. Sometimes we even mistake the clashing of sounds for a battle between good and evil. It’s our side versus the other side, and of course we’re the good guys. When this happens, we become trapped by sameness, mistaking conformity for unity, myopically believing the echo of one voice is better than the harmony of several. Rather than participate in a symphony of sounds reflecting our varied lives, we enter a contest to see who can agree more with those like us and disagree more with those not like us.

      There are some voices in the world that are absolute evil, but these typically lie well below the longest bass strings of your piano. It’s almost always okay to consider something different and to consider someone different. Just like music without tension can be boring, a single voice is often monotonous. How to avoid the monotony? Have that uncomfortable conversation, dwell on the dissonance long enough to fill in the missing notes, learn enough about someone else to flesh out the whole sound.

      What does this have to do with Christmas? Jesus’ birth wasn’t announced just to shepherds but to the whole world: the star shone across nations. When I imagine the heavenly hosts singing to the shepherds, it’s not in unison but in harmony. Implicit in this harmony is the miracle of Christmas. Jesus’ birth, life, death, and atonement don’t transform us from dissonant sinners to all-in-unison saints. Rather, they teach us how to love and serve each other despite—even because of—our differences.

      Christmas is a celebration of how we can live when we look beyond ourselves and make room for other voices. Christmas is an acknowledgement of the tensions and resolutions that are the rhythm of life. Christmas asks us not to single out a certain note but to sort through life’s many sounds, creating a literal symphony of my life alongside your life alongside everyone else’s, with all of us plucking different strings, collectively creating a melody more beautiful than any one of us could arrange by ourselves.

      The shepherds were sore afraid when “the glory of the Lord shone round about them.” Contemplating all the harmony—the tension and resolution—that Christmas entails, we might be afraid too. With enough courage, we can do what the shepherds did. Go to Bethlehem, find Jesus, and make the angels’ message known abroad:

      Christmas is Jesus.

      Christmas is music.

      Christmas is all of us.

      

      JUSTIN GOODSON {justin.c.goodson@gmail.com} is a professor at Saint Louis University. He researches methods to solve sequential decision problems. He teaches analytics, supply chain management, and reinforcement learning. He studied business analytics and industrial engineering at the University of Iowa (PhD) and the University of Missouri (MS, MBA, BS). He enjoys photography, writing, and musical composition.
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      Unique But Not Different: Latter-day Saints in Japan is the result of a sociological investigation into the identity of Latter-day Saints in Japan. Throughout its pages, its three authors seek to elucidate how Latter-day Saints practice their faith as members of a minority religion in contemporary Japan (xi).

      Shinji Takagi, Conan Grames, and Meagan Rainock’s work follows the current and much-needed movement growing in global Mormon studies to conduct sound, grassroots-level academic research to shed light on the various experiences of those who may be considered, in one way or another, on the periphery or margin of the Church.

      On that account, Latter-day Saints in Japan are an ideal subject of study, since they occupy a numerically marginal position both in the Church and in Japanese society, with 130,192 registered members (as of 2021). This represents less than 0.1 percent of the Japanese population, among whom the authors estimate only 20 percent to be actively involved in the Church.

      The data from which the authors drew for this book comes from the responses of 530 Latter-day Saints to a 56-question self-administered survey sent via email and advertised on virtual social network platforms in 2021. Due to its mode of administration, the survey focuses almost exclusively on active Church members who were willing and able to respond.

      The book consists of a preface, an introduction, a theoretical and methodological chapter, and five chapters exploring in detail themes covered by the survey: social profiles, conversion, beliefs and practices, identity conflicts, and challenges and opportunities. For each theme, the authors analyze and interpret in detail the answers to the survey’s related questions, taking great care to contextualize the subject historically and socially for the nonspecialist reader. A seventh chapter of a dozen pages offers summaries of the main takeaways tailored for various kind of readers: scholars and researchers, the general public, Latter-day Saint missionaries and leaders, and other Latter-day Saints. It precedes a conclusion and appendices, including the original Japanese-language questionnaire.

      The authors place their work within a framework of “identity theory.” Behind this term lies one simple and key idea: individuals, though strongly influenced by their national culture when making religious choices, are not consigned to act as their national culture dictates. Rather, they use the cultural materials at their disposal as a menu or toolbox to make choices and build complex, multiple identities that they are able to mobilize differently according to the contexts in which they find themselves.

      This theoretical approach challenges the culturalist beliefs from which the book’s central question emerges, namely the idea that being both a Latter-day Saint and Japanese is a paradox or mystery to be elucidated. This culturalist bias, which many of us share to some extent, gives rise to the truism in the preface: “The survey thus provides prima facie evidence that it is possible to be both a Latter-day Saint and Japanese” (xiii). The actual existence of Japanese wards, stakes, temples, and converts seems to be insufficient evidence for some skeptical ethnocentric minds.

      More broadly, the fact that individuals born and raised in a given cultural context may call on culturally exogenous resources spontaneously appears to most of us as a mystery when it is, in fact, an ordinary phenomenon of human societies, entirely constitutive of Mormonism since its origins. In fact, the book tends to show that despite prima facie oddities between Japanese culture and Mormon North American culture, Latter-day Saints in Japan are not so different from other Latter-day Saints regarding their religious beliefs and practices, and not so different from other Japanese people regarding most of their social practices. At least most of those who responded to the survey don’t find it too problematic to identify both as Japanese and as Latter-day Saints and to manage these identities in daily life.

      The real contribution of the survey and the book, therefore, lies in understanding how Japanese Latter-day Saints embrace and live out their faith and mobilize their Mormon identity in a Japanese society that gives little credence to such a marginal identity.

      We learn through the pages of the book that most LDS converts in Japan join before the age of thirty. A not-insignificant number of them have prior knowledge of Christianity or join the movement not only on the basis of doctrine but also because of the social and moral model embodied by the missionaries. This makes them quite conventional converts from a sociological point of view, i.e., converts who join on the basis of strong cultural continuity and the creation of socio-affective bonds. Active Church members tend to be socially and economically integrated in Japan, even though they are religiously active and fully embrace their minority religious identity. They report few conflicts related to their religious identity, apart from social drinking and tea consumption—two important social practices in their cultural context that they manage to make acceptable. Their ideological tendency is not uniform and reflects that of the Japanese population, from the most conservative to the most progressive. Their tendency toward conservatism on social issues is strong but not absolute, and they are more liberal than the national average when it comes to immigration, which goes hand in hand with a strong internationalization of their career paths. Rather highly educated, they tend to have more children than the average, but this number is declining. They also hold more professional positions than the average, which helps them avoid conflicts linked to Sunday religious practices. What’s more, the LDS population is aging at the same rate as the Japanese population.

      From a religious standpoint, it’s worth noting that the population studied shows a high level of acceptance of the Church as it is, particularly regarding the preeminence of priesthood leadership over personal revelation and the role of women in the Church.

      Throughout the book, the authors address the problem of acculturation, asserting that since the Church as an institution makes little effort to acculturate itself to the local culture, it’s up to individuals to negotiate their own identities in society—what the authors call personal acculturation. As they repeatedly point out, the respondents to the questionnaire may actually constitute the active, well-acculturated core of the LDS Church in Japan, characterized by a high degree of religious conformity and a high degree of social integration within wider society, with rather high levels of social and cultural capital. Consequently, they seem to have a less disruptive presence in society than their unusual religious choice (from a Japanese standpoint) might suggest. They are the minority who manages to adapt and accommodate.

      The valuable quantitative approach adopted here calls for further ethnographic explorations in order to gain an in-depth understanding of how these Latter-day Saints manage the social tensions they are subjected to in real time. Further ethnographic work could also explore how most of their fellow Japanese Church members struggle or fail to manage those social tensions, eventually dropping out, never converting to begin with, or creating other kind of in-between identities.

      To conclude, this book is a perfect complement to the work already done on Mormonism in Asia, and particularly in Japan, notably The Trek East by the same Shinji Takagi. It should also be acknowledged that this book originates from work prepared for a volume of essays edited by Laurie Maffly-Kipp and the late Melissa Inouye on Mormonisms in Asia. It is no surprise that Inouye was involved in the development of such an important project, and I have no doubt that this movement to study Latter-day Saints across the world will rightly continue to echo throughout the field of Mormon studies.

      

      PIERRE VENDASSI{pierrevendassi@yahoo.fr} holds a doctorate from the University of Bordeaux and teaches the sociology of religion in the Religions and Societies master’s program at Bordeaux Montaigne University. A research associate at the D2IA laboratory, he shares his time between research, training for professionals and creative writing. Driven by a desire to break down disciplinary and academic boundaries, his publications include Chrétiens de Chine (Christians from China), published at the Presses Universitaires de Rennes, and the novel Sous les reflets (Under the Reflections), published by Le Buvard.
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      A few years ago, I had the opportunity to take a seminar from a professor at my university in the Native American and Indigenous Studies Department, focused on religious and/or spiritual traditions, belief systems, and worldviews of Native American and Indigenous peoples in the Americas. As part of that course, one of our assignments was to reflect on the course materials and to express what the texts had meant to us, and what they had led us to think about and consider. In a book I read in this class and some others, Anishinaabe Ways of Knowing and Being, Lawrence Gross explains how he tells his students, when they consider a religious tradition, to think about what kind of human beings the given tradition is trying to create.⁠1 This was something I kept coming back to during that class and since then. What kind of human beings do different worldviews try to create?

      In the many worldviews we discussed in class, knowledge and wisdom are continually based in space and place. This wisdom is passed on through storytelling, through repetition, so that the next generation can become rooted.⁠2

      The readings in this class encouraged me to self-reflect. Am I rooted? And if I am, what am I rooted in? What space and place? When I took that class, the place I was rooted in was the land that is the home of Patwin people in what is known as Northern California. This place impacted what I learned in my PhD program and what my scholarship would look like. But I have other roots as well.

      My sister is a printmaker. A few years ago, she made a print showing various root vegetables, including carrots, beets, and radishes, with the words “love your roots” carved above. Of course she was playing on words here. She is a gardener. But I can also consider a bigger meaning from this. Do I love my roots? My history? My family history? What do I love, and what do I not? Am I truly myself with others?

      Along with rootedness, what am I reaching for? What type of world am I wanting to help perpetuate? What communities am I a part of, since it is in community that strength can come? Learning comes in the walking together; it comes in the connections we make.

      So, what are my roots? I am the descendent of white Mormon settlers who came to the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. My ancestors were settlers who lived on Native lands throughout the North American West, particularly Shoshone, Paiute, Goshute, and Ute lands. I have women in my ancestry who joined the Church because of the hymn “O My Father.” There are some women who participated in polygamy, and others who apparently threatened their husbands with axes if they took other wives. I have ancestors who participated in missionizing efforts in the United States and in the Pacific. That past informs who I am and how I approach my scholarship. I come from a family that is more liberal in its understandings of Mormonism but certainly still has its flaws and shortcomings, as any family does. I carry my family with me in my name. I am named after one of my grandmothers, which has certainly made me remember her, her works, and her words of caution as I pursued my graduate studies. This legacy has impacted what I study. I particularly want to reflect on my grandmother’s life and experiences and how she has influenced me.

      My grandmother, Charlotte Hawkins England, grew up in Iowa and in Salt Lake City. In 1954, when my grandmother was twenty and a newlywed, she went with my grandfather, Gene, on a mission to Sāmoa. This was certainly more uncommon as a practice by the 1950s. They were called in particular to teach school in the village of Vaiola for the first part of their mission, were then separated and put with different companions in various districts for a bit, and then worked together again teaching school. I recently read through their mission journal. It was an interesting practice, reading their mission journal with the critical eye I might use when I read other mission journals for my scholarship. They used the same book to journal in, with my grandmother using the pages on the left, my grandfather the pages on the right. It was particularly eye-opening to me to read their words from when they were only twenty and see their thought processes, their personalities, and their frustrations. And I particularly enjoyed the various drawings my grandmother made throughout the journal pages, from images of large waves crashing on the shore to a sketch of the full moon to diagrams showing the layout of certain events and gatherings.
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        Figure 1. Charlotte and Eugene England arriving for their mission in Sāmoa, 1954. Courtesy Charlotte England.

      

      They talked about how troubled they were with how Tagata Sāmoa (Native Samoans) were treated by other missionaries as less than and as servants. They tried to teach love and be good examples. Their mission helped them both realize that they loved teaching. Some missionaries kept trying to treat my grandmother as if she was just their cook and cleaning lady and did not always see her as a real missionary. She would try to call these missionaries out for their behavior and stand up for herself, being the only woman there, but she did not always succeed. She got pregnant one year into her mission and was transferred to Hawai‘i so she could have access to better medical care at the end of that pregnancy, which meant she did not die in childbirth in 1956.

      They also had their own biases that emerge in their writings, and I could see how they struggled with those. They made assumptions about the nature of the Pacific Islands and expressed fascination with a place and people so different from what they knew at home. At times they recognized this and tried to acknowledge it. Other times, they did not. I continued to think about the legacies of colonialism as well, including the fact that they were even in Sāmoa on a mission, showing the roots of US imperialism and Mormon participation in those efforts. In my dissertation I have considered the importance of schools started by white Mormons in the Pacific, from Hawai‘i in the 1850s to Aotearoa (New Zealand) in the 1880s and Sāmoa in the 1890s, and the use of such schools by missionaries to help strengthen their connections with the US consulate and reinforce the image of themselves as Americans. And here in my grandparents’ journal I can see the successors to that practice. They talked about making lesson plans and included details about teaching these Tagata Sāmoa children particular manners and dances, teaching European fairy tales, teaching them songs in English, teaching them sewing, and teaching them many other Anglo-American-centric practices.

      Growing up, I knew the general details about my grandparents’ lives after their mission: coming home, moving to various places in the United States for school and jobs, starting Dialogue while they were in California, eventually ending up in Utah, my grandfather teaching at Brigham Young University and having to “retire” early from teaching there during the 1990s, and my grandfather finishing his career at what was then Utah Valley State College. Very often as a child, I learned more about my grandfather’s work and writings, about his thoughts on particular topics. After his death in 2001, when I was fifteen, there became even more of an emphasis and encouragement for me to read what he wrote, to remember his life. Very often this focus on my grandfather meant that my grandmother and her thoughts and ideas have not always been the focus, even though my grandmother has always been a larger part of my life, the one I have felt closer to, the one I spent more time with, and the person I have always felt a special bond with.

      As an adult, I have had the chance to have more in-depth conversations with my grandmother about her experiences. I think much of this has become possible because of the frequent trips I made to her home when I lived in Utah to help her organize her papers. When I have not lived in the state, she always asks when I will be coming to Utah so she can have me work with her for a day and go through papers more or help organize and edit her writings about her life. We have continued reorganizing her papers and files, and with each reorganization I have had the chance to ask her questions about different parts of her life. As I have helped edit some of her writings more recently, I have been able to learn more intimate details about her and what has mattered to her. And I think my own studies during my master’s degree, as I took more women’s history courses, researched and read women’s diaries, and looked at the position of women in the Church, meant I approached these conversations with my grandmother from a different position.

      I have had conversations with my grandmother about her experiences as a woman in the Church, the labor she has performed in church that often goes unrecognized, and the frustrations she has had about women’s position within the faith. I see how she is treated by family at times as not important, and that her opinions don’t matter as much as her spouse, who has been gone now for almost twenty-five years, and this has all led me to think more deeply about the gendered dynamic of scholarship within Mormonism.
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        Figure 2. Charlotte England organizing her files and recipes, 2023. Courtesy Charlotte Hansen Terry.

      

      My grandfather is known for his teaching and scholarship—scholarship that has certainly impacted me and how I think. My grandmother is known for being there at his side, being part of the conversations, welcoming people into her home, making lovely meals, especially her bread and ice cream. Of course, his scholarship and who he was was not possible without her. Without her work balancing the household, raising six children, bouncing off ideas with him and pushing him further in his conceptions he wouldn’t be the man whom so many respected. And she was there having her faith challenged, too, as the behavior of people in positions of power in the Church hurt her as well, and she saw contradictions between this behavior and the principles she believed in. People questioned her about why she remained in the Church with all that happened. She wrote about fifteen years ago about how “such an action would mean abandoning our core beliefs, which were too deeply embedded for us to forsake.”⁠3

      She often even downplays herself and her life as she tries to emphasize my grandfather’s writings and work. Each Christmas for a few years she would call me and ask for my opinion on which of my grandfather’s essays she should print off and share with all my cousins. Most of that side of my family no longer attends church, and I would say almost all my cousins do not see themselves as members of the Church. Many of my cousins were young when my grandfather died, so he is a more distant memory. But we all feel very close to my grandmother. I have recently started to encourage her to also share some of her own writings about her life with her grandchildren, insisting that we all want to learn more about her, too, and hear more of her thoughts and experiences. We want her recipes, her artwork, and more of her in our lives. She luckily has started to do that, printing off drafts of papers she is writing, sending us little watercolors in the mail, some of them on the back of my grandfather’s old business cards. Recently we worked to collect some of her recipes and shared those with everyone for Christmas, to the delight of many of my cousins. And hopefully I can eventually convince her to share her writings with all her grandchildren. For now, I feel lucky to be trusted with them, with her thoughts and feelings that she is hesitant for all to know.
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        Figure 3. Charlotte England drawings, 2021. Courtesy Charlotte Hansen Terry.

      

      During my master’s program at the University of Utah, I was in a research seminar on US colonialism and needed to pick a paper topic. Since I had grown up hearing about my grandparents serving a mission in Sāmoa, I became curious about when the United States got involved in Sāmoa and when Mormons showed up there, so I looked it up and saw that it was close to the same time, in the 1870s and 1880s. This led to me doing a research paper to consider this conjunction and what it meant. I do not think I would have even considered going in that direction for a paper without knowing about my grandparents. As I write this piece, I am completing my PhD in history, where I explore white and Pacific Islander Mormon attempts to define and expand racial, religious, familial, and national belonging, informed both by my history classes but also by my classes in Native American and Indigenous studies. As I have worked on this dissertation, I have needed to consider what questions and topics I can look at and which ones I should not because of my positionality and privilege as a white woman. While I have done my historical research on an earlier period in the nineteenth century, I also continue to think back, especially recently, on my grandmother’s experiences in Sāmoa in the 1950s, how it changed her, and how she also participated in US colonialism through her missionary work. During my dissertation work, I have read many missionary diaries, seen the artifacts they brought back from their missions and the photographs they took with people in the Pacific. I have thought of parallels with my own grandmother when she reopened her mission trunk after not doing so for about fifty years, and I saw her lay down items, including tapa cloth gifted to her on her mission, now with significant creases from being folded for decades. This period of her life from so long ago still had such an impact on her present moment, and she spoke about all these items, refamiliarizing herself with these artifacts of her youth after they had been shut away for so long.

      When I told my grandmother I was considering getting a PhD, she was very serious with me on the phone. She told me to keep in mind how much doing that work can impact your family and how it will affect your husband and your relationship. It is not easy, she said. It takes both of you to get through that. And as she said that, I thought back to what it must have been like for her as a Mormon woman during the 1950s and ’60s. I am in a different place as her granddaughter. But I still have to grapple with particular gendered dynamics within my faith that might question why I went off to pursue graduate work, with my husband putting his career on a slower trajectory as he followed me to a new location.

      Being named for my grandmother, and looking a good deal like her, does not mean I will make the same decisions she made or think the same things she does. But I am rooted in her, and the rest of my family, and my past. Her deep desire to love and care for those around her, how she shares her love through food and enjoys sitting and chatting over a cup of tea, are definitely things I have picked up from her, too. And how she has loved her church and community while at the same time challenging it and disagreeing with positions has provided an important example for me.
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        Figure 4. Charlotte England at her cabin in Provo Canyon, Utah, 2019. Courtesy Charlotte Hansen Terry.

      

      I am rooted in that Mormon history. And I would not be where I am, studying what I am, having the questions I do about Mormon history, without that rootedness in my grandmother. As I consider what directions I might go with my scholarship and work as well as my place within my faith community, I continue to reflect on my responsibility in my scholarship to grapple with this family history and Mormon past. I can focus on loving fiercely and holding my faith accountable. But I also continue to grapple with these complex gendered and colonial legacies in which I am rooted.

      

      CHARLOTTE HANSEN TERRY {charlottehansenterry@gmail.com} is the personal voices editor for Dialogue. She received her PhD from the University of California, Davis, in US history and is an assistant professor of history at Utah State University, Uintah Basin campus. She continues to help her grandmother organize her papers and writings.
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      Matthew Harris has provided the Mormon community with a gift: Second-Class Saints is a substantial work of scholarship based on enormous archival research and makes a compelling case concerning the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ racial policies since World War II. While the parameters of the story are well known, the twentieth- and twenty-first-century Church’s evolving relationship with Black members has never been so meticulously documented and bracingly told as in this volume. Second-Class Saints will be a standard work for quite some time.

      While the first chapter provides a general overview of the background, origins, and implementation of the LDS Church’s racial restriction—in which those of African descent were barred from priesthood ordination and temple participation—the book is primarily focused on the policy’s development in the mid-twentieth century, its demise in the 1970s, and the legacies that have remained to the present. There are some moments that will surprise even the most seasoned reader, like Harris’s documentation of an apostolic committee formed in the early 1950s to assess whether they could rescind the policy (57–61). Other sections add further context to common stories, like when Harris provides additional detail to the federal government’s investigation into Brigham Young University student practices or the Church’s tax-exempt status (197–202). And some portions provide a first attempt to contextualize the most recent developments in the twenty-first century, like when Harris analyzes the context for the Church’s 2012 statements that proclaimed, “All Are Alike Unto God” (293–306). Second-Class Saints, indeed, provides something for every reader, no matter their level of expertise.

      The strongest part of a very strong book is its sources. Harris was able to gain access to a treasure trove of personal papers located in archives, universities, and family ownership, which enabled him to unearth facts and ideas that have been overlooked by previous historians. These collections are so numerous that Second-Class Saints features a six-page abbreviations index for its 110 pages of endnotes. At the heart of many of these sources were internal disagreements among LDS authorities, an excavation that demonstrates how race was as contested among Church leaders as it was among the general American public. Indeed, because this book is primarily focused on telling the story rather than analyzing its meaning or context, it provides numerous starting points for future scholars to investigate, introducing them to key moments or figures as told through previously overlooked sources and begging for more investigation.

      Harris takes pains to document the ideology and theology at the heart of the racial policy and its aftermath. The book is at its best when unpacking the writings of, especially, Joseph Fielding Smith and Bruce R. McConkie to demonstrate both the depth of their racial views as well as, in McConkie’s case, how he evolved to eventually see a policy change as possible. While one might hope that Harris had spent more time placing their ideas within a wider context, this is arguably the most synthetic and comprehensive analysis of modern LDS leaders’ thinking on race that the historical field has yet produced.

      Every historian is forced to frame their work in such a way that it prioritizes some questions over others. Second-Class Saints is no different. Because Harris’s archival source base primarily deals with the institutional Church and its elite critics, the story is primarily told through the lens of white voices. The Black experience is primarily implied rather than detailed, though more Black voices appear after the creation of the Genesis Group in the 1970s and the proliferation of Black activists in the twenty-first century. Excavating their lived realities and ideas would have required a different set of sources and methods beyond those framing this work. It will therefore be left to other historians to build on this institutional foundation and tell that story.

      One other notable point of framing and prioritization concerns audience. Second-Class Saints is primarily devoted to addressing Mormon narratives and answering Mormon questions. This can be seen, for example, both in how Harris frequently refers to “the brethren”—a term with a particular meaning within LDS culture—as well as in how he tells a tale of competition between orthodox conservatives, primarily Smith and McConkie, and liberal critics, primarily Sterling McMurrin. The stakes of these debates are often cast in a way that is only significant to the LDS community. At times the narrative even veers toward a good-guys-vs.-bad-guys framing more reflective of internal debates rather than engaging the external context. The benefits of such an approach are that the work will reach a much larger audience of Latter-day Saints who typically find academic works unapproachable; the downsides include limited use for the broader academy.

      Perhaps the chapter that best embodies this framing and its consequences is chapter 8, which explores the immediate fallout after Spencer W. Kimball’s 1978 declaration that ended the racial restriction. On the one hand, the chapter is Harris at his archival best: he meticulously traces the origins of several folkloric stories concerning the declaration as they spread across LDS culture between 1978 and 1985, largely embellished accounts created by McConkie himself that eventually garnered chastisement from his superiors. However, scholars outside Mormon studies might find such exhaustive detailing tedious, if not antiquarian. They might also be left desiring more analysis on how McConkie’s storytelling fit into a broader culture simultaneously struggling with a crisis of authority in the wake of Watergate and America’s racial protests, like how LDS leaders’ anxiety over reaffirming their clout in the wake of a fundamental change reflects contemporary social discord.

      But one book cannot do everything. Second-Class Saints should be praised, and praised extensively, for what it did accomplish. Harris’s monumental achievement is in the vein of D. Michael Quinn: an archival-rich reckoning that will both prompt discussions within the Mormon community and serve as a foundation for future scholarship. It is an immediate classic.

      

      BENJAMIN E. PARK {bep013@shsu.edu} is an associate professor of history at Sam Houston State University. He is author, most recently, of American Zion: A New History of Mormonism (Liveright, 2024).

    

  

